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    Chapter 1




    I’m trying my best to create the air of a sophisticated world traveller but am not entirely sure I’m pulling it off.




    With hindsight, I probably gave the game away immediately by enthusiastically testing one too many fragrances at Duty Free, leaving me now exuding an aroma so pungent it could wake someone from a coma.




    I’ve also been let down by my ethnic-style cotton top, the one I was convinced looked like an item I’d picked up somewhere fabulously exotic in the South Pacific – until I discovered the price tag poking out, revealing that I in fact paid £44.99 for it in Monsoon.




    And maybe I didn’t look quite as streetwise as I’d hoped by being the very first to camp out at Gate 65, beating a large group of Saga holidaymakers by at least half an hour.




    Now I’m actually in the air, it’s still happening: my status as a long-haul travel amateur is being ruthlessly exposed at every turn.




    I’m currently attempting to balance all the empty packaging from my in-flight meal on top of a ludicrously proportioned tray and an undrinkable cup of coffee without it tumbling on to my neighbour’s lap and leaving his tackle with third-degree burns. It’s like a real-life version of Kerplunk, with every item threatening to wobble off at the slightest hint of turbulence.




    Unlike the American gentleman sitting next to me – he has cleverly tucked his lemon-scented freshening wipe into his empty teacup and neatly stacked the salt and pepper packets, plus the mini butter tub, in his tasty beef casserole container – I have ended up with an unruly compost heap of plastic and foil debris.




    ‘Shall I take that for you, madam?’ asks a stewardess, swiping it away before I can prevent a knife clattering on to my table.




    ‘Whoopsadaisy!’ I hoot, sounding not very like the cosmopolitan member of the jet-set I’m hoping to appear. I pick it up and attempt to hand it to her, but she’s off already, steamrolling her trolley down the aisle and nearly taking the skin off several passengers’ knuckles.




    I glance to my side and realize my neighbour is eyeing my knife dubiously.




    ‘Oh, well.’ I shrug. ‘Who knows when I might need a plastic knife complete with generous smothering of butter?’




    He smiles.




    It isn’t a particularly conspiratorial smile, though, one that belies a flicker of amusement. It’s sympathetic, revealing pity for the poor creature next to him who must surely be on day-release from a psychiatric ward.




    I lean back in my seat, mentally humming a song that was always on the radio when I was little and Mum was cremating the Sunday dinner: ‘I’m leaving on a jet plane . . . la la la . . . la la la la la la la . . .’




    Oh, never mind. I’m sure the words will come back to me. And, anyway, it’s the sentiment behind them that matters. The song, I assume, is about embracing new beginnings. About moving on. About discovering a whole new world.




    Which is exactly what I’m doing right now.




    As you may have guessed, however, flying halfway across the world by myself isn’t something I’ve ever done before: easyJet to Barcelona for a two-night hen weekend, yes; two weeks in Turkey with boyfriend in tow, not a problem; a week with the girls in the South of France, bring it on.




    But three and a half thousand miles across the Atlantic? And possibly for good?




    No.




    Except here I am. Actually doing it. Even if I wish it was with rather more panache.




    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    When I was at primary school, my best friend was called Elizabeth. She was of Jamaican origin but she was Scouse through and through – and had an accent so thick it could have unblocked a toilet.




    Even at ten, Elizabeth knew what she wanted to do with her life: to see the world. She wanted to climb mountains, trek through rainforests and see as many different places and meet as many different people as she could. I found out last year that she’d graduated from Oxford, travelled for two years and now works for the Red Cross in Stockholm.




    I mention this merely to illustrate a point: that if a scale existed to measure how adventurous your twenties were – according to conventional wisdom, at least – Elizabeth’s life would be at one end and mine would probably be at the other.




    For the past seven years, until last Friday, in fact, I’ve worked as a nursery nurse in Woolton, a suburb of Liverpool that fancies itself posh. Actually, I’m doing myself down a bit: by the time I left, I’d risen to deputy manager (the youngest they’d ever had, as my mother informs anyone she meets within the first thirty-two seconds of conversation).




    This achievement doesn’t so much reflect ruthless ambition, as the simple fact that I love my work. Really love it. Which is a constant relief, given that I embarked on this career after dropping out of my first year of a law degree (something my mother informs anyone she meets within the next thirty-two seconds of conversation).




    The real point is that Bumblebees Nursery is precisely six minutes’ walk from the house in which I grew up, twenty-one minutes’ drive from the hospital in which I was born, and so close to my former secondary school that if you look out of the nursery’s attic on tiptoe you can still see some graffiti referring to a snog I allegedly had with Christopher Timms in the lower sixth. (This, by the way, was someone’s attempt at irony. At seventeen, Christopher Timms was renowned for lighting his own farts with such regularity he needed his own Fire Incident Support Unit.)




    The pond-like existence I have somehow maintained for my entire twenty-eight years on this earth is – I am fully aware – slightly tragic, but, in my defence, I’ve got a good excuse. No, two good excuses: I found a job I adored and a man I adored.




    So, why would I want to give them up?




    I shift in my seat in another vain attempt to make myself comfortable. It’s a space that would fail EU regulations for transporting poultry, never mind people. But it’s no good. I lost all sensation in my bum cheeks a good two hours ago and I’m not likely to get it back any time soon.




    I pick up my rucksack for want of something – anything – to do and take out my compact mirror to examine my reflection. It isn’t a pleasant experience.




