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About the Book

When Jo Green takes a nannying job in London to escape her small-town routine, complicated family and perfect-on-paper boyfriend Shaun, culture shock doesn’t even begin to describe it …
 
Dick and Vanessa Fitzgerald are the most incompatible pair since Tom and Jerry, and their children – glittery warrior pixie Cassandra, bloodthirsty Zak and shy little Tallulah – are downright mystifying. Suddenly village life seems terribly appealing.

Then, just as Jo’s getting the hang of their designer lifestyle, the Fitzgeralds acquire a new lodger and suddenly she’s sharing her nanny flat with the distractingly good-looking but inexplicably moody Josh. So when Shaun turns up, things get even trickier …
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Prologue

IN HIGHGATE, NORTH London, Vanessa Fitzgerald, Accounts Manager at Gibson Bead Advertising Agency and mother of three, stared at her new nanny, eyes wide with disbelief.

‘Leaving?’ she repeated. ‘You mean . . . a holiday?’

‘No,’ said Francesca slowly and firmly. ‘I meeen leeeving.’

‘I think she means leeeeving, dear,’ said Vanessa’s husband, Dick.

‘I wunt to . . . erm, ’ow yoo saiy? Trrabel,’ explained Francesca. There was a long pause. ‘Ze glawb,’ she clarified.

Vanessa scrunched up her face in concentration. ‘You want to . . .?’ She trailed off.

‘Trrabel ze glawb,’ repeated Dick, finishing his whisky. ‘It’s very simple, darling.’

‘Dick you are not helping,’ said Vanessa. ‘This isn’t funny.’

‘It sounds funny.’

‘But it’s not.’

‘Rightyho.’

Vanessa returned her attention to Francesca.

‘You want to travel the globe? The world?’ she tried.

‘Yais!’ cried Francesca excitedly.

There was a pause.

‘And you can’t take the children with you?’ asked Vanessa.

Francesca frowned at her boss.

‘Now who’s not being funny,’ said Dick, putting his tumbler in the sink.

‘WELL WHO’S GOING TO LOOK AFTER THEM THEN?’ shouted Vanessa suddenly. ‘AND DON’T LEAVE THAT IN THE SINK – PUT IT IN THE SODDING DISHWASHER!’

Dick turned slowly to his wife.

‘I can’t imagine why our nannies keep leaving,’ he said calmly, placing the tumbler in the dishwasher with elaborate care. ‘Maybe they don’t like being shouted and sworn at as much as I do.’

Vanessa shot Dick a look that hit him where it hurt. Straight between the eyes. His was a small brain, but she still knew how to hit it in one.

‘Or maybe,’ she told him, ‘they’re just sick of putting your tumblers in the dishwasher for you.’

Francesca coughed lightly. Dick and Vanessa ignored her. She’d just handed in her notice, they didn’t have to be nice to her any more.

‘It will be me who has to find a temporary nanny,’ Vanessa told her husband, ‘at the same time as interviewing for full-time nannies at the same time as holding down my own job – sorry, career – because you’re too busy poncing around in that bloody excuse for a shop –’

‘I happen to work in that shop six days a week –’

‘You drink latte and scratch your balls six days a week and you know it.’

Dick smiled at his wife and changed the subject. Vanessa turned away from him and concentrated on the matter in hand. Which was to keep breathing.

God, she’d thought today had been bad enough. First the tube strike, then that bastard new client rejecting their latest offering because it ‘just didn’t sing to him,’ and then her PA announcing that the tight abdominal bulge she’d passed off until now as a bad case of lactose intolerance was in fact a baby, due in four months’ time.

The only thing that had kept Vanessa going all day had been the thought of coming home to some peace and quiet, the children all tucked up neatly in bed, a takeaway – unless the nanny had happened to leave something from lunch – some vino and a video of last night’s EastEnders. Instead, she’d come home to a nanny who wanted to trrabel ze sodding glawb.

She took a gulp of Pinot Grigio. To help with the breathing.

‘OK, Francesca, thanks for letting us know,’ she heard Dick say, as if Francesca had just mentioned that one of the children had lost a sock. Francesca left the kitchen.

Dick spoke first, quietly, putting his arm round his wife’s shoulder.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You didn’t even like her.’

Vanessa whined, but Dick squeezed her tighter.

‘You know it’s true,’ he whispered, kissing the top of her head. ‘She lost Tallulah the other day.’

Vanessa leant her head on his shoulder, exhausted.

‘She found her again,’ she mumbled into his sweater.

Dick snorted and put his arms round her, his hands resting gently on the curve of her back. ‘She can’t even speak the language properly.’

‘Neither can the children,’ pointed out his wife, ‘but I don’t want them to leave. Not for ages.’

‘Good,’ said Dick. ‘Neither do I. Let’s have sex.’

Vanessa tensed.

‘I’ve got a better idea,’ she said. ‘Let’s find a new nanny and then have sex.’

Dick sighed. He knew better than anyone that Vanessa was perfectly capable of keeping to her word if there was a principle involved.

‘How long will it take?’ he asked.

Vanessa shrugged. ‘Depends on how much we’re willing to pay.’

‘Well that’s easy then,’ said Dick. ‘Let’s pay gold dust.’

They smiled at each other. It was a deal. After all these years, Dick Fitzgerald knew exactly how to seduce his second wife.


1

JO GREEN’S EYES glazed over as she stared at her half-eaten cake on the table, twenty-three candles now splayed messily around it. How symbolic, she thought. One minute ablaze with light, warmly celebrating life’s journey; the next, a crumbling testament to the disappointment and guilt that life’s little highs invariably carry. Then she decided she really must stop listening to Travis.

She yawned. With the kitchen lights off, a soporific mood had descended upon them all like a sudden fog.

Her father, top trouser button undone, rubbed his hand over his stomach in smooth, rhythmic circles, conducting his body’s quiet celebratory wind sonata, in several movements.

Jo and her mother exchanged glances.

‘In some countries that’s a great compliment,’ said Jo.

Hilda snorted. ‘Oh he’s multilingual, your father.’

Bill belched softly again and proceeded to rub his stomach the other way.

‘I don’t like to stop him,’ Hilda muttered. ‘He has so few hobbies.’ She shifted herself from the table. ‘Right. Who wants another cuppa?’

‘Don’t mind if I do,’ answered Bill.

‘I’ll make it,’ said Jo.

‘On your birthday?’ Hilda’s eyes crinkled up into a smile that created so many lines in her flesh it left almost no room for her face. ‘Don’t talk daft.’

Bill slowly and carefully smoothed the edge of the tablecloth with his hand, manfully ignoring the female battle of wills being fought around him.

‘Nobody makes coffee cake like your mother,’ he told Jo, pointing his finger at her.

‘You can’t have another piece.’ Hilda switched on the overhead light.

