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			For Celeste. 

			Don’t read anything into this – 

			I just love you.

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Who is the third who walks always beside you?

			. . . I do not know whether a man or a woman

			—But who is that on the other side of you?

			 

			—T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land, 1922
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			Chapter 1

			Nina

			The letter must have sat unopened for a month on your abandoned hall table as things carried on around it, the correspondence inside quietly waiting for me to find it.

			I look down at its crisp envelope as it rests on my black-­clad knee, the grain of its paper heavy, expensive, everything about it signalling that the correspondence contained within is substantial, important, and I wonder how I could have missed it.

			But I have been busy with you: coroners, certificates, funerals and memorials. The business of losing a father is a full-­time, short-­term contract with limited perks and a clear cutoff point. Though the admin thankfully fills the sudden gulf of hours.

			The letter gathered dust in the worn leather letter holder where you always kept mail, while I tried to impose order on the inevit­able chaos that a death leaves in its wake. There is chaos left behind even when the person who is gone was a meticulous genius, like you. And you were a genius, or as close as I’ll ever come to knowing one, the most fastidiously brilliant man I have ever known.

			

			But the truth is, even you, with all the possible permutations of your thoughts, the clarity of your mind, were still not fully prepared to go. Of course. You were human, you couldn’t possibly have thought of everything. Or perhaps you did think of everything and you left things deliberately undone in order to give me purpose. In which case you succeeded, because I have allowed events to carry my full weight along this past month. And I looked for you, and found you, in everything after they told me you were gone.

			The obituaries were well researched, kind, kingmaking, even if the kingdom you presided over was a small one. A rarefied one. Your books were collected by the university as your wishes stipulated. A few friends and colleagues were moved to receive what objects and chattels you left for them. Your clothes were dry-­cleaned and given to the charities of your choice, your essentials cleaned and distributed.

			Death, it turns out, to those left behind, is an activity centered around the cataloguing and dispersal of material objects.

			I put the house on the market as per your wishes. You knew that I would not, could not, live in it. That it would always be your house and as much as I love you, loved you, you knew it is not healthy to live in a parent’s shadow. And we both know you cast a long shadow.

			The rituals, the process, of bereavement held me, protected me from the simple inescapable fact that it all boils down to . . . I am now alone.

			I was too busy to notice the letter. And now I see—alone after the party—that perhaps I have been too busy all my life. I was too busy to find someone of my own, to make a life for myself. After all, I had you.

			

			But now, in the silence of the freshly emptied house, I do not have you. And I am not busy. I am whatever the opposite of busy is . . . Directionless? In search of mental employment? In search of a sign? Anything to distract me again—to avoid the yawning void—to not feel the full force of the fact that I am where I am.

			I am a thirty-­four-­year-­old literary academic with inherited wealth and no one to share it with. A chuckle bubbles up inside me and echoes through the empty house as I think of the Magic 8 Ball you bought me for my tenth birthday, the one I demanded. You did not want to get it for me, believing that even children should not put faith in randomness, nor look for patterns in curls of smoke. “Chaos holds no answers,” you told me, a child of nine. “Look for the answers to your questions in the structure of things,” you told me. “That’s where meaning lies.” And of course you were right, though you bought the Magic 8 Ball for me anyway after tears and the promise of more applied study. I promised to achieve and you listened.

			I cannot help but imagine the forecast that long-­discarded 8 Ball might give me now, if I rolled it over and asked what tomorrow holds: outlook not so good. My chuckle deepens—but there’s no point in being morbid, is there? Another sentiment you hammered home early.

			Besides, thirty-­four is still young, right? You used to joke that mathematicians peaked at twenty-­one while biologists peaked at seventy. There was something in it about the predictability of numbers and the unpredictability of living things.

			

			Regardless, I have yet to peak in any sense.

			I look down at the envelope again.

			A sign would be good.

			On it, your address, in cursive black: your name beneath my name. I turn over the thick envelope and slide a clear, memorial-­service-­manicured thumbnail under the seal. It crackles open satisfyingly.