    I’m not saying that under normal circumstances I’d threaten any of Eva Longoria’s L’Oréal contracts but until recently I’ve been relatively okay with my looks. I inherited good bone structure from Dad’s side of the family, good legs from Mum’s and I’ve even – after many years of angst – learned to live with the washboard stomach I sadly didn’t inherit from either.




    At the moment, though, my most striking feature is not the dark eyes or full mouth I used to be complimented on, but my skin – which is so pale I look as if I need basting. I went for one of those spray tans a couple of weeks ago to see if its advertised ‘natural, golden glow’ would sort me out. Unfortunately, my knees and elbows ended up with such an alarmingly orange tinge that I’m convinced the beautician who applied it must have been sniffing glue.




    To add insult to injury, in less than a month, my size ten–twelve frame – the one I took so utterly for granted that I even managed to complain about it at least twice a day – has somehow been replaced with one that is precisely sixteen and a half pounds heavier (and counting).




    Yes, you read that right: sixteen and a half pounds. If you hadn’t realized until now that it was physiologically possible to put on that much weight in such a short time, then I assure you, neither had I. But it is – and I have. Probably because I’ve spent the last couple of months comfort-eating for Britain.




    What has caused all this?




    Oh, what do you think? A man. Obviously. My man. At least, he used to be my man.




    I can now say categorically that Jason Redmond – high-flying accountant, pool champion, charmer of friends and parents alike, oh, and love of my life – no longer answers to that description.




    No matter how many nights I spend weeping bitter tears into my pillow. No matter how many hours I spend with Leona Lewis crooning out of my iPod. No matter how many times I’ve accompanied well-meaning friends to karaoke bars and tried my best to look convincing while belting out ‘I Will Survive’. (Okay, so, ‘I Will Plummet Into The Depths Of Despair Until He Phones Me Again’ hasn’t quite got the same ring.)




    I snap my compact closed and throw it back into my rucksack.




    ‘Do you need an I-94W form, madam?’ asks the stewardess, appearing at my shoulder.




    ‘Um, why not?’ I reply, taking it from her as casually as someone who fills in one of these every other weekend when they pop over to Buenos Aires for a spot of polo.




    When she’s gone, I peer at the lines on the form, wondering whether I’m meant to have one.




    ‘You got a UK passport?’ asks my American neighbour, repositioning his U-shaped cushion, an item I’ve been coveting for the last six hours.




    ‘Um . . . yes,’ I reply, suspiciously.




    ‘Then if you’re just going to the States on holiday you need to fill it in.’ He smiles.




    ‘Oh, um . . . yes, I know,’ I lie. ‘I mean, it’s a bit more than a holiday I’m going for but . . .’




    ‘You emigrating?’




    ‘I’ve got a yearlong working visa,’ I explain, stuffing the form into the pocket of the chair in front, next to the butter knife and two plastic cups with Diet Pepsi dregs in the bottom. ‘So, I’ll be there for at least twelve months. Assuming they don’t throw me out first, that is!’




    He smiles again, but this time it isn’t even the sympathetic one. It’s the sort of smile you’d give a shoe bomber to instil an air of calm while trying to work out where the emergency exits are.




    ‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking,’ announces a reassuringly plummy voice over a crackly speaker. ‘We will shortly be making our descent into JFK . . .’




    I sit up in my seat and take a deep breath.




    New life, here I come.




    

       

    




    Chapter 3




    We are so bombarded by American culture in the UK that it’s sometimes impossible to think of the United States as a foreign country. Yet the second I step off the plane, JFK couldn’t feel more foreign if it were situated on the far side of Jupiter. I wander round the airport lounge, trying not to spend too long scrutinizing the flight information boards with a hopeless look on my face in case I give anybody the impression I don’t know what I’m doing, and am enveloped in unfamiliar sights and sounds: accents that make my own vowels sound so British I feel like someone auditioning to read the BBC news in 1953; language I recognize – diapers, cell phones, mommies, zip codes – but have never used. And there’s a bustling, gaudy, fast-food whirlwind of an atmosphere that makes half of me giddy with excitement and the other half long for somewhere that sells a nice sausage roll, and tea that’s been brewed to the correct strength for several days.




    I had an inkling of this sensation when I spoke to my new employers on the phone last week. I’m on my way to be a nanny for Summer (three and a half) and Katie (two), daughters of Josh and Karen Ockerbloom. The Ockerblooms run their own real-estate company just outside Kalamazoo, Michigan – my ultimate destination – and they sound lovely. Really lovely. And unbelievably, well, American.




    Karen was at pains to stress how excited she and Josh were about welcoming me – ‘a bona-fide British nanny’ – into their home.




    On top of that, I get my own car (an SUV – which, thanks to Google, I now know does not refer to the filters in a sun-tan lotion), I won’t be expected to do any chores (they have staff) and they’d like me to go on holiday with them to Bermuda next month, all expenses paid.




    I feel my mobile vibrate. There’s a new message from the agency I’ve registered with, British Supernannies. They’re apparently very good – the fastest-growing UK agency in America – although, judging by their choice of name, understatement isn’t a speciality.




    ‘This is a message for Zoe Moore,’ begins the voice of Margaret, the slightly doddery secretary I’ve been dealing with for the past few weeks. ‘I’m terribly sorry about this, Zoe, but there’s been a change of plan. Please do give me a ring when you have a chance – and, most importantly, before you get on your connecting flight.’




    A long conversation ensues, during which it emerges – as I try not to get too exasperated – that I’m no longer going to Kalamazoo. I’m now going to Hope Falls, which is near Boston. Which means I’m no longer going to live with Karen and Josh. Or to drive their SUV. Or to go to Bermuda. Hope Falls? You can say that again.