‘Oh come on.’ He blinked. ‘It’s the girl’s birthday.’

Hilda leant back against the sideboard, hugging her grey cardie round her while the kettle boiled.

‘Go on then,’ she sighed.

Bill winked at Jo. ‘Another slice for the birthday girl?’ he asked, wiping the knife clean on the edge of the cake plate.

‘A sliver,’ said Jo. ‘Thanks.’

‘And for the chef?’

Hilda swirled hot water round the special-occasion teapot.

‘Oh, go on, we might as well finish it off.’

Jo watched her parents and when she remembered they could see her, smiled. And then her thought patterns executed a downward swoop of epic proportions. They started high up with ‘Aren’t I lucky?’ before nosediving without warning into ‘Is this it?’ Then, with seconds to spare before exploding into a fireball of self-pity, up they arched, regaining their grip on the world with, ‘Ooh. Must return video.’

Jo’s emotions had been trampolining all day. Her first waking thought as a twenty-three-year-old had been that she had joined the ever-growing group of birthday-haters. Until last night, she’d always considered herself one of those lucky types who loved birthdays. She now realized that this was because, up until now, she had been young. Twenty-three, for some reason, signalled the end of an era for her more conspicuously than a Hollywood soundtrack.

As her emotions continued to yo-yo, with rather more emphasis on the downward than upward ‘yo’, the Green family started their second round of tea and cake in a cosy, yet somewhat reverential silence.

All too soon normal service was resumed.

‘Seeing Shaun and the others tonight?’ began her mother.

‘Mm.’

‘Nice lad, that Shaun.’

‘Mm.’

Hilda’s concentration was then temporarily waylaid by an untidy slice of coffee cake, but before long she was back on track.

‘Sheila’s a good girl too.’

‘Mm.’

‘Just needs to lose a little weight,’ added her father, bang on cue.

More cake, more tea.

‘Wonder when James’ll do the honourable thing and make an honest woman of her,’ mused Hilda.

‘When she’s lost a little weight I shouldn’t wonder,’ concluded Bill.

Her parents drained the last of the tea, the predictability of their conversation satisfying them that the earth still spun on its axis, while Jo had a disturbing snap vision of birthday cake hurled against the floral wallpaper.

‘Thanks for the cake, Mum,’ she said quickly and got up. ‘I’ll be off. See you later.’

‘Bye love,’ chorused her parents, her mother heaving herself up to clear away the birthday things.

As she shut the front door behind her, Jo took a long deep breath and set off for the pub. She tried not to hear in her head the conversation she knew her parents would be having now about Shaun’s intentions towards her. She tried to concentrate on her walk.

Jo loved walking. It reminded her she was connected to the earth; a living, breathing masterpiece of functional perfection, an act of God that proved miracles really did exist, a monument to—

‘Who’s got a face like a slapped arse then?’ came a sudden voice.

Jo turned to face John Saunders, who was loitering on the corner of the deserted village High Street. Being told your face resembled a slapped arse would be an insult from anyone, but coming from John Saunders, whose face appeared to be on inside out, it was enough to put Jo on quite a downer.

Jo managed a smile for her old classmate.

‘All the better to bullshit you with,’ she said. ‘Ooh, that Man At Millets look really works for you.’

John’s eyebrows flickered, his mouth twitched and a general air of confusion surrounded him like a palpable aura, which Jo knew meant his brain was cranking into gear. She decided to leave before steam started escaping from his ears.

As she walked away from the High Street towards the bridge, her emotional yo-yo flicked neatly upwards. The bridge always reminded her of her first kiss with Shaun. Then she realized that was now six years ago – only one year away from the seven-year itch – and she could almost hear a whirring sound of the downward ‘yo’.

At the end of the bridge, she turned abruptly to the right without looking back and crunched her way over the gravel path past the church graveyard, enjoying the noise underfoot.

She stopped and looked at the graveyard. She was transported back to her first cigarette (with Sheila on her 15th birthday behind Rachel Butcherson 1820–1835). She felt a fleeting moment of remembered exhilaration (upward ‘yo’), before realizing that something as prosaic as cigarettes would never – could never – be that exciting again. A downward ‘yo’. There were certain things in life, she reflected – jobs, friends, lovers – which one naturally grew out of. They started off as a thrilling challenge, then before you knew it seamlessly transmuted into a comfortable fit and then, somehow, invisibly shrank. But the excitement of life? Was it possible to grow out of that too? She came to a slow halt. Oh well done, she told herself, trying to flick her yo-yo up again. You’ve talked yourself into a depression. You must be very proud.

Then she turned the corner, and, despite everything, stopped to take in the view. Every season, every day, every hour, a different perspective of beauty.

On the horizon, trees stretched their bony branches upwards and outwards to a sky of deep pinks and blues, as if trying to clasp the clouds of gently whisked egg whites. Empty fields yawned towards her and an idyllic vision of a country pub cosied itself between two hills like a contented cat. Ah yes, she thought. In the end, life is good. There was something to be said for village life, she decided, as she approached the pub.

‘Oy!’ shouted John from behind her. ‘Slapped arse!’

She stiffened. Yes, there was definitely something to be said for village life. You couldn’t escape the village idiots.

Jo was the first one from the gang in the pub that night. She sat in their usual corner looking out at the view. From this side of the pub she couldn’t see the sun’s swan-song blush, so the sky was now a heavy lid of charcoal grey. From here you’d think there had been no sun in the sky all day. She wondered idly about moving seats, fully aware that the effect would be totally spoilt by the gang’s complaints and derision.

Was that what was wrong with her life, she thought suddenly. Was all the light being blocked by others? Was she simply living in the wrong place, the place without any light? She stopped herself when her thought patterns started to remind her of her mother, an increasing and alarming phenomenon. A wonderful woman, her mother, but not the kind of person you’d want to get stuck in a lift with.

She needed distractions. She focused hard on the more sombre beauty this view offered. She didn’t need to catch the reflection in the window to know what was going on behind her. Old Budsie would be sitting by the bar, smiling at everyone, slowly drinking his life away. The latest load of lads would have arrived for the evening, laughing loudly at their own jokes while scanning the pub for anyone with a decent amount of oestrogen and peroxide.

Jo knew every last one of the lads. Had done since they were all in school, five years below her. She knew that Tom Bath, with his shaved head and eyebrow stud, had played Joseph in the 1990 nativity play and had wet himself on stage. He’d said it was the donkey but everyone knew. Chris Saunders, with his leather jacket and gelled hair, had vomited all over the climbing frame when Annabel Harris had tried to kiss him in Year 4. And then there was Matt Harvey whose dad was a policeman. Matt had been smoking dope at school since he was thirteen in a desperate attempt to undo the damage his dad’s job had done to his corridor cred. Unfortunately, no amount of dope could change the fact that he had ears like a rabbit.