			More of you would be good. One more hug. One more minute. Something to sink my teeth into.

			I pull out the thick-­gauge paper and take in the sender’s address. An address thousands of miles from England, from our lives. The humidity of the location written into the words themselves, transportive and optimistic.

			 

			Clarence, Mitfield & Booth

			Suite 3610-­13 Harbour Quay

			Tortola

			British Virgin Islands

			 

			FAO Ms Nina Lillian Hepworth,

			 

			We would like to offer our deepest condolences following the sad news of your father, John Stanley Hepworth’s, recent passing.

			We are writing to advise you that in accordance with his Last Will and Testament, Clarence, Mitfield & Booth have been appointed as estate executors for your late father’s assets here in the Virgin Islands. We understand that the late Mr Hepworth’s UK assets are being overseen by ­Lansdown Lowe with his foreign assets being managed through ­Clarence, Mitfield & Booth.

			

			We would like to advise you that we have successfully collected in the estate assets, and ascertained and remunerated any outstanding debts prior to applying for probate, which is now complete.

			We thought you would like to know that in accordance with your father’s will you are the sole beneficiary and have been bequeathed:

			Property: A 3-­bedroom Beachfront Estate, Pond Bay, Gorda, British Virgin Islands

			 

			When I look up from rereading the letter the light outside has faded and the empty sitting room is lit only by the bare bulb in the socket above me.

			My father never even visited the Caribbean.

			I wanted a sign and I got one.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Nina

			Neither the letter from Clarence, Mitfield & Booth, nor the existence of this new house make immediate sense to me.

			My father was not a holiday-­home sort of man. The very idea of him sitting shirtless in shorts on a sunbed is beyond the scope of my imagination. To say my father was a cerebral man would be an understatement. So a house, thousands of miles from the autumnal chill of London, bathed in sunlight and vivid ­Caribbean hues, does not sit quite right. The only reason I can imagine him ever requiring a house overseas would be if he had work out there. But he didn’t. At least to my knowledge.

			I briefly call his UK solicitor; they too have received the correspondence and vouch for the authenticity of the firm. Whatever this house is . . . it is real.

			I dial the long international number at the base of the letter. The elongated purr of a foreign ringtone reminding me that a time difference might hamper me. But just as the thought arrives so does a crisp Caribbean voice, a woman, who promptly transfers me to another voice. This one older, male, American.

			

			“Ms Hepworth, we’ve been expecting your call. James Booth. I am currently handling your case,” he tells me with such a calm, quotidian tone that I have to remind myself of the strangeness of the situation. I go on to explain that I have only just had a chance to open the letter from his firm and was surprised to read its contents. “Yes, of course,” he replies unfazed, his tone hinting that this might often be the case in his line of work. “It’s been a busy time for you.”

			He is correct: it has been. I let my eyes roam around the darkening room, my father’s now blank-­walled sitting room, parquet floors bared, bookshelves hollowed out. I shiver deeply.

			“Yes, very busy,” I conclude, then clear my throat and refocus. “I’m just a little confused, James. About this letter. This additional will. We’ve already executed my father’s will in the UK. This Caribbean property. I wasn’t aware of it . . .” I trail off as I realize how unlike myself I sound. I sound like a daughter who barely knew her father, but that is not the case. I saw my father every single Thursday night since graduating from university, our games night: checkers, chess, crosswords. We spent almost all holidays and occasions together. I knew his schedule inside out. We spoke about everything. And yet here I am, for the first time, at a loss.

			“I see. More than a little surprised then, I should imagine. Yes,” James answers, remaining warm but noncommittal. “Well, hopefully we can shed some light on—”

			

			A thought suddenly occurs and I interrupt. “Sorry to ask, but could this letter be an error, James? Is there a possibility that you might have contacted the wrong person?”

			James clears his throat, caught off guard. “Ha. No, no. Although be assured you are not the first beneficiary to have uttered those immortal words. But I can assure you, Ms Hepworth—Nina, if I may?”