    I’m now going to Mrs R. Miller, a single mother, to look after her two children, Ruby, who is nearly six, and Samuel, who’s just turned three. There was a last-minute change of plan, apparently. Karen and Josh have a nanny, a girl from Surrey who was with them last year and suddenly became available again after they came to an agreement about a pay rise.




    I grip my rucksack and force myself to come over all Thelma and Louise-like. To remind myself that I’m a strong, confident, independent woman who is more than happy to live life on the edge and change her plans when required – even when it means Bermuda’s out.




    I head towards a shop to buy a bottle of water, and when I get to the till to pay for it, the generously proportioned African-American assistant flashes me a smile.




    No, no. That’s not right. To call it a smile doesn’t cover it. This is the sort of grin you’d expect from a woman who’d just lost a stone in weight, won the lottery and found the most glorious pair of shoes she’s ever set eyes on . . . in a sale.




    ‘Going anywhere nice, ma’am?’ She beams.




    ‘Oh, Boston. For work,’ I reply, keeping it vague enough for the others in the queue to imagine me an off-duty human-rights lawyer on her way to reverse a miscarriage of justice or two.




    ‘Boston, huh? Well, you be sure to have a good time.’




    ‘I will. Thank you.’




    I take the bottle from her and attempt to put it into my rucksack before I move away. But the cord at the top isn’t budging. I free my hands by shoving my purse into my mouth, then try stuffing the bottle into the front pocket. But it just isn’t happening. Not easily, anyway.




    Pushing, pulling and scrambling, I’m no nearer to getting the bottle into my bag, and painfully conscious now of the growing queue.




    With the woman behind me tutting and rolling her eyes, I rip open the back pocket, stuff in the bottle and straighten my back indignantly.




    It is at this point that the clasp on my purse, still squashed between my teeth, takes on a life of its own. It bursts open, coins projecting out as if I’m vomiting two-pence pieces. The woman behind looks as if she has lost the will to live. Others rush forward offering help as I scrabble around, clumsily trying to pick up my money. My cheeks redden violently.




    ‘Um, thanks, ooh, sorry, I, em, thanks a lot, sorry, um . . .’ I babble. Wanting to escape, I shove my empty purse between my knees and hobble out, my arms full of coins, plastic bank cards and my rucksack, forcing myself to ignore the suppressed giggles.




    ‘Have a nice day, ma’am!’ the assistant calls after me, as I disappear round a corner, hoping she’ll understand why I don’t reply.




    

       

    




    Chapter 4




    Having taken the monorail to Grand Central Station I settle down to wait for my train to Boston and dig out my magazine. As I flick through it, I sense somebody sitting next to me and catch a waft of aftershave that immediately pricks my senses.




    Calvin Klein Truth. I’d know it anywhere. It’s the aftershave Jason would splash on religiously every morning, just after he’d checked his hair and straightened his tie in the uniquely meticulous way I came to know so well. Forgetting where I am, I glance upwards, pulse racing.




    But it’s not Jason. Of course it isn’t. I haven’t seen him for nearly two months, so why would I think he’d be here in the States?




    My neighbour – a heavy-set guy in his late thirties with a wonky fringe – flashes me a shy smile. I smile back and return to my magazine, even though I’ve been through all its pages at least three times now.




    Jason and I met when I was twenty and he was twenty-three – a small age difference, really, but at the time it felt like one of Michael Douglas and Catherine Zeta-Jones proportions.




    By then, I’d dropped the law degree I hated and was a trainee at Bumblebees; he’d already left college, had spent a gap year bumming around Europe and had just been accepted on to a graduate-trainee scheme for one of the UK’s biggest firms of accountants.




    The first thing I should point out about Jason is that he’s the least likely accountant you could ever meet. Not that I’ve got anything against accountants, but public perception of the profession doesn’t put them up there in the excitement stakes with your average NASA scientist.




    Jason dispels that myth comprehensively. The life and soul of any party, he’s one of those people who gels so instantly with everyone he meets he’s like a human tube of Vidal Sassoon Shockwaves. I found him charming, engaging and utterly gorgeous. He turned heads everywhere we went. Admittedly, that had something to do with the fact that, in the year we met, Gareth Gates had recently been named runner-up in Pop Idol and it’s fair to say that there’s more than a passing resemblance between him and my ex.




    Jason had classic boy-band good looks and, at thirty now, he retains them. He’s slightly skinny and only a few inches taller than me, but his face and smile are to die for. He was my own personal heart-throb and I was smitten.




    My feelings blossomed into what I became sure – no, I knew – was deep, everlasting love. By that I don’t mean that, seven years on, we were still gazing into each other’s eyes like lovelorn puppies. But we knew each other’s flaws and continued to love each other despite them. After that length of time together, our love wasn’t as all-consuming as it had been in the early days. But it was solid. A real love. The basis for a lifetime together. At least, that was what I’d thought.




    How wrong could I have been?




    

       

    




    Chapter 5




    I have been on the train for more than three hours and have spent approximately 95 per cent of that time talking. This, like anything that stops me thinking about Jason (albeit temporarily), can only be a positive thing. Even if my jaw feels as if it might seize up.




    The first person to sit next to me was George Garfield II, a big old bear of a man who retired eighteen years ago after a career as a fire-fighter. He’d been in the Big Apple to see his grandchildren and was so impressed that I was from Liverpool (because that was where the Beatles were from) you’d think I’d just won an Olympic medal.