The door opened and Jo turned towards it. She watched Shaun come in, cheekbones first. You’ve got to respect that in a man, she thought. Whatever might be happening to the rest of him (a slight solidity around the girth, a hint of receding around the hairline and more and more laughter lines around those baby blues), his cheekbones were here to stay.

‘All right babe,’ he greeted her softly, ‘happy birthday.’ He kissed her on the mouth, his hand stroking her upper arm. ‘My treat,’ he said and was off to buy drinks.

Jo watched him wander towards the bar where he produced a wad of tenners from his jeans back pocket and greeted the barman with a familiar nod. She started to wonder what would happen if she suddenly changed the habit of a lifetime. If she stood up in the pub now, and cried ‘No! I don’t want a Southern Comfort and lemonade! I want a . . . a Bloody Mary!’

She could imagine the stunned silence. The confusion in Shaun’s eyes. And the ripple effect – others would feel forced to reconsider their own drinks. It was too much to think about. She could see the piece in the Niblet Herald now: Local girl changes drinks order. Her parents are too shocked to talk. ‘Niblet-upon-Avon just isn’t the kind of place where this sort of thing happens,’ said the landlord yesterday . . .

On the other hand, she thought, Shaun might be treating her to some surprise champagne. As he turned and approached, she offered him a big smile. He plonked down one Southern Comfort and lemonade and one pint of Guinness on the table with a grand flourish. The flourish, she realized (downward ‘yo’), was her birthday treat. As he returned to the bar to collect the pints for James and Sheila, Jo briefly considered pouring them all over his head.

Before Jo and Shaun had finished their first swig, James and Sheila, the other half of the gang, appeared by the table. They took off their coats and settled down for the evening.

Sheila had been Jo’s girlfriend and life-event gauge for the best part often years, and, by miraculous coincidence, James, her long-time boyfriend, had been best mates with Shaun at school. Miraculous coincidences were considerably less so in such a small village. The foursome had become an institution almost before their individual relationships had.

‘You’ll never guess,’ breathed Sheila, all flushed cheeks and bright eyes.

‘What?’ asked Shaun without turning round, eyes fixed firmly on his pint.

Sheila moved to her seat next to Jo, grinning at each of them in turn, leaving a dramatic pause before answering. Meanwhile, James hitched up his chinos and sat down next to Shaun, opposite Sheila.

‘Ah, the ubiquitous Mr Casey,’ he greeted Shaun, as if Sheila hadn’t spoken.

‘Ah, the ubiquitous word “ubiquitous”,’ answered Shaun, pushing James’s pint towards his friend.

‘Ah, the ubiquitous word “word”,’ responded James, taking his glass.

Jo watched them raise their pints, elbows jutting outwards to claim man space. She didn’t think she’d ever heard Shaun and James actually have a conversation. They just had endless game-set-and-matches using tongue and brain instead of racket and ball. She wondered what would happen if they ever had anything to actually communicate to each other. They’d probably both spontaneously combust.

The men eventually put down their pint glasses and wiped their mouths.

‘Ah,’ started James again, ‘the ubiquitous pint—’

‘Shut up James,’ cut in Sheila, ‘or I’ll knife you.’

James shut up.

‘Hey Sheila,’ said Shaun. ‘Just say what’s on your mind.’

‘Hah!’ exclaimed Sheila. ‘You’d never recover, old man.’

James mumbled something incoherent into his pint and Jo thought she caught the word ‘harpy’, but couldn’t be sure.

Sheila turned to Jo and gave her a present.

‘It’s crap and you’ve probably got one.’

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Jo. ‘You shouldn’t have! Shall I open it now or—?’

‘So!’ exclaimed Sheila. ‘I swear! You’ll never guess!’

Jo put her present on the floor by her bag.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘Maxine Black and . . .’ dramatic pause . . . ‘Mr Weatherspoon.’

Sheila got the reaction she wanted, even from Shaun. Even the lads in the corner gasped. Budsie stopped drinking for a moment. They all knew Mr Weatherspoon. Everyone in the village knew Mr Weatherspoon, Religious Studies teacher with a nice line in Aran jumpers and the hairiest forearms this side of the Midlands. Jo was horrified.

‘I’ve only just found out,’ rushed Sheila. ‘Maxine was just telling Sandra Jones in the shop by the baked beans and I managed to overhear.’

Jo was even more horrified.

‘Well done, Sheila!’ congratulated Shaun.

‘But Mr Weatherspoon’s 300 years old!’ exclaimed Jo.

‘Are we talking a quick snog or the full monty?’ asked Shaun.

‘The full monty?’ repeated Sheila. ‘Is that what you builders call sexual intercourse now?’

Shaun took a deep breath. ‘I am not a builder, I own a construc—’

‘Shouldn’t we tell the police or something?’ asked Jo. ‘Surely it’s illegal.’

‘Bloody should be,’ said James. ‘Maxine Black’s a heifer.’

Shaun laughed and nodded at his friend over his pint, granting him a point in their doubles match against the ladies.

‘He’s so old,’ insisted Jo. ‘Won’t it kill him?’

‘I’ve done the maths,’ said Sheila. ‘Weatherspoon’s not that old. When we started in juniors, he was only twenty-one.’

They all stopped as this sank in.

‘Oh my God,’ whispered Jo eventually. ‘He was younger than we are now.’

‘That’s right,’ said Sheila. ‘Barely grown up himself.’

‘And now,’ continued Jo, catapulting off her emotional trampoline and landing flat on her arse, ‘he’s so old he needs sex with children to remind him he’s alive.’

‘She’s seventeen,’ corrected Sheila. ‘And been having sex – or full monty as it’s known in the elite world of construction – since she was twelve.’

‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ said Jo.

‘Me too,’ mumbled James. ‘She was like two heifers then.’

‘Why are you going to be sick?’ Shaun asked Jo.

‘Because we’re older than Mr Weatherspoon was when he taught us!’ cried Jo. ‘And we thought he was nearly dead then. That makes us officially old.’

‘Too right, babe,’ winked Shaun. ‘You’ll be having nippers of your own soon.’

Sheila gasped dramatically. ‘Oh Jo!’ she cried. ‘I think Shaun just proposed. How sweet!’

‘Who wants another round?’ asked James.

‘For the love of God!’ shouted Jo. ‘I am having a nervous breakdown here. I am twenty-three! I have peaked! All I’ve got to look forward to is piles and comfortable shoes.’

There was a pause.

‘Don’t worry old girl,’ said James. ‘You’ve still got the legs of a filly.’

‘Right,’ said Jo, standing up. ‘I’m going home.’