			I hum a consent to the use of my first name.

			“Thank you. Yes, I can assure you, Nina, that your father was most definitely the owner of the property in question prior to his death. There is no question of that. But more importantly, you are clearly named as sole beneficiary of the estate in Mr Hepworth’s will. He was very clear about wanting you to inherit the property in its entirety. I can email you a copy of his list of wishes if that would be helpful at this juncture?”

			“Um, yes, that would be. Yes,” I manage after a moment. The idea of reading anything new that my father has written is suddenly too desperate a need to articulate without fully exposing my grief.

			“I will ask Melissa to send that across. Just be aware, Nina, that it is only a legal document so fairly dry in terms of content.”

			The list of wishes is not a letter, or an explanation.

			James has obviously been through the ebbs and flows of this process a hundred times. I take considerable comfort in being part of such a vast and timeless congregation in James’s mind.

			It takes me a moment to regroup.

			

			“So, if the property was definitely my father’s. Can I ask when or how he acquired it, James?”

			“I’d be very happy to go through everything with you in person, if you’re available later in the week?”

			Thoughts scrambled, I ask, “Oh, do you have a London office then?”

			James chuckles. “Unfortunately, not. No, we would fly you out here to the British Virgin Islands to take receivership. Whenever fits in with your schedule—provisions were made within the will itself to cover all fees and expenses involved in the transition of ownership. First-­class airfare and transfers have been covered, so I can action your travel arrangements whenever works for you?”

			I believe, at this point in the conversation and for the first time in my adult life, my mouth falls open. By the sounds of it my father had another life. A life that included first-­class air travel and second homes. His UK assets were already sizable, as reflected in the inheritance I received a few days ago, but this sounds like another matter entirely.

			“Nina?” James asks after a moment of silence.

			“Yes, sorry, it’s just quite a lot of new information to take in.” Slowly a new question forms, a crude, blunt one that I do not know how to phrase well. “Sorry, James, but this property, this estate, is it substantial? I mean, how much—” I trail off, hoping not to need to add more. And thankfully James saves my blushes.

			“It is a generous property, yes, in one of the most exclusive areas of the BVI. But we can get into numbers and the rest as and when we meet.”

			

			A generous property. My father was rich. Very, very, rich. And I had no idea. The thought snags—because, how did he get that rich?

			“But do you know when my father might have bought or used the house, James? It’s just, I can’t quite square away when he would have gone out there,” I ask.

			“Well, we can certainly look into these things for you and get into the weeds when you’re over. When would you be available to fly?” he asks, his tone pragmatic.

			I look around my father’s empty sitting room once more. There is no more to be done here and the university have already granted me a sabbatical, my lectures covered, my students aware. Time off “for grief”. It seems everyone in my life, except me, obviously, has foreseen that once the music finally stopped, I would need time to scrape myself off the floor.

			Mistaking my pause for reticence, which it may well have been, James pushes on.

			“Of course, if you would rather not come out in person we can supply e-­contracts and assist in placing the property directly on the market for you? If that would be something—”

			“Are his things still there?” I interject, the question flying from me before I can couch it in politeness.

			“His things?” James asks, seeking clarification.

			“Yes, does he have possessions out there? Personal items? Is the house left as it was?”

			I hear understanding drop into James’s voice. “Yes. The house is vacant but lived in. There are the standard personal effects present, I believe. Yes. Pictures, books, personal items.” He sounds sad now. I have made James sad; I’ve managed to depress a will executor.

			

			But that doesn’t matter, because the prospect of what I might find out there, in that house, still undiscovered, lifts me out of my void. The idea that I might find more of my father out there, the possibility that our story might not yet be over, is a salve. 

