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NANNY FOR CHRISTMAS
 

Sara Craven

 

 

Millionaire seeks nanny for his seven-year-old daughter. Young Tara had taken one look at Phoebe Grant and decided she'd be a wonderful nanny. And whatever his daughter wanted, Dominic Ashton bought her. The demure Miss Grant was perfect in her new role - too bad she'd only agreed to stay until New Year's... But Phoebe had her reasons - if Dominic Ashton had forgotten their first meeting years before, she certainly hadn't. What would happen when Dominic discovered he was employing a woman he'd once thrown out of his home and his bed!

 

CHAPTER ONE
'Your favourite customer is back.' Lynn shouldered her way through the swing doors into the kitchen with a tray of dirty crockery.

'That little girl again?' Phoebe glanced up, frowning, from her task of adding a salad garnish to a plate of egg mayonnaise sandwiches. 'Is she still on her own?'

'As ever was.' Lynn began expertly to pack the dishwasher. 'Odd, isn't it?'

Phoebe's frown deepened. 'I think it's downright irresponsible of someone,' she said roundly. 'She's far too young to be wandering around the streets alone. I wouldn't say she was much more than seven.'

'She's safe enough in here,' Lynn pointed out fairly. 'The Clover Tea Rooms isn't exactly a meeting place for kidnappers and perverts.'

As far as we know,' Phoebe said grimly, filling a milk jug and placing it on her own tray together with a teapot, a sugar basin and the sandwiches.

As she carried it through to the dining room she cast a worried glance towards the corner table by the window and its small occupant.

The child had been coming in for the past three days, at the same time each afternoon. On the first occasion Phoebe had assumed she was waiting for some adult to join her.

Instead, the little girl had asked for a menu.

'Would you like me to tell you what there is?' Phoebe had suggested, receiving a look of utmost scorn for her pains.

'I can read it for myself, thank you,' a clear, remark ably self-possessed voice told her, before placing an order for a sultana scone and a cup of hot chocolate.

Even then, Phoebe hesitated. 'Wouldn't it be better to wait for the rest of your family? Our food is quite expensive, you see.'

Scorn deepened into outrage in the child's eyes. 'I can afford to pay,' she announced with immense dignity. She delved into her tote bag and produced a crisp five-pound note. 'Will that be enough?'

'More than enough,' Phoebe allowed evenly, and went I to get the order.

Her meal finished, the little girl paid, worked out a tip with frowning, concentration and left. A pattern that had now become established, although it made Phoebe no happier.

This time, the child asked for hot milk with honey and nutmeg and some home-made biscuits.

'You're becoming quite a regular,' Phoebe remarked, trying to sound casual as she placed the order on the table. 'But, unlike most of our customers, we don't know your name.'

There was a pause, then the little girl said doubtfully, 'I'm not supposed to talk to strangers.'

'And quite right too,' Phoebe approved warmly. 'But I'm hardly a stranger. For one thing I feed you every j day, and, for another, my name's pinned on my shirt. So...?'She waited expectantly.

There was a pause, then the child said reluctantly,
:
'I'm Tara Vane.'

'That's a pretty name.' Phoebe gave her an encouraging smile. 'Do you live in Westcombe?'

This brought a decisive shake of the head. 'I live at Fitton Magna.'

Phoebe was silent for a moment, angry to realise that her heart was pounding suddenly. It's only a place, she reminded herself. And what happened was six years ago. It has nothing to do with here and now.

'I see,' she said slowly. 'Then you have a long journey home.'

Tara gave her a superior look. 'It's fifteen miles. It doesn't take long in the car.'

'Ah.' Phoebe relaxed with an effort. 'Then you go home with Mummy.'

She saw the small back stiffen. 'I haven't got a mummy. Not any more.'

Oh, God, Phoebe groaned inwardly. She said quietly, 'I'm very sorry, Tara. It—it's something we have in common, I'm afraid.'