Twenty minutes later, Shaun, Sheila and James were satisfied that they’d persuaded Jo to stay by using sensitive, cogent arguments. The fact that her only alternative was a long evening with her parents never occurred to them.

It was nearly eleven when she finally extricated herself from them by promising that she really did want to be alone. She left Sheila flirting with the lads in the corner and Shaun thrashing James at pool, and wandered slowly back to her parents’ house, trying to savour the silence, the night sky and the crisp smell of promise she usually loved about spring nights.

Jo never stayed over at Shaun’s place on weekdays, even on special occasions like a birthday. Her parents’ work ethic had proved stronger than their sexual moral code, the result being that they could only deal with the possibility of her participating in pre-marital sex if it wasn’t on a work night.

Jo envied them. At least they believed in something. She didn’t even believe in work any more. That was another of life’s promises that had come to §big fat diddly squat. She watched her sigh form dragon’s smoke from her mouth in the clear night air – proof, if only ephemeral, that her emotions were real.

As a child, Jo had always been one of the top pupils in her class. Encouraged by enthusiastic teachers, she had dreamed of studying one day surrounded by spires and history, in the company of fellow enthusiasts and inspiring geniuses. She had no idea what subject she wanted to ‘read’, she just knew she wanted to read one.

Then, at the age of thirteen, while watching a documentary with her parents one school evening, she discovered that there was a subject called Anthropology. A whole subject about studying people and how they functioned within a society! She had instantly announced that that was what she’d study when she was a grown-up. Her mother had glanced up from her sewing and her father had nodded before switching over to Wogan.

Jo didn’t mind her parents’ indifference to her ambitions. Like any teenager, she firmly believed that her parents’ opinions had little relevance to her grand plans. But then, gradually – so gradually she didn’t feel it inching its way into her mindset – she came to see how ridiculous a dream it was. In both her inner circle of friends and her outer circle of vague acquaintances, she only knew people who had studied vocational subjects. Even Billy Smith, two years ahead of her and a towering genius who’d gone to Oxford, had read medicine, a subject with an obvious reward. And anyway, everyone knew he had no friends and his parents were Jehovah’s Witnesses. And seven years’ study! Seven years of salary – 364 weeks of pay cheques – squandered! While paying for the privilege! It was a mug’s game. Anyway, they’d always thought they were above everyone, the Smiths.

And so Jo got used to the idea that spending three whole years studying merely for the sake of studying was a self-indulgence and waste of precious time. She agreed with her father that this was possibly the most important time in her life, when decisions had to be made that would affect everything that came after them. She was a pragmatist and proud of it.

And pragmatism pointed her in the useful direction of choosing to train as a nanny. She loved children, they seemed to like her, why not use that to earn a decent wage? And so it was that Jo disappointed her teachers, satisfied her parents and kept her dream safely locked away as a dream by applying to the local college. There she earned herself letters which might not have gone after her name, but went straight on her CV and got her a good wage within a matter of weeks. After paying her parents a decent rent and helping them with the weekly food budget, the rest was hers. And for the first four years out of college, she thoroughly enjoyed herself.

It was only recently that certain fundamental questions about nannying were beginning to concern her. Such as, how come there was already no prospect of any more money? And how come she worked long hours, had no career prospects and was stuck banging her head on a salary glass ceiling so low she could limbo it?

And how come her employers – who had less common sense than her and no emotional intelligence to speak of – worked fewer hours than her, yet were able to pay her a fraction of their own salary?

Every morning, she would stand at the bus stop in the freezing cold dark, then squeeze onto the heaving bus into town. She’d walk to her boss’s house, where breakfast would still be going on when she arrived. While Jo started clearing away the used crockery and taking charge of the children, the mother in question would invariably climb into a people wagon and drive off to a brightly lit, cleaned and tidied office, leaving Jo’s workspace looking like a war zone. Then, at any time between six and eight in the evening, said mother would return home, tell Jo how exhausting her day had been and then conduct a catch-up meeting with her of everything little Joey or Jack had said, done and crapped. Only then was Jo allowed the privilege of walking to the bus stop, waiting in the frozen cold dark for her bus and walking back home.

Now, how could that be right? How could such obedient realism, accepted at the tender age of sixteen, be so little rewarded? She felt like she’d missed the right turning and ended up in a dead-end street before she’d even taken her driving test. Worse, the job offers were coming from younger and younger mothers, and the thought of being paid a pittance by women only a couple of years older than her made her feel less than whole. On top of all that, she was growing concerned that if she and Shaun didn’t make an announcement soon, her parents would propose to him themselves. She’d never told them that he’d stopped asking two years ago, after she’d refused him for the third time with no more reason than the time not feeling right.

It amazed Jo that if a couple had been together for a while without making an announcement, people always assumed it was because the girl was waiting endlessly for the boy to ask. Even in the twenty-first century, even when people should know better, even when the girl was their own daughter – there sat that ugly, insulting, outdated assumption, chip chip chipping away at the girl’s reputation, attractiveness and intelligence.

The truth was that each time Shaun had sat opposite her in a crowded restaurant, gone pale and proposed, she’d had to hide her dismay. How could he have been with her for this long and not realized that with a life decision this important, she’d put rationality over some outdated, controlling notion of ‘romance’? Did he really think this was a decision she’d want him to have kept secret from her? Did he really think she’d want to start their married life feeling as if his role was to make the decisions, hers to agree or disagree with them? Or more importantly, that she’d be able to make up her mind in a crowded restaurant when she couldn’t even decide what to have for starters? And anyway, it had the nasty taste of sacking someone in a public place to avoid a fuss. Sometimes she wondered if they would now have been married for years if Shaun had actually dared to discuss the subject with her, instead of presenting it to her like a multi-choice fait accompli.

She reached the top of the road, pausing a moment to glance at the velvety black shades of hills in the distance, her usual comfort. With a deadening weight in her belly, she realized that for the first time in her life the hills seemed to be blocking her view instead of being it.

‘Right,’ said Vanessa, smiling brightly at the pretty young thing in her kitchen while Dick glanced at the girl’s CV. ‘We’ve just got a few questions.’

‘Fire away,’ smiled the girl.

Vanessa took the CV out of Dick’s hand. ‘How would you recognize meningitis?’

The girl shuffled in her seat.

‘I’d look for a rash.’

Vanessa and Dick nodded, staring at the girl.

‘Ask the child how they felt . . .’ continued the girl, ‘and if they felt bad, phone the doctor. Or,’ she gave them a big smile, ‘I’d phone my boyfriend. He’s a doctor. At King’s. We’d be looking for a place together but he has to live in for now.’

Vanessa put down the CV and Dick took over quickly.

‘Do you smoke?’ he asked.

‘Only outside,’ she said keenly, her big green eyes fixed on him.

‘Only outside? What? You mean you . . .’