			A fizzle of excitement crackles to life inside me. I thought I knew everything about my father but this house has shown me that, clearly, there is more to know. More of him out there, halfway across the world, and wasn’t it just like him to leave something behind for me to ponder, to provide me with a series of questions that demand answers? A puzzle, clues to follow, more to solve. Hope glows afresh inside me, but with it a sharp splinter of fear, because a truth has been kept from me and I cannot imagine why. Good things are rarely kept secret, which means I might find something I don’t like in all this. It is always dangerous to look too hard into the lives of those you love and respect more than anything.

			It occurs to me that I could just instruct James to begin the process of putting this bizarre property on the market without my involvement. I could request they ship his personal items back to me. Though out of context would any of it make sense? Perhaps it doesn’t need to? I could just let my father lie, rest . . . in peace. I could plop the enormous sale value from this generous property into my bank, then go back to work at the university and never think about money, or this mystery house, ever again.

			

			But would I never think of it again; or would I always think of it? Of what it meant . . . I would never know. And that would drive me mad, not knowing.

			I have never been the kind of person to turn away from an unanswered question. The cat cannot be shooed back into the bag and Pandora’s box cannot be repacked. My father would have known that, and knowing that he deliberately left me the house.

			By doing so he is trying to tell me one last thing, about him; he has left me one last challenge, a puzzle to solve. And if anyone can set something in motion from beyond the grave it would be him.

			“When is the soonest I can fly out?” I ask.

			In the days before I depart, I do what research I can. I scour online for any reference to my father’s work abroad but I find nothing. No mention of a holiday home, no clues to be followed.

			The initial excitement I felt at this new discovery about my father begins to darken as the question of how he funded the purchase of this property rises in my mind like a spectre. What additional work did he undertake to secure this massive asset, and how could he have compartmentalized his life to such a degree that I, his only relative, could know nothing about it?

			I tentatively question a few of his friends: men and women in their late seventies, snowy eyebrows raised in youthful surprise that John had any connection out there. He never spoke of a second home. How wonderful for him. What’s it like?

			I do not tell them the extent of what I imagine it will be like, this generous property. To tell them that would be to lead them in the direction of my own thoughts—that a man like my father, a man with a career like my father’s, should not have had that much money. Should not have had a secret house.

			

			One of his long-­term co-­workers, Maeve Rittman, a force of nature now in her late sixties and still lecturing at the university, told me something that lodged in my mind.

			When I asked her if she could spare an hour or so to talk about Dad, she invited me to tea at Brown’s in Mayfair. I don’t doubt she must have thought the meeting purely about my need for comfort post-­bereavement, but regardless, she was happy to oblige. That was the kind of man my father was, you see, the kind you care about to the extent your goodwill bleeds to anyone else they might know or like.

			At least, that was how others saw him. As the child of a great man, things are often more complicated: he loved me, but I was never not aware that he feared finding his own faults in me. Though what his faults might have been I could not tell you. But I knew enough to know they haunted him. He could not abide thoughtlessness, carelessness, letting standards slip.

			In the years we had together, in all the puzzles we solved and games we played, and in all the life we lived, I found myself fearing both losing to and winning over him.

			If I lost, I risked his disappointment; if I won, I feared destroying the foundations of our relationship. Though of course he gave no such indication that this would ever be the case if I did win.

			But that is academic. I never really won against him. I did not have that extra spark that seemed embedded in him from birth. I could never win without his encouragement, his direction, his nudging, his sometimes cold pulling away. And when I won, I would burst with pride and he would say he had always known it was there—and we were both happy enough with that. I believe. I was a trier, and that was enough.

			

			I don’t doubt Maeve likes me because I’m John’s daughter. An undeniable pedigree before I ever even uttered a word. He loved me, so I am lovable.

			I have always felt at home with Maeve. But no doubt everyone feels that with Maeve, funny, beautiful, and as close to genius as it might be possible to be, though with the good grace to keep it to herself most of the time.

			She smiled at me over the rim of her teacup, her garnet lipstick expertly applied, her eyes still twinkling as they always had.