Tara gave her an interested look. 'Then do you live with your daddy too?'

Phoebe bit her lip as the pain of all too recent events slashed at her again. 'No, I'm afraid not.'

'I expect he's away on business,' Tara said thoughtfully. 'My daddy's away all the time. That's why I have Cindy to look after me.'

Oh, do you? thought Phoebe. Then she's not making a very good job of it.

Aloud, she said gently, 'Everyone needs someone, Tara. And it's good that we've got to know each other a little. Now we can say hello if we meet in the street.'

'I'm not in the street very often.' Tara sipped her milk. 'When I finish school, I have my piano lesson and then I come here and wait for Cindy.'

'Found out all you wanted to know?' Lynn asked with amusement when Phoebe returned to the kitchen.

'Rather too much,' Phoebe returned. 'Her mother's dead, her father's never there and someone called Cindy fills in when she feels like it.'

'Cindy,' mused Lynn. 'Someone called Cindy was at Night Birds the other Saturday. People were saying they hadn't seen her around before.'

'What was she like?'

Lynn shrugged. 'Australian, tall, blonde, endless legs, a bit loud and altogether too keen on other girls' blokes. Not that I noticed her much, you understand.'

Phoebe grinned. 'Naturally. But she doesn't sound the ideal person to be looking after Tara,' she added thoughtfully.

Lynn put her hands on her hips. 'For heaven's sake, Phoebe, lighten up. Haven't you got enough problems of your own?'

'More than enough,' Phoebe agreed ruefully. 'But that doesn't make me indifferent to what's going on in other people's lives.'

'Then maybe it should for once.' Lynn shook her head. 'Listen, the kid is well fed, and extremely well dressed. All her clothes come from Smarty Pants, the boutique in Market Street where my sister works. She has a fiver a day to spend, which is about one hundred per cent more than I ever did at the same age. I'd say she's doing all right.'

'And that's all there is to it?' Phoebe's tone was wry.

'Whether it is or not, there's no reason for you to be involved,' Lynn said sternly. 'Start thinking about yourself instead. Any moment now Debbie will be coming back to work, and you'll be out of a job.'

Phoebe sighed. 'I don't need reminding about that. But I knew when I took it on that it would only be temporary, while Debbie got over her appendicitis.'

Lynn snorted. 'Lazy little cow. If Mrs Preston knew what she was really like, she wouldn't have her back, niece or not.' She paused. 'How's the landlord from hell? Still giving you hassle?'

Phoebe grimaced. 'As ever. He still hasn't done anything about the tile that blew down last month, and now there's a
pig
damp patch on the bedroom ceiling.'

'Does he still snoop around when you're out?'

'I'm sure he does, but I can't prove it,' Phoebe said with exasperation. 'And if I caught him he'd quote his rotten lease at me, saying he has "right of inspection" at any time.'

Lynn shook her head. 'Surely you can find somewhere else?'

'Not until I find a real job as well to go with it. And the problem is there just aren't as many library posts any more, because of all the cutbacks.' Phoebe sighed again. "I apply for everything, and so far I've made three shortlists and one unsuccessful interview. Maybe I should train for something else.'

'You could always be a teacher,' Lynn suggested. 'You must be good with children. People are always asking you to babysit.'

'That doesn't necessarily mean a thing,' Phoebe said drily. 'All the same, it's an idea. It's just—not what I had planned when I went to university.'

Lynn rolled her eyes expressively round the kitchen. 'And this is?' she mocked. 'By the way, I think your customer's ready to leave.'

It wasn't simply curiosity that made Phoebe follow the child out into the gathering gloom of the November afternoon. It was wrong for Tara to be out on her own at that age, and especially at that time of year. It was growing misty, and the dank chill caught in Phoebe's throat as she watched the small figure scamper up the street.

With a sudden roar, a motorcycle erupted round the corner into High Street and braked violently. Phoebe, shocked and with all her worst forebodings apparently justified, was about to run forward when she saw a tall figure uncoil herself slowly from the pillion seat, giving the child a casual wave. As she took off the helmet she was wearing and handed it back to the driver blonde hair gleamed under the street light.