‘Well, I check that the child is busy, watching telly or something, and nip outside. I don’t think it’s good for them to see me smoke.’

‘Well, thank you—’ started Vanessa.

‘So,’ said Dick quickly. ‘What do you like cooking for a child?’

‘The same things I like really. I feel children should start eating adult food as soon as possible. I don’t always think it’s healthy for them to eat children’s food. It makes them spoilt.’

Aha. They both leaned forward.

‘And what sort of food do you like?’ asked Vanessa.

‘Fishfingers. Burgers. I love chips. And of course Tommy K.’

‘Thank you so much for coming,’ said Vanessa. ‘I don’t think there are further—’

‘Do you have any questions?’ Dick asked the girl.

‘Ooh yes actually,’ she said. ‘What brand of mobile phone would I have?’

Ten minutes later, they sat waiting for the next nanny to turn up.

‘That’s two full weeks and ten girls we’ve seen,’ said Dick. ‘This is ridiculous.’

‘It’s two full weeks and ten girls I’ve seen,’ said Vanessa. ‘You’ve seen three. And I’m not doing another Saturday on my own, I’m telling you now.’

‘Fine,’ said Dick. ‘But we’re getting nowhere.’

‘Well, what do you suggest?’ asked Vanessa.

‘I just think maybe we’re being a bit harsh.’

‘Harsh? This is the person who’ll be bringing up our children! Of course we’re harsh!’

‘Well, I just think perhaps you’re—we’re not being realistic.’

‘Of course I’m not being realistic!’ cried Vanessa. ‘I’m emotional, subjective, demanding and full of hope.’ She slumped. ‘Why do you think it’s so depressing?’

‘Maybe the pick of the crop is just out of our financial range.’

‘Noo,’ moaned Vanessa. ‘It can’t be. We work so hard. We deserve the best.’

‘But they’re only human, Ness.’

‘I know,’ sighed Vanessa. ‘The person who patents a robot nanny will die rich.’

‘Is that what we’re looking for?’ asked Dick. ‘A robot?’

‘No, I’ll tell you what we’re looking for.’ Vanessa sat up straight. ‘We’re looking for a nice, youngish girl from a nice, stable family background who has absolutely no social life, a boyfriend who lives a long way away, no hobbies and definitely no phobias. She mustn’t smoke, she mustn’t watch daytime TV. She must be able to drive and be obsessed with our children – they must be her life – until we come home and then she must back off and sit in her room all evening, watching her walls. She must be health-conscious for them, but not for herself. She must be softly spoken but firm, NNEB trained, bright and full of common sense; she must be selfless, tidy, warm, good at art, imaginative and clean, with a high boredom threshold. And she must look worse than me in a bikini.’

There was a pause.

‘Well,’ ventured Dick softly, ‘I think maybe you’re being a tad unreasonable.’

‘Of course I’m being unreasonable!’ cried Vanessa. ‘I’m a mother! Honestly Dick, sometimes I wonder if you’ve been listening at all.’

‘Ah dear,’ breathed Dick. ‘No wonder this process takes so long. Any other requirements I need to know about? Is there an ideal shoe size?’

‘And I must like her,’ remembered Vanessa. ‘Not as a friend, I don’t want a friend, I want an employee. But she’ll be living in my house—’

‘Our house—’

‘And she’ll be someone I have to want to talk to every evening while you’re watching television.’

There was a long pause, during which Dick poured them both a stiff drink. ‘Why are they all so young?’ he wondered aloud. ‘In the olden days they were buxom ladies with starched pinnies and faces who ruled the roost while the parents had a life.’

‘Yes dear, and they were secretly in love with the butler.’

The doorbell rang.

‘I’ll get that darling,’ said Dick. ‘Just see if there’s a miracle waiting for us.’

He opened the front door. Standing in front of him was a woman in her mid-fifties, wearing a type of check two-piece that he didn’t know still existed. She had a bosom like a barrier and a face like a frog. He was actually frightened.

‘Come in,’ he said warily. She followed him down the hall and by the time he got into the kitchen he was almost running. Introductions were made and the interview began.

‘What do you like cooking for a child?’ asked Vanessa.

‘They must eat fresh fruit and vegetables twice a day,’ said the woman firmly. ‘I would check my weekly diary with you and then get them used to a routine. It gives children stability and teaches them that they are not the ones in control, you are, via me.’

‘Thank you,’ said Dick, beginning to stand. ‘I don’t think there are any—’

‘Do you have family of your own?’ asked Vanessa. Dick sat down.

‘Both my daughters live abroad,’ said the woman. ‘I was widowed in ‘79. I’d be delighted to babysit any night. And at weekends.’

‘I think that’s everything, isn’t it darling?’ Dick turned to Vanessa, who ignored him.

‘What are your hobbies?’ she asked.

‘Knitting and cooking.’

‘Do you smoke?’

‘No. Disgusting habit.’

‘Would you like to see our children?’ asked Vanessa, ignoring the tiny rocking movement now coming from Dick.

‘No,’ said the lady. ‘I like children whoever they are.’

Vanessa didn’t answer immediately.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I see.’

‘Right!’ said Dick, almost jumping up. ‘Thank you so much for coming, awfully good of you, I love that suit . . .’ He saw off their last interview that week, as Vanessa stared miserably into space.

Monday in Niblet-upon-Avon was a fresh, bright day so the park was fairly full – full enough for Jo and her nanny friend Edwina to be forced to share their bench with an old woman who sported an old man’s coat and a young man’s moustache.

They sat down while keeping their eyes firmly on their charges, who were, naturally enough, charging around. Three-year-old Davey was Jo’s latest little boy. His sister was already in big school and it wouldn’t be long before he’d be going to nursery for three hours every morning. He couldn’t wait, which Jo and Davey’s mother tried not to take personally. Jo had been Davey’s nanny since he was six months old and she adored him. Once he was in nursery, what job satisfaction she did get would be significantly reduced.

She turned and watched Edwina, who was scouring The Lady for a new job. Edwina’s charge, Nancy, was a needy little sweetheart thanks to the fact that her parents were quite the opposite. Edwina had finally reached her tolerance level with the mother and like so many of Nancy’s nannies before her, spent most of her time with the little girl desperately searching for other jobs.

Jo turned to find the children. After a few moments, she saw them sitting together by the tree in the far corner.

‘Hmm,’ she said to Edwina. ‘Should Nancy be doing that?’

‘Probably not,’ muttered Edwina without looking up.

Eventually, Edwina glanced over to her charge. Nancy was taking off her knickers and showing Davey where Barbie had personally autographed them in pink.

‘Oh not again,’ sighed Edwina, and she put down her magazine, got up off the bench and wandered reluctantly towards Nancy.