			“I’m glad you asked me to do this,” she said after a sip. “You’re a long way off this yet but there comes a time in your life when people start to go. Die. And of course you attend the events, but it’s never enough, there is still so much left unsaid. Memories to be turned over, inspected. If you can find someone willing to listen to your memories, so much the better. And trust me, dear Nina, you lovely girl, I have a lot of memories of your father.”

			And she did. Mostly stories about the pranks they played on each other as PhD students at Cambridge. They had been researching in different departments: she clinical neuroscience and he applied mathematics and theoretical physics, and they might never have met had it not been for their mutual love of bog-­standard pub quizzing. Their ragtag quiz team going on to rinse every pub in Cambridge and the surrounding areas out of their accumulated jackpots to hilarious effect.

			

			I found myself childishly hoping as Maeve spoke that this mysterious house on the other side of the world might be entirely funded by pub quiz winnings. That spry, edgy young man she spoke of was so different from the calm, staid man I spent my life with. The stories made me laugh and then they made me sad. I cried a bit. She responded in kind and I was at least spared the embarrassment of being the only one in the piano-­tinkling tearoom with damp eyes and a blotchy face.

			The questions around the existence of this house introduced a more existential concern, I told her: that if I discovered more, I might lose the old idea of who my father was. That I might find out something out there that destroyed my memory of him and I might, in a sense, lose him again with even more permanence.

			With the arrival of a fresh pot of tea and more scones, her tone shifted.

			“I know you want me to give you something, some reassurance or even perhaps a seismic disclosure about who your father was. But he was a private man, Nina. We shared so much but I never got in, if you understand my meaning. He was a closed circuit. He never remarried after your mother. There was a lot of sadness there. He battled it I think but one would never know. As far as I can tell he never even tried to find someone else. He was married to his work and his diversions and, in a way, to you.”

			Maeve broke off, seeming to suddenly see my predicament for what it was and adding, “He was a good man, though. Perhaps he cut off a side of his life to preserve the rest; we do what we must. But don’t ever doubt that he was a good man. Secrets or no. No one is perfect, you just need to know that he loved you immensely—he made a life out of it.”

			

			Then Maeve reached a delicately boned hand across the table and squeezed my forearm with surprising strength.

			“Whatever you find out there: he will have had his reasons. If there is one thing I do know about your father, it’s that he never did anything without at least one very good reason. If he left you the house, he wanted you to go there.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Maria

			The door slid open with a hydraulic smoothness.

			So weird, Maria thought, after three days of trying, nothing and then this. The woman had told her the rules when she arrived at the house. There were always rules for clients like this. The bigger the property, the shinier the surfaces, the quieter the rooms: the stranger the clients—it was a truth universally acknowledged, though Maria hadn’t got the measure of this client at all as she hadn’t even met him, or his children, yet.

			She had been hired for two weeks to cover the client’s usual nanny’s annual leave. She had done enough of these now to know what that entailed, and these short jobs were always the easiest. Be quiet, cheerful, fun, but incredibly reliable, yes to everything, no to nothing, in a nutshell: the dream. Well, everyone else’s dream. But the money was always, always good. The best.

			The rules of this particular job were simple: Wear the clothes provided, impeccably made soft white polo shirts and chic linen shorts; be amenable; and when not immediately required, make yourself comfortable in the house. Make yourself comfortable. What a joke, Maria thought. No one wants to see the hired help comfortable.

			

			Of course, Maria hadn’t dreamt as a child of being the hired help. She started doing short contracts between her first-­year terms at Cornell medical school, each contract easily paying off her course fees. She had no particular ambition to become a nanny, but she was smart as well as intelligent, and it turned out she was good with kids, or at least they listened to her, and the astronomical amount she could make as a live-­in nanny to the super-­rich had made it a simple choice.

			Then as the course’s study schedule began to leak into her “free time”, it got harder to do both. Holidays between terms had ceased to exist. So she had to make a clear-­minded decision: an unsentimental, rational decision. Training to be a doctor required money, money required a job, a job required time. She had needed to quickly reassess her career trajectory. The truth was that Maria could make more as an attractive, highly educated, polite young child­minder to the super-­rich than she could as an overworked junior doctor back in New York City.

