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      Her name is Margarita, but when she buzzes the intercom she announces herself as Justine.

      Justine, she repeats to herself while she waits. It's the details that can catch you out. Justine.

      "Where's Consuela?" The voice of the nanny. Mrs. Lloyd always left for the office before dawn.

      "Sick. Upset stomach. She hopes to be back tomorrow."

      "I see." The intercom crackles. "Ah... Justine, please don't be offended, but..."

      Margarita smiles into the camera. Shrugs. "Please. Call Consuela. I could be anybody, right?"

      "Thank you for understanding."

      Margarita looks away from the camera and examines the wrought-iron gates. The initials of the mistress and master of the house are worked into the design; when the gates close, they come together in a symbol of everlasting love. That bullshit statement probably cost more than Margarita's two-bed apartment.

      "Sorry to keep you."

      The gates don't open, but there's a click and a person-sized door swings back within the design. A gate in a gate. Margarita steps through.

      Much of the house's exterior is obscured by a huge mimosa tree, budding with pink flowers.

      The door, blinding white, besieged by verdant creepers, is open. A wheelbarrow stands nearby and a huge man, broad, heavily muscled, pulls weeds from the borders. He shoots a glance at her but says nothing, returning to his work.

      "Hello." A pale, tall, scrawny specimen in her forties holds out a hand for Margarita to shake. Brown hair pulled into a ponytail. Sensible shoes.

      "I'm Anna, Mr. and Mrs. Lloyd’s housekeeper. Nanny to Charlotte."

      The nanny—no one likes to use the word servant in Austin—doesn’t need to introduce herself to Margarita, who has already memorised the information. Other than Anna, and the near-mute gardener, Tom, there's only Carlson Lloyd and his daughter Charlotte at home. It's almost too easy.

      Margarita keeps her eyes down. Would a curtsey be too much? "Pleased to meet you."

      "Follow me." Anna trots across a marble-floored lobby dominated by a staircase straight out of Gone With The Wind. The kitchen smells of coffee and fresh bread, then they step into a room full of washing machines, dryers, vacuum cleaners, floor polishers, and mops. Shelves loaded with chemical cleaners and cloths.

      "Consuela never mentioned a niece."

      "She and my mother argued, many years ago. I hope they reconcile. My mother is very sick."

      "Oh. I see. I'm sorry." Good. The nanny is embarrassed. Perhaps she'll leave. But no.

      "Will your aunt be well enough to work tomorrow? She sounded terrible."

      Margarita didn't doubt it for a second. Hector had pushed the barrel of a gun into Consuela's mouth while describing what he would do to her and her kids if she deviated from his instructions.

      "By tomorrow," says Margarita, "everything will be fine. Trust me."

      Once the housekeeper leaves, after telling the new cleaner which rooms need attention this morning, Margarita fills a bucket with hot water, squirts in detergent, and carries it through to the main lobby. The marble floor turns out to be much easier to clean than twenty-year-old linoleum.

      It's seven-fifty. Consuela’s shift ends at nine-thirty. If Margarita cleaned for a living, she has no doubt she'd be able to mop all the downstairs floors, and dust the living room as requested, but she has a different agenda. She skims the mop across the lobby floor to give the appearance of cleanliness, doing the same for the kitchen and utility room. She finds a basket full of dusters and polish and takes it through to the enormous living room. The couches are white, as are the rugs. White. Unmarked. It looks like a photo shoot. Maybe the kid isn't allowed in here.

      Aimee Lloyd is a big shot tech company CEO, and her husband trades stocks from home. Hector's information, which he says is good, suggests the girl—Charlie—spends more time with the nanny than her parents. Margarita almost feels sorry for her. Even rich kids have shitty childhoods. The difference is, they have the money for therapy to get over it later.

      "Taking Charlie to school, Justine."

      Margarita is a little slow looking up, forgetting her fake name. A shy, gap-toothed smile from the kid, who's holding the nanny's hand. She's got that solemn, fearful look some kids have. Like she expects something bad might happen. She doesn't know it yet, but she's on the money today.

      "Mr. Lloyd is working in his basement office. Please don't disturb him. If you need anything, Tom is outside. He doesn't speak much, but he understands just fine. Please give my best wishes to Consuela. I hope she feels better soon. Thank you for filling in."

      "No problem." Margarita winks at the kid.

      Thirty seconds later, a car starts up outside, and the gates swing open to let the Mercedes leave. The gardener waves, and a small hand returns the gesture from the back of the car.

      By the time the gates close, Margarita is moving.

      There's a flatscreen television on the kitchen wall, the key tucked behind the soundbar. At the far end of a walk-in store cupboard crammed with cans of Italian olive oil, bags of flour, and shelves full of wine bottles, she turns the key in a small door.

      Inside is a desk, a computer, and six screens showing the exterior of the property from cameras mounted just below the gutters. Any television in the house can show the views from these cameras, linked to a high-tech alarm system.

      All of which can be overridden, but only by someone who has the password. Time to find out if the information they bought is good.

      Margarita taps in letters and numbers. The screen goes dark. She holds her breath, then smiles when the welcome message appears. Inserting a thumb drive, she uploads the malware, watching the screens. The gardener is turning over soil in the flower bed. As for Carlson Lloyd, Hector says the man of the house will only quit his basement if the place is on fire. There's a bathroom down there, a fridge, a microwave, and a bar. Lloyd gets up in the early hours to catch the Asian markets and often sleeps through the afternoons.