Jo watched the two children place the Barbie knickers over both of their heads, blissfully unaware that their quality-assurance test was soon to be seriously curtailed. Then a shadow fell across them and four innocent eyes looked up at Edwina through lace-frilled leg holes.

Jo looked at her watch. Another half an hour of playing before pick-up time. A welcoming warm breeze suddenly tickled the air and she closed her eyes for a moment and leaned back on the bench. She was calmed by the sound of children giggling and dogs barking. Live for the moment, she told herself. Just live for the moment.

She must have fallen asleep, because the tender ripple of glossy pages turning in the breeze feathered into her consciousness, rousing her from a daydream of Hugh Jackman wearing a pinny and a smile at her mother’s kitchen sink. She opened her eyes and looked down at the magazine Edwina had left on the bench beside her. She had never had any interest in The Lady before – all of her jobs had somehow found her – but something made her pick it up. She thought of Alice in Wonderland picking up the bottle marked ‘Drink Me’.

She skim-read pages of adverts for nannies and became aware of herself as a much-needed commodity. She started to turn the pages, feeling as if she’d just discovered a new layer of chocolates after thinking there had only been orange marzipan left.

Finally her eyes lighted upon one advert in particular. It had a very nice black frame.


Kind and loving nanny wanted for busy professional household in Highgate Village, London. Clean driving licence, non-smoker essential. Sole charge of eight-year-old, six-year-old and four-year-old. Sole use of Renault Clio, suite of rooms with television and DVD.



She thought at first that the weekly salary was the PO box number. She read it again, more slowly this time. And then she read it once more.

Highgate Village. It was a pretty, quaint-sounding name, yet it was in London. She hadn’t been to London since her mid-teens, when a crowd of friends had gone clubbing there. She remembered the exhilaration at how alive with possibilities it had felt, even in the middle of the night. She looked back at the ad.

Three children – she’d never looked after three children before, but she knew that she desperately needed a challenge. And the car . . . And the suite of rooms.

After reading it a couple more times, she could feel her heart beating. New and dazzling thoughts began to starburst into her mind. With this much money, she could actually put some aside – maybe even save for the first time in her life. Come back home and put a deposit on a little flat. Or use it to pay for a college course . . . she was still young, she could start again, her parents would understand—

She suddenly pulled in the reins – she could never leave Mum and Dad. It wouldn’t be fair – they needed her now more than ever.

‘You can keep it,’ came Edwina’s voice. ‘There’s sod all in there for me.’

Jo looked up at her.

‘Oh no –’

‘Here,’ said Edwina. ‘Take it.’ And she lifted it from Jo’s hands, folded it roughly and squeezed it into Jo’s bag between Davey’s beloved Thunderbirds companions, Scot and Virgil.

That night, Hilda and Bill weren’t talking. Bill had had his tea at the pub – steak and chips – instead of waiting till he got home for steamed greens and cod. Both were furious with each other and the television became tonight’s weapon of choice.

‘You’re not watching this crap, are you?’ said Hilda every time Bill zapped the channels over to the programme he wanted to watch.

Jo didn’t particularly want to look at the screen, but neither did she want to catch her mother’s eye. For want of anywhere else, she looked at the door into the hall.

‘What’s up?’ asked her mother.

‘I’m going to make a call,’ she heard herself say.

‘All right love. No need to ask permission.’

And with that, Jo went into the hall and phoned the Fitzgeralds in Highgate, London.
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THERE WAS SO much to take in, Jo didn’t know where to look first. The Highgate house had seemed small from the outside, smaller even than her parents’. It was a nondescript end-of-terrace Victorian house with no front garden. It had only one window facing onto the ugly north-London road that looked nothing like a village, with or without a high gate. And the road was so jammed with enormous four-by-fours that Jo wondered if they were occasionally used as extra rooms.

She rang the doorbell and waited. Eventually a hassled Francesca, the soon to be ex-nanny, opened the front door and Jo stared at the Tardis in front of her.

The entrance hall was practically a room in itself, with bright Victorian floor tiles and ceiling cornices framing a filigree radiator cover. A chaise longue stretched across its opposite wall, with a mock Victorian-style telephone on the minute table next to it. The walls were painted a sumptuous red. Wordlessly, Francesca motioned Jo to wait in the living room and shut the door behind her. There Jo stood, executing a slow-motion 360-degree turn, trying to take in as much as possible in as little time as possible. The lounge and dining room had been knocked through, so what looked from the outside like a tiny front room was in fact a very comfortable sitting room and adjoining dining room with extremely high ceilings.

The living room was furnished with large deep white sofas on the varnished real oak floor. The walls were another shade of deep rich red, and a stunning Victorian fireplace stood in the centre of the wall, framed by minutely detailed shining Victorian tiles. Above it was a painting in vivid primary colours that Jo imagined must have been done by one of the children.

In the dining room stood a splendid vast wooden table with matching vast wooden chairs. On the walls, wrought-iron sconces held fat, misshapen candles, as did the central chandelier-style fitting. The only electric light was in the far corner, over the polished upright piano, on top of which sat two descant recorders. Next to them languished a slow-blinking cream cat, staring at her. Jo started at its first blink, feeling she’d been caught red-handed, spying. She smiled shamefacedly at it before tutting at herself and looking away.

Every window was a sympathetically updated sash, and the curtains were a sumptuous, even darker, richer red than the walls, held back by dramatic wrought-iron fittings.

Jo heard the sound of a man and a young woman saying their goodbyes in the hall, the woman very obliging, the man monosyllabic. Then the front door shut and after a moment of silence she heard the man say loudly, ‘Sweet mother of Jesus.’ Jo sat down quickly as the living-room door opened and the man appeared at it. She stood up again.

‘Jo Green?’

‘Yes.’ She walked towards him. The man nodded briefly, before saying, ‘Follow me.’

Jo had already put her hand out to be shaken and the man seemed somewhat taken aback.

‘Oh,’ he said, coming forward into the room and shaking her hand. ‘Dick Fitzgerald.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Fitzgerald,’ said Jo.

‘Oh, Dick, please. Pleased to meet you too. Um, do follow me.’

Dick led Jo down a narrow corridor to the back of the house, where he opened the door for her and followed her into the kitchen.

‘My wife will be in in a minute,’ he told Jo’s back.

Jo hardly heard. She was standing in the biggest, brightest kitchen she’d ever seen – the size of her parents’ entire downstairs floor. Ceiling spotlights shone in the distance onto a glass table in a separate dining area, from which enormous, elaborate French doors led onto a perfectly proportioned, perfectly manicured, long narrow garden. Around the glass table stood six iron high-backed chairs with crushed-velvet seats that looked uncannily like thrones. Upon the table languished another cream cat, staring at her like a frosty queen, and Jo wondered uneasily whether this was the twin of the cat on the piano or this was the piano cat’s idea of a joke. Unnerved, she edged further into the room. The kitchen was painted in a colour she didn’t even know the name of. Was it purple? Lavender? Blue? Lilac?