			And with the hefty nannying wage packets she had been hoarding over the last few years, rent-­free, overhead-­free, she’d be able to pick up her med course again in, say, five years and be able to pay for it all outright—hell, she’d even be able to buy her own apartment in Manhattan near the hospital in order to study there comfortably if she wanted.

			And this new contract, her largest and most life-­altering paycheck yet, would push her closer than ever to the figure she knew she needed to be safe, to be comfortable. After a lifetime of hustle, she would soon be secure.

			

			Even if Maria hadn’t memorized the payment breakdown on the new contract, she would have been be able to guess this placement was a good one just from the list of requirements that came with it.

			The house rules on this job stated that she could use all the property’s facilities: pools, spa, sauna, steam, grounds, as well as the two-­hundred-­foot private beach. The only stipulations being that she would need to: keep things tidy, not leave the house unless in the company of the client or the children, and not interrupt any of the client’s phone calls or speak to other visitors. Though why the hell anyone would think she would want to talk to any of the client’s friends Maria had no idea. 

			The woman who had shown Maria around the house—her chignon too tight, her smile too warm—had also explained how the biometric door lock system worked on the property. That had worried Maria at first. High security often meant shady clients, clients with a reason to be paranoid. She had one such experience on a yacht off the coast of Monaco the year before. The number of room searches and security briefings had been enough to put her off working for a certain type of client for life. But the woman who had shown her around this house explained that this client, a single father of two, was just fond of tech. And as the property, with its glass corners and steep staircases, was most definitely not toddler-­friendly, he had made the decision that only adults should be able to activate the doors between various safety hazards. A childproofing of sorts.

			

			A Silicon Valley guy, Maria inferred, and relaxed. Tech guys were the easiest to work for. The easiest pleased. They knew what they wanted, had no problem telling you, sometimes with eye-­watering bluntness, and then often completely ghosted you so you could get on with it.

			The woman had placed Maria’s hand on the spotless glass panel and entered her information into the palm-­scanner. Maria would be able to go anywhere in the house freely, except, she was told, the locked room at the end of the lower-ground-­floor passage. A private office, Maria surmised. She could go anywhere but there—so far, so Bluebeard’s castle, Maria thought with an internal smirk. The idea she would want to nose around a tech guy’s office somehow reassuringly ridiculous.

			In a vague way Maria wondered if somehow this privacy was meant to increase her curiosity, if that was the point? She had experienced a few tests in previous jobs. The rich predictably terrified of being stolen from or cheated in some way. The room downstairs could well be just that, some weird trust exercise. Not beyond the bounds of believability, she’d had stranger: nanny cams, jewellery left out, clients who thought they were paying for more than childcare! All of human life was here. It was best to be on your toes with clients; when the rewards were this high, the risks often were too. And at the back of her mind, she had considered the possibility that this job might not actually be, as sold, covering for their permanent nanny, but rather that she was being actively trialled for the permanent position.

			

			The woman with the too-­tight chignon went on to explain that while Maria could go anywhere within the grounds, she wouldn’t actually be able to leave the property through any of the perimeter exits unless accompanied. That was the bit Maria hadn’t liked.

			The woman went on to clarify that Maria could leave with the client and the children, on excursions, lunch dates, et cetera, but if Maria wanted to leave alone, she would need to terminate her two-­week contract. To do that she would have to call the chignon woman on her direct line; the woman would inform security, who would then escort Maria from the property. It sounded undignified, Maria thought, but then wasn’t it all undignified? What she did and what these rich people couldn’t do themselves—equally undignified.

			But dignity didn’t not pay for Maria’s lifestyle, and this job did.

			So, Maria had squared away that she wouldn’t leave the property, as requested. But she hadn’t been born yesterday. She’d been doing this long enough to have her own assurances in terms of “client risk”. If anything here was even slightly off, a lot of people at the agency knew where she was.