Cindy, I suppose, thought Phoebe with relief but no particular pleasure. So this is what she does while her charge is roaming free.

The other girl stood talking to the motorcyclist for a moment or two, then blew him a kiss and turned away. Almost at once she and Tara had rounded the corner and disappeared from view.

Oh, well, Phoebe told herself. That's all right, then. And wished she could feel more convinced.

 

The little house felt cold and damp when she let herself in a couple of hours later. As she switched on the light in the sitting room it flickered, nearly went out, then recovered.

Good, thought Phoebe. Because I don't think I've got a spare bulb.

Unless of course it was the wiring, which would mean another unpleasant interview with her landlord.

I'll worry about that tomorrow, Phoebe decided tiredly.

It wasn't a very comfortable room. It needed decorating, and the square of cheap carpet didn't match the hard two-seater settee with its spindly wooden legs. But she'd laid a fire in the narrow Victorian grate before she'd left for work that morning, and, once it was lit and the curtains drawn, there was a semblance of cosiness.

Not for the first time, Phoebe imagined having some of the things from home there. The rosewood corner cabinet, she remembered sadly, and the Pembroke table and the big winged chair from her father's study. But, like the house itself, they'd gone, sold to pay unexpected and crushing debts.

'I can't believe you could be such a fool, Howard.' She could hear her aunt Lorna's bitter voice now. 'The stock market indeed. Whatever possessed you?'

And her father, sounding quiet and sad. 'I expect I was greedy, like a great many other people, my dear. None of us ever thought it would go wrong.'

'Well, I hope you don't expect Geoffrey and I to help you out of this mess. The recession has hit us too, you know. The most we can do is find you somewhere else to live while you get back on your feet. It will have to be modest, of course, but Geoffrey is prepared to pay a year's rent in advance, and at least it will be a roof over your head. I'm sure one of his business contacts will be able to suggest something suitable.'

'Modest', Phoebe reflected drily, was not the word. Hawthorn Cottage, property of Mr Arthur Hanson, was positively retiring—and singularly lacking in hawthorns or, indeed, any kind of flower or shrub in its miserable strip of concreted-over garden.

'Dad, we can't live here,' she'd whispered as Mr Hanson had grudgingly left them alone 'to get the feel of the place', as he'd put it. 'It's awful.'

'To quote your aunt Lorna, "It's a roof', and it will do while we look round for something better.' He'd hugged her.

Phoebe had been half-heartedly celebrating the end of her finals when her tutor had sent for her. He'd been very kind, very sympathetic, but there had been no way to soften the blow.

Her father had been taken suddenly ill while waiting his turn at the local DSS office. An ambulance had been called, everyone had done what they could, but he'd been dead on his arrival at hospital.

Phoebe, grieving and bewildered, had learned she could stay at the house until the lease was up—but only, she suspected, because Uncle Geoffrey had been unable to retrieve the rent from Hanson the Hateful, as her father had christened him.

She hadn't wanted to stay there—or in Westcombe at all, for that matter—because that part of the country held few happy memories for her. But she'd realised she needed a breathing space. What she had not taken into account was the difficulty of finding work.

She knew how to operate a computer, so she'd managed to keep herself solvent with temping jobs in various offices. But, on the whole, she'd found working at the tea rooms the most congenial.

Mrs Preston might have a blind spot where her niece was concerned, but otherwise her standards were high. Trade was generally brisk, Lynn was down to earth and amusing company and most of the customers had soon seemed like old friends.

She would miss it all very much, but it had never been a prospect for life.

But what was? she asked herself now as she made toast and poached an egg for her supper. Her life had been turned upside down during the past year, and now all she was really sure of was her own uncertainty.

Did she want to be a librarian as she'd always intended? Or should she return to college and take a teaching degree?
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