    Then there was Janice Weisberger, a former model in her fifties with a chignon so perfect I’m convinced it must have been sprayed with Superglue. She was on her way back from a two-day beauty convention and was kind enough to present me with a facial wash for problem skin. She lived next door but one to someone who had a cousin who’d been to Liverpool in the mid-eighties. As she put it, she and I had so much in common.




    Next came Earl, the struggling artist, who talked so fast I only managed to catch every fifth word, and Kate, the library assistant, who’d just dumped her boyfriend after walking in on him trying on her mom’s flannel nightgown.




    When Kate has gone, it strikes me how much I’m getting into the spirit of this lone-traveller lark. In fact, what on earth was I worried about?




    At the next stop, an elderly lady with candyfloss hair, a smart buttoned-up coat and a gingham shopping trolley scuttles over and sits next to me.




    ‘Hello!’ I offer, smiling in the warm, American manner to which I am now becoming accustomed.




    She doesn’t respond.




    Not too concerned – and ready for a break from talking – I dig out the copy of OK! I bought at Manchester airport, enticed by the prospect of studying such matters as the type of wallpaper Jordan and Peter André have on their loo walls. I’m engrossed for about five minutes when I can’t help noticing what my neighbour is up to.




    With my head fixed forward – so that to anyone else it would appear that I’m focusing intently on Jordan’s nose – my eyes swivel sideways.




    The little old lady is reaching into her shopping trolley and producing a bottle, covered with a paper bag. Which would be fine except that I suspect it does not contain a litre of Appletize. It smells like a 70 per cent proof home-brew that has been fermenting in someone’s basement for the last two millennia.




    As she proceeds to down mouthfuls of this noxious substance, I wonder whether I should sneak away to another seat or simply continue to watch in fascination. But the train is packed and I’m stuck.




    I spend the next twenty minutes of the journey studying my magazine and pretending to be enthralled. Eventually I stuff it back into my bag, only then noticing an envelope that has been hidden at the bottom. I pick it up and examine the front, where ‘Zoe’ is written in my mum’s handwriting.




    At forty-four, my mum is relatively young – at least, compared with the parents of most of my peer group. And despite the wild-child tag she must have acquired after falling pregnant with me at just sixteen, the reality – as far as I’ve ever seen – is that she’s anything but.




    She and Dad dashed up the aisle before they were old enough to buy shandy legally, and have spent the last twenty-eight years in domestic circumstances that are happy, unremarkable and as traditional as they come.




    And Mum, although she’s young enough to shop at River Island still and attend a step class four times a week with Desy (her gay best friend), is in lots of ways no different from anyone else’s mother. She’s certainly no less over-protective, as I discovered when I announced I was going on this trip. She made it no secret that she’d prefer me not to go. And when my mother has an opinion about something, she doesn’t hesitate to let it be known . . .




    

      

        

          15th June




          Dear Zoe,




          Well, if you’re reading this letter, it means you’ve gone through with it and are now on your way to America. You already know what I think about this, so we won’t rehearse the arguments again.




          If this is what you feel you’ve got to do then, obviously, you’ve got to do it. Personally, I think you’d be sticking two fingers up to That Bloody Swine far more effectively if you stayed here. What better way to show him that life goes on without him?




          Desy agrees with me, by the way. And his love life makes Gone with the Wind look short on drama, so he should know. This morning we went for a latte after step and he admitted Jason always reminded him of that bloke he brought home from his holiday in Sunny Beach in Bolivia a couple of years back (or was it Bulgaria?). You remember him, don’t you? Good-looking fellow with only one leg. He was talking about opening a bar with Desy, then buggered off with a newsagent from South Shields. Desy was devastated. And while it might not compare with what you’ve just been through, the point is, you’re not alone. There are plenty of us around you who know what it’s like.




          Oh, there’s no point in me going over old ground.




          The only thing I would ask is that you heed a few pieces of advice from someone who’s been around a lot longer than you have.




          First, watch out for terrorists. If you see anyone acting suspiciously, then phone me immediately (or the police). Second, if you’re thinking of taking the opportunity of this travelling business to get a tattoo, then at least make sure it’s one of those tasteful Arabic type ones, like Angelina Jolie has. I mention this only after what happened to Mandy at work (the one in Accounts who went on Who Wants to Be A Millionaire?, not the one in Marketing who’s got alopecia). She’s still distraught after her Brian came back from his trip to Australia with a tattoo of a koala bear on his bottom. If you’re even slightly tempted by this, then please, Zoe, just close your eyes and imagine it on your backside when you’re ninety.




          Also – and don’t take this the wrong way – you need to watch your weight. You used to have lovely legs. And I know dieting might be the last thing on your mind at the moment, but that was probably what Britney Spears once thought.




          Anyway, I’ve said my piece now. Which means the only thing left to say – for one final time – is goodbye. Goodbye, my sweetheart, my little girl. I’ll miss you.




          Love and kisses,




          Mum




          XXX


        


      


    




    As I finish reading it, I look up and realize we’re minutes away from Boston. I start to pack away my belongings, when something unexpected happens.




    The train jolts. The lady next to me – the one with the bottle of moonshine – clearly isn’t the steadiest on her feet at the best of times and now shunts forward, nearly falling off her seat. I lean down to help her up, but the train jolts again and this time she flies backwards into the seat.