			After the woman left Maria remained on her best behaviour for a full forty-­eight hours.

			She unpacked her personal items in the smallest room, showered in her own marble wet room, and slipped into her expensive, if anonymous prescribed uniform. Then she found and gathered what few child-­friendly books she could find around the minimalist house. The children’s books seemed to focus on broad pop-­culture Central American figures and themes: Frida Kahlo, Botero, Pérez. Figures from her long-­left-­behind ­Central ­American culture to a degree that made her wonder if her ­heritage had been a deciding factor in her hiring. Perhaps the client also had Colombian ancestry, she figured. After all, the rich could cherry-­pick who looked after their children. And if they paid this well and the perks were good—she didn’t know why they shouldn’t pick whoever they wanted.

			

			She just hoped the client didn’t expect her to speak fluent Spanish, because she didn’t. She’d left too young, her parents hadn’t spoken it around her and her high school had only taught French as a second language.

			She laid the bright adventure books out on a soft blanket with gathered cushions and pillows: her thinking being that the children might arrive tired from the journey when they finally appeared, so they could snuggle and listen to stories while she surreptitiously took the measure of their father. But after a few hours of no-­show from father and children Maria slipped off her anonymous uniform tennis shoes and lay down herself on the blanket and let the warm Caribbean sunlight pool at her feet. 

			She jolted awake two hours later as the integrated air-­conditioning kicked up a gear, its hum intensifying in frequency. But still, no one had arrived.

			When evening approached, Maria made her way to the fully stocked pantry to cobble together one of her sure-­fire children’s hits, bacon-­y mac & cheese. The property had been prepped with everything before her arrival, the level of organization a thing of beauty, cans stacked labels-­out, jars filled with cookies, pasta, cereals, everything in its place and ready. There were no children’s bowls or cutlery in the cupboards, she noted, but that was easily worked around; it wasn’t particularly unusual in the families she’d worked with for the children to use what the adults use. That and the lack of toys and other accoutrements told Maria that these children, like others she had looked after, must have their entire worlds shipped around in suitcases between global residences. Maria placed the warm, comforting meal on the table at the hour requested in her manual. One adult portion and two children’s portions, but time passed and no one came. Finally she placed the meals in the warming oven and ate her own out on the darkening, twinkle-­lit terrace, the sound of tree frogs croaking and distant waves crashing her only company. 

			

			It was a kind of bliss there. She closed her eyes and told herself to make the most of this quiet before the inevitable storm of children. And when she opened her eyes to the gleaming of the pool lights in the growing darkness, she let herself imagine for a moment that this was her life. Out here, with all of this. This life.

			After another hour she removed the meals from the warming oven and packed them away in the fridge, just in case. But the evening ebbed by and when she was absolutely sure no one was coming, she tidied the kitchen and slipped silently into her room for the night.

			The next morning, her alarm did not sound and she groggily woke, instead, to the sound of a seabird calling loudly from the clifftop surrounds. Still no one had arrived. 

			

			Assuming the client had probably been held up, Maria decided to call the woman with the too-­tight chignon. Her suspicions were confirmed. 

			The woman promised to follow up with more news soon. In the meantime, she told Maria to enjoy the facilities. Maria, wary of doing anything as extreme as that, instead allowed herself the possibility of a nervous swim and sauna in an attempt to clear her jet-­lagged head. The flight from her last family in Paris had been a real kick in the circadian rhythm.

			On the way to the indoor pool, she passed the locked lower ground-­floor door, a door identical to all the other doors in the house except that this one’s biometric lock glowed blue instead of green like the others.

			Maria considered the room, the warning she received about it. She hadn’t thought she’d be curious at all, but now she was. Where the hell was this family? What was the holdup? Lingering by the forbidden door, Maria vaguely considered pressing the glowing door panel. She contemplated entering the room, perhaps seeing what kind of job might get you a house like this, but then she came to her senses, let out an audible chuckle and headed to the pool. She wasn’t going to take the bait that soon, if indeed it was even bait.

