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><It’s every working mother’s nightmare - and it still haunts Annie McConnel

‘T don't
know if 1
can trust
nannies

again’

BY CAROLINE PHILLIPS

OU'VE  endured the

Y morning sickness. the

painful birth. And you've
suffered the gruelling iabour of
finding & nanny.

Finally you have your first
chance to go out, alone, with
your husband.

You leave your precious
baby in the care of the warm
and cheerful nanny. You
worty. of course. Will she leave
the landing light on?

Hours into your escape from
nappies you telephone home to
put your mind al rest. There is
no answer. You ring your
neighbour. She rings you back.
Your nanny has gone. Your
baby has gone.

This is what happened to
Annie McConnel, & cartoonist.
and her composer husband
James when their 17-month-
old son Freddie was faken by
ungualified nanny Sarah Lang-
ford.

This week Langford was sent
to jail for six weeks alter
appearing in court on 13
charges of deception and lak-
ing the couple's car without
permission. She bad taken
Freddie on a 120-mile journey
in a vehicle she was nol
imsured to drive.

“Atterwards, people wold
sav: ‘Oh. that happened 10 a
friend of mine’ ™ says Annie.
“(yne came home early and saw
her children getting out of her
nanny's boylriend’s car, in
which they'd driven withoul
scatbelts. Others have had
their credit cards stolen by
nannies who went on spending
sprees. Many have found nan-
nies smoking over their
charges.”

Everyone has horror stories.
There are the nannies who
dan't turn up jo teddler groups
as expected with the children
who are suppoesed to be in their
care. Or those who plonk chil-
dren in front of a video and call
it a healthy walk.

A journalist  colleague
retuined home early to find
her nanny had gone shopping,
Jeaving her son locked in his
bedroom. A il preoducer
friend discovered that her
nanny, who was supposedly
taking her child swimming
after nursery schoel. had

flicked chlorine on the little
girl's eyes - to disguise the
fact that she had taken her ona
social nuting instead. Another
was upsel to find that her qual-
ified nanny was drinking all
her baby’s milk — with her
whisky.

My sister interviewed a Cro-
atian au pair, supposedly the
23-year-old daughter of their
former ambassador to Jakarta.
Later, in an interview with her
husband, the same Croat
explained that she was 21 and
that her father was a car fac-
tary worker. Another nanny,
from Australia this time, when
asked if she had any questions
for her potential employers,
said: “Do vou have any psy-
cholic tendencies 1 should
know about?”

When Langford first came
for an inierview with the
McConnoels. they were very
impressed by her. “She seemed
100 per cent wonderful. suit-
able and safe,” says Annie.
“She had excellem references
from two people — which later
turned out to be false. I didn’t
think of chacking her refer-
ences verbally. As a non-
experienced. firsi-time mother,
it never ocourred to me”

ANGFORD was with the

family for 'wo weeks.

“She was tactile and car-
ing with Freddie and also tidy
and punctual. She showed no
signs of dysfunction. otherwise
we d never have lest her for the
day. 1l wus being alone that
{lipped her. We trusted her the
way peopls did nurse Beverly
Allit.”

That day in early March 1994
was the first time the
McConnels had left Freddie.
Both Annie, whose Country
Life cartoons lampoon the aris-
tocracy and country sel. and
James work at home but on
this occasien thev had been
invited to a business luanch in
London.

~We fell happy 1o leave Fred-
die. Sarah was bubbly and lov-
ing.” says Annie, silting in
their large farmhouse kitchen
with an Aga and Freddie's
paintings on the walis.

Annie had told Langford to
take Freckdie to a playgroup a
mile away but at 4pm Langford
rang the couple o their mobile
ter tell thern Freddie was very ill
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and vomiting budly. Annie told
her to take him to the doctor
immediately bul didn't think to
ask where Langford was. Over
the next three hours, the
McCaonnels called the surgery
every five minutes, only to be
told that the nanny had never
arrived.

“A friend checked the road
between the surgery and our
home to see if they’'d had an
accident.” says Annie. “Our
friend rang ta say our car wias
missing. the nanny’s car was
still there and nobody was in
the house. We called the local
hospitals and he police, who
had no accident details match-
ing our description. We felt
devastated and poweriess.”

Finally they rang home al
7.30pm and Langford
answered the phone. “She said
she’d been to the docter’s and
they’d kept her waiting for
three hours. She described
everything from the surgery
carpet to the doctor and the
treatment.”

When they zot home, Fred-
die was asleep looking healthy
and contented and Luangford
swore she'd taken Freddie to
the doctot in her own car, Bul
James noticed immediately
that an extra 120 miles had
been clocked up on their own
car. "Wu sacked her on the
spot,” savs Annie,

Nexi day builders nearby
confirmed that lLangford had

HOME SAFE: Annie with Freddie and (inset) yesterday’'s Express |

driven Freddie away in their
car just five minutes after
they’d left and did not return
during the day.

“Afterwards, | went through
a lot of ‘what ifs?" " says Annie.
“What if my son hadn’t come
back ... It's unimaginable the
feeling that you might have
lost your child, not knowing
where he was, whether he was
all right and having a sense
that something was really
wrong.

DON'T like to dwell on that

sort of thing. And you

mustn’t suddenly become
over-protective. We didn’t go
to the police. They came to us
three months ago to ask if we'd
give a statement about what
had happened.”

The chilling reason for this
was that Langford had put
other children ar risk. “They
said we weren't the first family
to whom she'd behaved like

We all have our nanny horror
stories, like the one who
flicked some chlorine in the

baby’s eyes -

and said she

had taken her swimming

this. She was also up for credit
card fraud. The police knew
she wasn't safe with children
but had no legal grounds to
stop her working with them. So
we gave a statement about how
she drove our car uninsured.”

After Langford left, Annie
didr't get a nanny for a few
months. “It took me a long time
to risk going through it again,
and io start to trust a girl. T was
so wary of getting another
potentially dangerous nanny.

“I had trusted my instincts,
so | lost faith in my judgment.
The problem is, if I were to
interview another Sarah again
today, I'd stil! take her on. 1
was completely taken in by
her. It made me worried about
ever leaving my child at all.”

These days Annie finds inter-
viewing a nanny a huge ordeal
because she’s frightened of
making another mistake. “Now
1 ask really impertinent ques-
tions.”

Annie is angry about Lang-
ford's sentence, too. “It is scan-
dalous for her to be sent to
Holioway when she’s obviously
a psychiatric case. She’ll bhe
able to leave prison in a few
weeks and answer any ad fo go
and work with children.”

This has prompted Annie to
call for a national register list-
ing those who have committed
offences which render them

unsuitable for work with chil-
dren. “There should be reg-
ulations that allow us to check
up on these people.”

Annie found Langford ini-
tially through a local paper
advert. But although Langford
was unqualified, qualifications
may not necessarily protect
parents. And even getting a
nanny through an agency may
not provide a safeguard, for
since 1995 it has not been nec-
essary for agencies to obtain
licences.

HIS means that anyone

can set one up and many

do not bother to check
references from applicants.
One safeguard for parents is te
see if an agency is a member of
the Recruitment and Employ-
ment Services Federation.

“There should definitely be a
nanny register,” says Jean
Birtles, author of the Top
Notch Nannies’ Guide. who
also runs her own agency.

“We have to sift through &
number of undesirable appli-
cants and have just rejected
someone who seemed highly
qualified but who turned out to
be a kleptomaniac extorting
money from people.

“It would be better for chil-
dren’s safety and parents’
peace of mind if there were a
national register.” r
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