    Unfortunately, it isn’t just she who flies backwards. The second jolt is enough to propel the bottle out of her hand and straight towards me, in a movement remarkably similar to something Tom Cruise did in Cocktail.




    As its contents spill over my hair, my face, my clothes, they seem to seep into my every pore. I’m stunned and unable to comprehend anything more than that I now smell as if I’ve been washing my armpits with Glenfiddich for most of my adult life.




    ‘I – uh, wha—’ I’m dumbfounded.




    ‘BASTARD DRIVER!’ she howls, ignoring me and shaking her fist in the air. She looks like a cross between Miss Marple and Linda Blair in The Exorcist.




    I fight my way past her with my luggage in tow and squeeze myself – and it – into the toilet at the end of the carriage. I have just minutes before the train draws into the station. The cubicle is desperately small, but I know that my only hope is to push my hand through the suitcase zip to get out a change of clothes.




    As I force my hand in, though, almost drawing blood, to root around inside, I know that the only thing I’ll be able to get my hands on is whatever’s closest to the top. Panicking, I brush my alcohol-soaked hair out of my face and eventually pull out some things.




    ‘Oh, God,’ I mutter, as I examine them. ‘Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God.’




    But the train is pulling into the station and I have two options. The first is to stay as I am: soaked, so that my top is now see-through and emitting the sort of stench that can only be described as eau-de-bail-hostel. The second is to change into the only outfit I’ve been able to reach, no matter how unsuited to the occasion.




    It’s close. It’s bloody close. Even as I wrestle my way into my clean clothes, aware of the train emptying, I wonder whether the second option really was preferable. The only positive thought that runs through my mind is that at least Jason can’t see me. It would only confirm to him that leaving me had been the right thing to do.




    Oh, God, Mrs R. Miller, I hope you’re an understanding woman, I really do.




    

       

    




    Chapter 6




    It is immediately obvious that the person holding a sign with my name on it isn’t Mrs R. Miller. It’s not that the sign doesn’t say ‘Zoe Moore’ in such huge black letters I suspect it’s probably visible from space. Or that this person is not waiting directly under the clock, which was where the agency told me to go. Or even that the two children leaping about in the background couldn’t feasibly fit the description of Ruby and Samuel. It’s something else. The person holding a sign with my name on it is a man.




    Clearly, I can’t let on that this has fazed me – first impressions and all that – so I stride across the concourse attempting to seem enthusiastic, confident and, above all, so utterly professional I’d intimidate Hillary Clinton.




    He fixes his eyes on me. His expression is stern, but he’s not unattractive. Not by any means. In fact, he’s . . . oh, God . . . he’s stunning. Scarily handsome.




    He has dark blond hair, penetrating blue eyes and, although he’s a few years older than I am, a physique that would make anyone go weak at the knees: tall and toned, broad-shouldered, with just the right amount of muscle. It’s a physique that’s far more obvious than Jason’s, far more in-your-face, but no less attractive.




    On the other hand, this beautiful stranger isn’t exactly what my mother would refer to as ‘well turned-out’. He clearly hasn’t shaved in a week, and his T-shirt and Levi’s might have been laundered on the banks of the Ganges. But somehow he carries off the look spectacularly well. He’s very good-looking, but wild and dishevelled too. His brand of gorgeousness is rough and raw, dirty almost. Very different from . . . Oh, God, why do I compare every man I meet with Jason?




    ‘Hi!’ I find myself mouthing involuntarily as I approach.




    But he doesn’t move and he doesn’t smile.




    There is no doubt that the children belong to him. Both have the same striking eyes and distinctive hair, the little girl’s falling in wavy tresses down her back, her brother’s shorter, but overgrown and unruly.




    I continue towards them. It’s only when I’m within a couple of feet that I realize their father’s expression reveals his alarm.




    ‘You must be . . . Zoe?’ he says, almost reluctantly.




    ‘I am!’ I reply, rather more loudly than I’d intended. I drop my suitcase and hold out my hand. ‘Really pleased to meet you,’ I continue, shaking his vigorously. ‘How did you know I was Zoe? I guess you’d heard about the famous British sense of style, hey?’ I glance down at my clothes. It’s no wonder he’s unimpressed.




    My trousers are the bottom half of a pair of pyjamas that Great Auntie Iris bought me as a going-away present. Aside from the obvious problem, they are not even nice pyjamas – although I feel terrible for saying it. I’m convinced they’re made of 140 per cent polyester and I know they were purchased from one of Iris’s favourite stalls at St John’s Market, the ones that specialize in bras the size of a decent two-man tent. Then there’s the pattern: fluorescent pink tartan.




    I only wish I could say my top half made up for them. But while my silver boob tube was fabulous at Garlands nightclub when I was a size ten, right now I look as if I’ve dressed for my first day at work in a roll of Bacofoil.




    I pull my denim jacket closed as my mind whirs with possible excuses for this attire: I’m experimenting with the new look Vogue have dubbed ‘lunatic chic’; in the UK everyone catches a train wearing fancy dress; I’ve lost my mind.




    ‘Follow me,’ he instructs, grabbing my suitcase and marching off, with the children galloping behind.




    ‘Oh, that’s – that’s really kind of you,’ I mutter, and try to keep up.




    He beats me to the car, has the suitcase in the boot, both children strapped in and the engine running before I’ve disentangled myself from my rucksack and hauled myself into the passenger seat.




    As we pull out of the car park, my heart is hammering with a combination of excitement and nerves – and, although I can barely believe it, because it’s been so long since it’s put in an appearance, a flicker of lust.