She kept on walking, and round the corner in an extended conservatory to the side was a matching (purple? Lavender? Blue? Lilac?) two-seater sofa. Opposite it was the biggest television she had ever seen in her life. She tried not to gasp. The television was so large it was practically another presence in the room. Her dad would be in paradise in this kitchen. All he’d need was a toilet attached and he’d never want for anything. Sod it, he’d make do with a potty. She noticed that the two-seater opposite the television had a throw folded over one arm – the room’s one concession for life with children. This must be the nanny’s habitat. She found herself grinning. She could be very happy here.

Dick offered her a seat and she sat down at the glass table in the dining area. She tried not to look at her legs and feet through the glass, but it was a most odd sensation. She followed Dick with her eyes as he tidied some mugs away into the dishwasher. The kitchen had curved doors and curved door handles. It also had every possible modern convenience, including coffee, pasta and bread makers. It was like being in a state-of-the-art witch’s grotto. Every convenience, including the space-age kettle and toaster, was made of shining chrome. Not a flower in sight. Her mother would suffer withdrawal symptoms in here. And as she looked at the objects all lined up on the wide window ledge of glazed Mediterranean tiles, Jo felt tempted to agree with her mother. She felt as if she was in the middle of a chrome battlefield.

Meanwhile, necessities, like the fridge, were disguised behind matching (purple? Lavender? Blue? Lilac?) doors. Only the fridge was conspicuous thanks to its ice maker, and, near it, the large kidney-shaped sink was completely empty and clean, thanks to the expertly disguised dishwasher. Jo tried to remember if she’d ever seen her mother’s sink empty. Instead of two taps, this sink had one burnished brass tap that looked like an old-fashioned pump. Surrounding the sink, and stretching out over all the cupboards, a granite worktop with curved edges glistened luxuriously.

Jo took it all in and then glanced back at Dick, nodding pleasantly. She might never see this place again – she had to take in as much as possible. Dick moved to another door behind him and what Jo had assumed was a cupboard was revealed as a good-sized utility room, with another larger, though less beautiful, sink. Here the tumble-dryer, washing machine, ironing board and iron were kept. The room was as big as her mother’s kitchen. Jo was beginning to wish she’d brought a camera.

Dick let her stare. God, he loved this bit. It was well worth taking a Saturday off work to enjoy all this young, provincial adoration. And he loved it when they tried to pretend they weren’t gobsmacked by the house, as if he couldn’t read it all over their faces. This was where they usually became deferential and tongue-tied.

‘Your home is absolutely beautiful,’ said Jo warmly. ‘I feel like I’ve stepped into a glossy magazine.’

Dick laughed with some surprise.

‘Oh! Well! Thank you,’ he said. ‘You’re very kind. My wife should really take all the credit—’

A woman appeared at the kitchen door. ‘Are you talking about your ability to dress yourself again, darling?’ she interrupted Dick as she approached Jo. ‘Vanessa Fitzgerald.’

‘Jo Green.’

‘Thank you so much for coming down to see us.’

‘Not at all. Once you’re on the train it isn’t—’

‘Where are you from again?’ Vanessa wandered towards the kitchen table and thrones.

‘Niblet-upon-Avon, a tiny little village just near Stratford.’

They shook hands firmly.

‘How lovely,’ said Vanessa.

‘Oh, have you been to Warwickshire?’

‘No. But I hear parts of it are on a par with Tuscany.’

‘Um. Well, it’s very beautiful.’

‘Right,’ said Vanessa, shooing the cat away. ‘Let’s start.’ The cat resettled itself further down the table, ready for the show.

The two women sat down. Vanessa gave Jo a tight grin.

‘I’ll just file the previous applicants.’ She scrunched up five CVs and threw them in the bin. ‘We’re hiring a nanny,’ she smiled, ‘not doing Care in the Community.’

‘God darling,’ said Dick from the kitchen area. ‘I love it when you’re inhuman.’

Unable to watch Vanessa read her CV, Jo studied Dick as he busied himself in the kitchen. He was what she could only describe as a handsome older man. If he had been twenty years younger she would be feeling significantly rosy-cheeked by now. But age had certainly softened his edges. He was probably in his late forties, possibly early fifties, and was wearing a navy crew-neck sweater with the latest fashion jeans. Somehow they didn’t look too young on him. She glanced back at Vanessa, who, though tired, was really rather beautiful. Soft brown eyes, vanilla skin and thick dark hair that made Jo think of a Magnum ice cream. Probably late thirties. She was wearing a fashionable knee-skimming skirt and a short, close-cut top; an outfit which showed off almost as many curves as her kitchen.

Jo began to feel the first signs of hope that she’d felt for a good while. Here were two attractive people who’d waited until they’d found the right partner before starting a family, rather than doing it just because everyone else had started around them. Together they had everything – looks, money, a large family and a television the size of a small cinema. Look and learn, she thought to herself; look and learn.

‘Tea? Coffee?’ asked Dick.

‘Oh, tea would be lovely,’ smiled Jo.

‘Earl Grey, English Breakfast, herbal or lapsang souchong?’

Jo stared at him. Had the interview started?

‘Stop showing off, darling,’ sighed Vanessa. ‘Make us a pot of tea and shut up.’

Jo stared back at Vanessa. Never in a million years had she heard a woman tell a man to make the tea and shut up.

While Dick made the tea, humming as he did so, Vanessa caught Jo eyeing the enormous television behind her.

‘It may be big,’ said Vanessa drily, ‘but it still shows the same crap as any other television.’

‘Surround sou-ound,’ sang Dick, busily placing cups and a teapot on a tray.

‘Surround sound, my a-arse,’ Vanessa sang back, still smiling at Jo. She leaned in towards her and said conspiratorially, ‘Men think the bigger and faster anything is, the better it is. Except for their women, of course, whom they want small and slow. It’s precious, isn’t it?’

Jo stared at her. Had the interview started now?

Dick approached with the tray, stepping carefully over cat number one who had come in from the living room and positioned itself, sphinx-like, in the middle of the floor. He placed the tray on the table and sat down next to Vanessa, facing Jo. Jo had never seen so many different brightly coloured cups and saucers. Dick had carefully arranged them so that not one of the cups and saucers matched: the turquoise cup sat on the fuchsia saucer, the emerald cup on the aquamarine saucer, and the aquamarine cup on the turquoise saucer. Her mother would be out in hives by now.

Vanessa and Dick both smiled at her politely, indicating that the interview was about to commence. She managed to return the favour, feeling increasingly uncertain.