			As she swam Maria weaved a narrative around the room and concluded that if the client’s late arrival and the out-­of-­bounds room were a form of trust test, these clients would need to try harder than that. Maria had worked incredibly hard to get into Cornell, and even harder to make sure she could secure these premium high-paid private staff contracts—she knew how to delay gratification like no one she had ever met, and in Maria’s heart she was pretty sure she could put up with anything longer than most if she knew it would ultimately benefit her. If this new employer was testing her, if they were hoping to uncover someone with no self-­control: More fool them. Maria stepped out of the pool a few inches taller. She didn’t rate most of her personal qualities but she did rate that.

			

			Throughout the day she ran through the scheduled events in the client’s manual, regardless of having no audience, as she waited for the client to arrive—keen to ensure that she would not be caught out should the family suddenly appear. An art station was cobbled together from what she could find about the property, and later some adult pool floats were inflated and made ready poolside. A jug of homemade lemonade with huge clunking ice chunks was laid out beside three frosted glasses on the kitchen counter. It was always better to be overprepared, to anticipate needs. Maria had worked out fairly early on as a nanny that the tips and gifts from families at this client level often superseded the original negotiated fees. And she was well aware that clients turning up to find her not ready would not garner her a fat high-­denomination stuffed envelope at the end of the two weeks or another Patek Philippe, with a potential resale value of over $200,000. Best to exceed expectations, always.

			The next morning she laid out a strawberries, yogurt and orange juice breakfast, and waited. She vaguely wondered what would happen when the supplies in the fridge ran low, if another member of staff or a catering firm would arrive laden with produce at some point—but she did not linger on this thought. Households like these ran like clockwork, even if their owners didn’t.

			

			The breakfast lay untouched. And once she had finally decanted everything back into the fridge, she decided to call the woman with the too-­tight chignon again. 

			The clients would definitely not be arriving that day. She was encouraged once more to make the most of the facilities. 

			Maria did as she was told, now safe in the knowledge that she wouldn’t be imminently required. She applied sun lotion liberally by the outdoor pool then stretched out on a plush lounger in the sun, a book in hand, her toes dragging lightly into the cool outdoor pool water.

			Later she explored the grounds, showered, cooked herself an elaborate lunch, and by the evening even allowed herself the small bottle of wine left for her as a welcome gift along with her manual.

			But by day three, when the client had still not arrived, Maria had developed concerns, or rather niggling questions, about their now increasingly strange absence. 

			Would she still be paid? Maria asked the woman over the phone as much. The woman seemed surprised to find out the client had still not arrived. She herself seemed unsure about why this was happening, but reassured Maria that she would be paid regardless.

			

			Maria was good at reading people. The woman’s tone confirmed, at least, that this late arrival was not part of some greater plan.

			Recognizing what was and was not part of a client’s plan had become a very useful adaptive quality.

			But this client’s absence didn’t seem to be part of anyone’s plan.

			Perhaps he was old or sick. Perhaps something had happened to him or one of the children on their way out?

			The thought of those eventualities hovered, for a few minutes, in Maria’s mind, but the truth was it really didn’t matter what the hell had happened to them. She didn’t know them, she’d never met them. Either they would arrive eventually or they wouldn’t. The truth was she’d lucked out in paradise, for the time being; she was now, it seemed, on a paid vacation.

			And that’s when Maria’s best behaviour began to slip.

			She relaxed. She let her uniform crease as she lay on the deep cool sofas and read. She dived into the pool, used the floats, ate at the pool edge. She even allowed herself a double bill in the crisp air-­conditioned darkness of the home cinema room as she shovelled freshly popped corn into her mouth. In the womblike blackness she let herself imagine again that this was her life.

			A swim. A sauna. A steam. A shower.

			Then exploring the rest of the house, the other rooms, the art, the books, the hints left behind by her
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