    Partly to take my mind off the contours of his arms, I decide now might be a good time to clear something up. ‘Sooo . . . where is Mrs Miller?’




    His eyes narrow and for a second he looks very much like the Terminator considering whether or not to tear someone’s legs off. ‘Is that supposed to be funny?’ he says.




    ‘No.’ I frown. ‘I mean, I just had a conversation with the agency who told me I’d be working for Mrs R. Miller.’




    ‘Sorry, honey. I’m R. Miller. Ryan Miller. And, as you can see, I ain’t no Mrs.’




    

       

    




    Chapter 7




    Ryan Miller, I decide, is a bit of a puzzle. First, he has produced two of the politest, most adorable children I could ever have wished for. Samuel talks non-stop throughout the car journey, pointing out in the uniquely random way of three-year-olds every branch of McDonald’s (which he refers to as ‘Old McDonald’s’), and declaring five minutes into our relationship that I am his ‘bess friend’. I am gratified by the apparently instantaneous bonding I’ve achieved with one of my new charges, until he adds, ‘And Daddy is my bess friend and Ruby is my bess friend and Benjamin is my bess friend and Big Bear is my bess friend’, and so on, until he has named everyone from their neighbour to the dentist he visited last week.




    As well as entertaining Samuel – whom she clearly adores and constantly fusses over – Ruby spends much of the journey telling me, in her soft American lilt, how wonderful her father is (‘Our daddy works in a big office’; ‘He used to play baseball for his school’; ‘Did I tell you our daddy once went to New Zealand? And he’s been to New Jersey’). In Ruby’s eyes, Ryan Miller is Superman, God and the Tooth Fairy rolled into one.




    While the kids and I make friends easily, however, the same cannot be said for their dad and me.




    Aside from Ryan’s undeniably impressive six-pack (which is so defined you could play ‘Chopsticks’ on it) I can’t say he’s charm personified. Throughout the journey, he has been barking orders through his earpiece to various unfortunate individuals who apparently work for him. Only now does he pause to make conversation with me, but he’s not in the mood for small-talk.




    ‘Occasionally I leave the car at the office so I’ll need you to drive me to catch the T,’ he tells me. Despite his brusqueness, the accent is deep and unbelievably exotic.




    ‘Right, no problem,’ I reply, hoping to appear familiar with ‘the T’ until I can get hold of a guidebook to translate.




    ‘The subway,’ he says, sensing my bewilderment.




    ‘Hmm?’




    ‘The T. That’s what we call it here.’




    ‘Oh, um, right. Of course.’




    We’re thundering along a dual carriageway full of unfamiliar road signs and huge cars. The colour and sound of my surroundings are totally foreign, completely new. And yet for some reason I find my mind drifting as I breathe in Ryan’s smell and try to work out which aftershave he’s wearing, which is nothing I recognize from the counter at Boots. Intense, musky, masculine. And disturbingly sexy.




    ‘So you’ll need to get the kids dressed and ready to go out at seven fifteen a.m. and no later,’ he continues, interrupting my thoughts. ‘The train’s at seven twenty-eight, and if I miss it I’m screwed. Okay?’




    ‘You betcha,’ I reply, but regret it. It was a pathetic attempt to demonstrate how I’m getting into the spirit of my new surroundings, but his expression says he thinks I’m being sarcastic.




    ‘Give them dinner whenever you want, and don’t wait for me to get home before you put them to bed. I work late a lot so I can’t guarantee I’ll be back in time.’




    I frown. The contract I signed with the agency said I was supposed to finish at five thirty, apart from on pre-agreed occasions.




    ‘You’re flexible on hours, right?’ he says, as if sensing my thoughts.




    ‘Um, of course.’ I assume he’s referring to the odd evening and I don’t want to make a fuss at this stage. ‘And bedtime is when?’




    He pauses for so long I get the impression it’s not an issue he’s considered before. ‘Ten. Ten thirty?’ he says finally.




    ‘Really?’ I blurt.




    ‘Look, whenever you want,’ he shoots back.




    ‘Right, right.’




    Okay, I’ll admit it. Alarm bells are already going off about the complete lack of warmth emanating from my new boss. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, I find myself trying even harder to come up with ways to impress him, to make him see how brilliant I’m going to be at the job.




    ‘Sooo . . . the agency passed you my CV, did they?’ I bring this up so that I can slip into the conversation that I was second in command in my last job, have recently passed my umpteenth early-years qualification at night school and have a reputation for potty-training children faster than you can say ‘magnetic sticker chart’.




    ‘Yeah.’ He glances over and makes eye contact with me for the first time. It’s only for a split second but it makes my heart jump.




    ‘You okay with house cleaning?’ he asks, his eyes returning to the road.




    ‘House cleaning?’




    ‘Yeah. Vacuuming, the kitchen, you know the kind of thing.’




    ‘Well, yes, but—’




    ‘And the kids’ laundry?’




    ‘Um, yes, I can, although—’




    ‘Good,’ he replies.




    I deflate and have to force myself not to think about Karen and Josh Ockenbloom’s army of domestic staff.




    ‘The odd chore isn’t a problem,’ I continue, feeling that some clarification of my professional boundaries is essential at this point. ‘I mean, the main focus needs to be the children – a key plank of early-years teaching is—’




    ‘Sure,’ he interrupts. ‘Well, you might need to go out and buy some Clorox and stuff. I’ve left a coupla bucks on the table for you.’




    ‘Okay. Great.’




    ‘It’s cleaning fluid,’ he says.