‘I have a previous marriage,’ Dick started as he poured milk (from the lilac milk jug), ‘so it’s not just the three children who are living here at the moment. There’s Toby, who’s thirteen, who my ex-wife, Jane—

‘Whom,’ corrected Vanessa.

Dick left a fraction of a pause before continuing as if nothing had happened.

‘– will bring round here every Friday evening, six sharp. Toby stays until Sunday afternoon.’ He paused before saying, ‘I think you’ll find it was “who”, darling.’

Vanessa smiled sweetly at Jo over her teacup (turquoise), as if Dick hadn’t spoken. ‘Have you ever looked after a child that old?’

‘Nearly,’ said Jo emphatically, trying to ignore the novelty of watching a couple point-score over grammar. ‘My previous but one family ranged from five to eleven. Actually I’ve missed the conversation of the older children. It was one of the reasons I answered your advertisement.’

Vanessa stared at her. ‘And, perhaps more importantly,’ she continued, ‘have you ever looked after a child of Satan?’

‘Darling,’ reprimanded Dick.

‘Well, you’ve said it yourself,’ Vanessa reminded her husband. ‘Jane the Drain is the devil woman.’

Jo interrupted before the argument took hold.

‘I’ve always thought that all children – like all adults – have the potential to be nice and nasty,’ she said. ‘If you get on with people, you can get on with children.’

Dick joined his wife in staring at her.

‘Then there’s Dick’s other son,’ continued Vanessa after a pause, ‘who’s twenty-five.’

Jo raised her eyebrows in surprise. It was the right thing to have done.

‘I know,’ grinned Dick, genuinely trying to look humble but genuinely unable to pull it off. ‘Child groom. Unfortunately, I married a child bride. We didn’t stand a chance.’

Vanessa added, ‘Now you’re just a child father-of-five and she’s a bitter bitch from hell.’

‘Thank you darling, very helpful.’ Dick turned back to Jo, not remotely put off by his wife. ‘Josh is a chip off the old block. Good-looking, eye for the ladies, always got a few on the go at the same time if you know what I mean, been living with his mates in Crouch End – very trendy area just near here – for a couple of years, very successful accountant, on his way to becoming a partner for a large City firm.’

He paused dramatically at this, to let it all sink in. Jo raised her eyebrows and nodded, to register immense respect for all this information.

Vanessa turned to her husband and smiled tightly at him. ‘And what block is that exactly?’

In the silence that followed, the cat on the table suddenly yawned, displaying its incisors to all with complacent pride.

Dick turned slowly to his wife and locked eyes with her. They were sitting a fraction apart. He looked down at her lips. Jo couldn’t work out if they’d forgotten she was there or were performing to her.

‘Oh come now, sweetheart,’ Dick murmured. ‘You remember my block. It hasn’t been that long, surely?’

Vanessa seemed to consider this before giving him a conciliatory smile and glancing back to Jo’s CV.

‘Anyway,’ said Dick, turning to Jo suddenly, ‘Josh pops in from time to time—’

‘When he’s visiting us,’ interrupted Vanessa, ‘from Planet Josh.’

Jo had absolutely no idea how to react, so she did the first thing that came into her head.

‘Ooh, how lovely!’ she enthused. ‘He sounds . . . perfect. I mean, I can’t wait. I mean . . .’ she trailed off.

They both eyed her suspiciously.

‘What I mean is,’ she said, much more slowly, ‘that, sounds, nice.’

Their eyes shrank, as if to focus past Jo’s face, on her mind.

‘For you,’ said Jo quickly. ‘And of course for the children.’

‘Not really,’ said Vanessa. ‘He’s been known to get them so excited they vomit.’

Jo nodded seriously. She felt her control of the interview slipping out of her hands. Something had to be done. ‘I have a boyfriend,’ she told them. ‘We’ve been together for six years.’

Vanessa and Dick’s eyes widened again.

‘So I take it it’s serious?’ asked Vanessa.

Jo thought about this. ‘Yes,’ she said at last. ‘But it used to be fun.’

Dick laughed loud and long at this, until Vanessa said drily, ‘I know the feeling,’ when he stopped.

‘I like your goldfish,’ said Jo desperately, nodding at the vast rectangular goldfish bowl high up on a wide shelf above the kitchen counter. ‘Isn’t he big!’ The shelf must have been built specially because it was exactly the shape of the bowl, allowing nowhere for the cats to climb or perch. In the bowl darted a single large goldfish, eyeing the cats.

‘Thank you!’ said Vanessa. ‘He’s the children’s. He’s called Homer.’

‘Oh I love the Simpsons!’ said Jo eagerly.

‘He wrote the Odyssey,’ explained Vanessa.

‘Do you have a criminal record?’ asked Dick gravely.

Vanessa put her head in her hands.

‘No,’ said Jo with a polite grin. She attempted a joke. ‘Although if I did, I don’t suppose I’d tell you. Especially not in the actual interview.’

Vanessa turned to Dick.

‘See? I told you that was a stupid question. Ask a criminal if they’ve got a—’

‘I’m not a criminal—’

‘Of course you aren’t,’ said Vanessa, ‘but the point is—’

‘The point is she’s not a criminal,’ said Dick.

‘The point is you’re an idiot,’ answered his wife.

‘Don’t pick a fight in front of the staff, dear,’ he replied, with a smile so forced Jo could almost hear his teeth grind. ‘It might make you look uptight. We don’t want them all leaving as quickly as Francesca, do we?’

Vanessa bristled.

‘At least I have staff, darling,’ she muttered.

Jo was now staring at them both. She’d never before seen an argument achieved with smiles, affectionate names, no screaming and the odd allusion to a sex life. She felt as if she’d stepped into an alternate universe. When her parents argued you knew where you were. As did most of the neighbourhood. Her parents’ messy, explosive rows were usually set off by the fact that they simply couldn’t understand one another. Until now, Jo had always thought that was their fundamental problem. Yet here was a marriage where the highly developed knowledge of the potential enemy served simply to improve the aim of the deadly, heat-seeking verbal missiles.

Meanwhile, Vanessa was staring hard at her. Jo cast her eyes around the kitchen, politely letting Vanessa stare, wondering what on earth she could be thinking. Vanessa was in fact beginning a relationship with her. And as with so many relationships, it began all in the head. Hmm, Vanessa was thinking. Pretty, but in an endearing, girlish way that the children will be able to relate to and Dick won’t. Bright, but open and honest. And, unlike any of the others, has done A levels, so cannot only speak English, but can write it too. Doesn’t talk like a docker, smell like a fishwife or look like a troll. Has a clean driving licence. And perhaps most important, is almost completely sane. Is she too good to be true?

Jo sat watching Vanessa and Dick in tense silence. Vanessa and Dick watched her back in tense silence. Then Vanessa turned to Dick, tensely. Silently, Dick turned to his wife. For a good minute no-one breathed out. If there
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