      Margarita pulls out the thumb drive, shoves it back into her pocket. The clock is ticking now.

      She locks up, replaces the key, goes through to the living room and sprays the air with polish. It'll smell clean, at least.

      The gardener glances up as she walks back past the mimosa, gives her a nod. The blue bandana across his bald head is wet with sweat, as is the white T-shirt that clings to his frame. He's not ripped, exactly, more like he lucked out in the genetic lottery and ended up with the frame of a heavyweight boxer.

      Very much Margarita's type. But she's here on business, not pleasure. By this time tomorrow, she'll be on her way to Mexico with enough money for her own marble-floored palace, not that she has the poor taste to build one.

      She fires one last glance at the gardener as the door in the gate closes behind her. He's looking at her, but there's nothing flirtatious in those dark green eyes. There's not much of anything there at all. But she hopes they won't run into him tonight. It would be a tragedy if such a fine specimen got caught up in the mess.
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      The hour after supper is Tom Lewis's favourite time of day. Supper means hot chocolate and a story on the back porch. For the first few weeks after he started working here, drawn to Anna's voice, he always found a job within earshot. One evening, Charlie, the Lloyds' daughter, hearing movement, hopped off the wooden boards mid-story. She found Tom by the rose bushes, entranced, holding secateurs he had no intention of using. Recognising a kindred spirit, another cup was procured, and he became a regular guest at story time.

      Tonight, it's too humid for hot chocolate, but a ritual is a ritual, and Charlie—like most six-year-olds—expects consistency. She takes the swing seat, Anna the wicker chair, and Tom, still in overalls, fingernails dark with soil, sits on the step, his back against whitewashed wooden panels.

      Anna reads from The Secret Garden. Much to his—and Charlie’s—delight, the book features not just a garden, but a gardener, with the bonus that the main character is female. Charlie's personality is far from the feisty Mary Lennox, but Tom likes the fierce smile that creeps onto the child's face while she listens.

      The thirty minutes pass too fast. Once Tom has washed his hands, he and Charlie play hide and seek.

      At six-foot-three and built like a linebacker, there are a limited amount of hiding places for Tom. Charlie finds him in sixty seconds flat, giggling at his attempt to conceal himself behind a row of mops and brooms with a bucket on his head.

      "My turn!" and she's gone, sprinting away.

      Tom begins his count, hearing Charlie skid past Anna in the kitchen. The housekeeper calls after her. "Downstairs only."

      "I know," comes a distant shout, originating from upstairs. Tom reaches ten. It's supposed to be thirty, but he sometimes gets lost after twelve, so Charlie agreed to ten so long as he counts slowly.

      "Just one game tonight, Tom. Mrs. Lloyd will be back early." The big man makes a show of looking in kitchen cupboards, opening and closing them loudly enough for Charlie to hear.

      "Okay, mm, got it."

      He stumbles over words more rarely these days. It's over a year since Jimmy Blue last came, and, in his absence, Tom is changing. Not only is his speech less hampered by a stutter and the constant struggle to find the right words, but his confidence is growing. There's a fresh clarity in the way he thinks. Some nights, Tom runs his fingers along the pages of Charlie's old books, sounding out words. And he's making progress.

      "You can't find me, you can't find me."

      Tom heads upstairs, following the broad anti-clockwise curve of the banister, homing in on the smothered giggles.

      The master bedroom, three guest bedrooms, and a home gym are on his left. To the right is Charlie's room, a fourth guest bedroom, Aimee Lloyd's home office, and—overlooking the garden—Anna’s bedroom.

      "Hmm," says Tom, with exaggerated confusion. He opens the storeroom door, prepared for a few seconds of fruitless and noisy searching. A car blips its throttle outside. Mrs. Lloyd's Porsche.

      He skips the preliminaries and goes to Anna's bedroom. Books piled on a bedside table, a photograph of her parents, a crucifix on the wall. A neatly made bed.

      Tom doesn't step inside. It wouldn't be right.

      "I g-give up," he says, feigning amazement when the six-year-old slides out from under the bed.

      "I win. This is the absolute best hiding place ever, ever, ever."

      She skips ahead to the top of the stairs to inform Anna of her triumph. Neither Anna nor Tom point out Charlie hides in the same spot every night.

      "Go clean your teeth, Charlie. Your mother is home."

      Tom makes for the back door. He's happy in Anna and Charlie’s company, but awkward with anyone else. The Lloyds are fast-talking and busy. Kind, too: they gave him a job, and somewhere to live. But he can't keep up with their conversation, preferring the tranquility of the garden or boathouse when they're home.

      The basement door opens and Carlson Lloyd emerges. Tall, thin, bearded. Pale from lack of sunlight.

      "Hey, Tom, how's the ol' bucolic lifestyle treating ya?"

      Mr. Lloyd can't seem to stop himself peppering every sentence with long words.

      Lloyd smiles. "Don't mind me, Tom, I'm just jealous. I see you as our very own Thoreau, philosophising in our backyard, sitting out there nights, gazing out across the Colorado. Don't deny it."
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