    ‘What is?’




    ‘Clorox.’




    ‘Oh.’




    There is a long pause. Awkward silences with Ryan Miller are more awkward than most awkward silences. So I decide to take a different tack. Perhaps if I ask some intelligent, searching questions about the place that will be my new home for the foreseeable future I might be able to engage him in a more meaningful conversation. I mean, now I’m an experienced traveller, I ought to try to get a feel for Hope Falls. I think about Michael Palin interviewing the indigenous people of far-flung places for his travelogues and clear my throat. ‘So, Hope Falls . . . um, what’s it like?’




    Okay, so maybe I’d struggle to get a job on Newsround with that one.




    He flicks on his indicator, slows down and turns on to a wide driveway. ‘Your average American suburb,’ he replies.




    ‘Right.’ I try to look as if this fascinating insight has surpassed all my expectations. ‘Good.’




    ‘You’ll see for yourself,’ he adds.




    ‘I hope you never apply for a job as a tour guide.’ I chuckle, hoping that just the right amount of cheek might endear me to him.




    He ignores me. ‘We’re here.’




    As Ryan opens his door, I follow his lead and take in my surroundings as I step out of the car.




    We are in a large, crescent-shaped road that would be immediately identifiable as American to even the most culturally naïve ten-year-old. Maybe it’s the fact that the houses all have slatted wooden exteriors and front porches on stilts – the kind designed for sitting on, in a rocking-chair, to ponder the meaning of life. Maybe it’s the mailboxes at the end of every driveway or the fire hydrants that play a bit-part in every cop show in the history of television.




    Whatever it is, it isn’t Woolton, Liverpool.




    There is one crucial difference, though, between the house we’re outside and all the others. The front of this one is so overgrown it must be hosting species of flora and fauna that usually thrive in far-off corners of Brazilian rainforests.




    I follow the children up the steps, battling exhaustion. But as I reach the door I notice something: my bags have been abandoned on the porch. And so, apparently, have I. Because my new employer is heading in the opposite direction. ‘Gotta go,’ he throws over his shoulder.




    ‘What?’




    ‘Ruby’ll show you your room. The spare car’s in the garage, keys are on the table in the hall and – uh, you’ll find your way around.’




    I’m panicking. ‘Where are you going?’ I try to ask casually, but sound as though I’ve just discovered my trousers are on fire.




    ‘The office,’ he replies, pulling his mobile out of his pocket again. ‘I gotta catch up with some work.’




    ‘But it’s Saturday,’ I point out.




    ‘Yeah,’ he says, as if I’ve just told him my favourite brand of exfoliator. ‘Like I said, I gotta catch up. Now, come on, you guys—’




    He leans through the rails on the steps to kiss the children, then dives into his car and speeds away. I’m left standing there with my mouth open like a stunned turbot’s.




    Not for the first time since I left the UK less than twenty-four hours ago, I feel way out of my comfort zone. The effect this has on me is the exact opposite of what I’m trying to achieve by leaving home: it makes me long for Jason. I want him to put his familiar arms round me and tell me everything will be all right. I want him to kiss my forehead tenderly in the way he always did when I was nervous. I yearn for the reassuring stability I was convinced our relationship represented, ironic as that now seems.




    Ruby appears at my side. ‘Do you like my daddy?’ she asks anxiously.




    How to answer this? I can hardly tell her that, while I think he’s heart-stoppingly sexy, my first impression of Ryan is that he’s also arrogant, evasive and downright rude. I take her hand, squeeze it and smile. ‘Your daddy’s great,’ I tell her.




    Her little face beams, leaving me in no doubt that that’s not something she hears very often. ‘You really think so?’




    ‘Oh, yes,’ I say.




    She looks overwhelmed with happiness. ‘I just knew you’d be different from all those other nannies we had.’




    

       

    




    Chapter 8




    My mother has a beautifully euphemistic phrase she uses to describe other people’s houses when she thinks they could do with a bloody good clean: ‘lived in’ – as in, ‘Well, yes . . . it could be a nice house if it wasn’t quite so lived in.’




    It’s a phrase that springs to mind as I walk into the Miller residence, except it may not be strong enough. This house is so lived in that squatters might have taken it over.




    You can tell that the large hallway has been decorated – at some point in the distant past – by someone with taste. But the cream walls are now camouflaged with grubby handprints, the stylish antique tables so battered they’re ready for the dump, and the once bold abstract paintings now hang on the walls so haphazardly they might have been put there by a hyperactive chimpanzee.




    I cast my eyes down. It’s difficult to identify the floor between the toys, books, shoes, old fast-food cartons and random stacks of office paper.




    There’s something about the state of the hallway that makes me hold my breath before I walk into the living room. But I still let out a tiny gasp on entering it.




    Yes, at some time in its history, someone has made the most of its high-beamed ceiling and imposing stone fireplace by adorning it with what were once three stylish sofas and various tasteful antiques. The problem is, the sofas are now smothered with kiddy-food debris, including what I suspect are chocolate ice cream, peanut butter and a hideous, sticky pink concoction. Several empty coffee cups are lying around, along with black-soled children’s socks, trodden-on crisps and beakers of fermented juice. In short, the room looks as if it has just suffered a heavy night of bombing.




    Samuel marches past me, switches on the TV and, with his nose about a foot and a half from the screen, is immediately in a semi-hypnotic daze.




    ‘Samuel, wouldn’t you prefer to do a puzzle or something?’ I ask, sitting down on a sofa.




    ‘Huh?’




    ‘A puzzle, Samuel,’ I suggest, ‘or . . . we could do some drawing?’




    ‘Noooooo!’ He shakes his head.




    ‘Ruby,’ I say decisively, ‘what are your dad’s rules on watching TV? I presume you’re not allowed to in the daytime?’




    She looks at me as if she fears for my mental health. ‘Sure,’ she replies, plonking herself next to her brother.




    I am a dedicated early-years professional, so it is obviously out of the question for me to allow the children to watch television on my first day. I mean, I’m trained to conjure up all manner of stimulating exercises aimed at broadening young minds and rewarding their progress. I can sing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ in Urdu and construct a detailed model of a farmyard from old egg cartons. I suspect I know the words from Aliens Love Underpants, The Gruffalo and Harry and His Bucketful of Dinosaurs better than their authors do. So letting Ruby and Samuel sit in front of the goggle-box all afternoon just isn’t on. Not on my watch.




    ‘Well, I think we should play something,’ I persevere. ‘Or maybe go outside. It’s a gorgeous day.’




    As I attempt to usher them outside, I realize I can’t. Such is my exhaustion that trying to lift myself off the sofa feels like hoisting a six-ton rag-doll. Overwhelmed by fatigue, I slump back – just for a second, you understand – as my eyes plead to close.




    ‘We usually watch TV,’ Ruby tells me, flicking to Dora the Explorer, then wiping Samuel’s nose with a piece of tissue she keeps tucked in her sleeve.




    ‘Really?’ I whimper, trying to summon up the collective power of my principles, training and energy.




    ‘Uh-huh,’ she confirms.




    ‘Oh. Well, why not, then?’




    I feel myself drift into semi-slumber as I fight to keep awake and alert to what the children are up to. I have no idea how long my eyes are closed. It might have been seconds. I suspect it’s at least minutes. It’s certainly long enough for the voice that ultimately wakes me to startle me so much I almost leap out of my chair.




    ‘Hiiiyyaaaa!’




    It’s coming from the porch and has the pitch of a tribal warrior announcing that battle is about to commence. I glance at the children, but they look as bemused as I suspect I do.




    

       

    




    Chapter 9




    It’s fair to say that Trudie Woodcock is not your archetypal British nanny. I don’t know why exactly, but it may have something to do with the generous cleavage, Charlie’s Angels hair and vertiginous wedge heels.




    Within half an hour of meeting her, however, it’s clear that Trudie’s Wagtastic sense of glamour is of little interest to Andrew and Eamonn, the two-year-old twins she looks after on the other side of the crescent. To them, Trudie is the most entertaining individual they’ve ever come across. She has boundless energy, with a discernible naughty streak, and they seem to see her as the human equivalent of a Labrador puppy – permanently in the mood for fun.




    This quality is illustrated to spectacular effect each time she breaks off from a grown-up conversation – without warning – to dive towards her charges and tickle them so vigorously that they look likely to end up in Casualty from laughing so much.




    ‘Now, come on, you two, calm down,’ Trudie gasps, attempting to catch her breath between guffaws. ‘God, I gave up smoking just before I came out here and thought I’d be super-fit by now. I don’t know what’s gone wrong.’




    ‘Not ready to run your first triathlon yet, then?’




    ‘I’d be better prepared to run for president,’ she puffs.




    I giggle. ‘How long have you been here?’




    ‘A month and a half. And I hope you haven’t come here to meet a fella because, let me warn you, the talent here isn’t exactly world class. In Hope Falls, at least.’




    I don’t bother telling her that that’s the last thing on my mind. I’ve already found the man of my dreams – even though the end of our relationship was the stuff of nightmares.




    ‘I’d make an exception, though,’ continues Trudie, lowering her voice.




    ‘Oh?’




    ‘Your man.’




    ‘What man?’




    ‘Your man here! Ryan!’




    ‘Ssssh!’ I check the children didn’t hear. ‘Do you really think so?’ I ask casually. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’




    ‘Bloody right I think so!’




    ‘Well,’ I whisper, ‘he couldn’t be grumpier if he’d had private tuition from Ebenezer Scrooge.’




    ‘Grumpy? Brooding, you mean,’ she murmurs. ‘Like Mr Darcy. Or the one that was on The X Factor last year.’




    ‘Whatever you say.’ I grin.




    ‘And he’s a bit of a heartbreaker, apparently.’




    ‘Oh? Well, I can’t see it.’




    ‘Then there must be something wrong with your eyesight.’




    Mercifully, the conversation is cut short when Samuel ventures on to the sofa next to us. ‘Are you from England, Zoe?’ he asks.




    ‘I am, sweetheart,’ I tell him, straightening his T-shirt.




    ‘I am from Hope Falls,’ he declares.




    ‘I know,’ I say. ‘And I’m going to stay with you here, aren’t I?’




    ‘Can I come to England?’ he asks.




    ‘Well, one day I’m sure you’ll be able to,’ I say, thinking that perhaps in fifteen years’ time he might join the throngs of US students backpacking round Europe.




    ‘Today?’ he says hopefully.




    Ruby bursts into fits of giggles and leans over to hug him. This starts Samuel giggling. ‘You silly thing,’ she says, kissing his head. ‘England’s too far away to go to today. It’s even further than Maine.’




    Trudie and I are quizzed on everything from what language is spoken in England to whether we have ever eaten a Gummi Bear. When, eventually, they go back to the TV I turn to Trudie again. ‘I take it your earlier comment – about the men here – means you’re not attached?’
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