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Chapter 1

 

Alcohol and tears stained his eyes red. An empty glass sat on the desk of his home office with the remnants of whiskey and ice at the bottom, leaving a diluted brown pool. A half-empty bottle of whiskey was next to it. 

David Freeman was drunk. Full of grief and betrayal. 

The darkness of night had already fallen outside, signalling the end of what had been the worst day of his life. The only light in the room came from the monitor he was staring disconsolately at.

The Chief Operations Officer of David’s company, Freeman Defence, had waited for him at the door that morning to inform him that, according to the FBI, the design of a military-grade night sight, a new product of his company that had yet to be released to the market, had been stolen. 

Brad Sanderson, his company’s sales director, was the prime suspect. Brad had taken an extended leave and was now believed to be somewhere in Mexico after the FBI discovered he was a passenger on a private jet that had flown there earlier in the day. What made it worse for David was who he was with.

When David arrived home that night, he discovered the letter his wife, Rebecca, had left for him telling him she was leaving him for Brad. 

David poured himself another large shot of whiskey, which was diluted by the brown pool and read the note his wife had left him, again. Scarcely believing her words.

 

David,

I have made the heartbreaking decision to leave you.

I have spent years supporting you. I waited for you faithfully when you were in the Army Rangers. I have been there helping and supporting you as you built your company. I have done everything a good wife should to help you become the successful man you are, keeping our home warm for you and taking care of our children. I followed you around, wherever you were based, despite the loneliness I felt.

When you left the Army Rangers, I was so happy. I thought you would finally be putting us, your family, first for a change. I thought I would have a husband, at last! Instead, you swapped the Army Rangers for your company. 

If anything, your company is worse than the Army Rangers. It consumes all your time. The passion you once had for me and to succeed in life has gone. You are a shell of the man I married, who had so many hopes and dreams. 

As you haven’t been present in our marriage for so long, we’ve become disconnected, and our marriage is beyond repair.

I have needs, David! I’ve felt so lonely. I no longer feel like I matter to you. Did I ever? You don’t make me feel wanted or desired.

Because you don’t value me as your wife, I’m leaving you. 

Luckily, Brad has stepped in where you should have been. He makes me feel alive. I feel like I’m worth something to somebody again. It’s made me realise that I was never happy married to you. I thought I was, but I wasn’t. I know that this will be hard to hear, but you need to know the truth if you are to heal and grow.

I’ve gone to Mexico with Brad, and when I return, I want a divorce and full custody of Harry and Molly so they can experience what a real family feels like. I want Brad to be an important part of their lives. We intend to marry once I’ve divorced you.

Please don’t make it hard. It will only hurt our children.

Rebecca

 

She had told him that she was visiting her sick sister for a few days. Instead, she flew to Mexico with Brad. David felt blindsided and humiliated. He cursed himself for being an idiot for not seeing what had been going on.

The feeling of a double betrayal was hurting David like nothing he had felt before. His wife left him for someone whom he thought was his friend. Brad was the closest to a best friend David had. They had known each other in high school! 

David had decided to leave the Army Rangers when Rebecca was pregnant with Harry, and he was allowed to leave when Harry was two years old. With a talent for electronics, David, when he was on leave, designed and built a smaller, more resilient, and more powerful radio system to use out in the field. With built-in encryption, it made it secure from enemy ears. 

With a prototype, David was ready to sell it, but he lacked the personal qualities to sell his invention to the right people. 

David reconnected with Brad by chance, and he discovered that Brad could sell ice to Eskimos. The business David and Brad set up grew quickly when Brad won contracts to supply the American military and some of America’s allies. Both men became very rich as David’s business took off.

David had no idea that Rebecca and Brad were seeing each other behind his back. Over the past year, sex between David and Rebecca had become nonexistent.  He accepted the blame for that. He was so busy developing his company’s next-generation military night sight and releasing it to the market that he neglected his family. However, once it had, he had planned to take the whole family on a long vacation to make up for it.

Instead of booking a family vacation, David was now tearfully looking at the scale of his wife’s and his friend’s betrayal. The FBI told him Brad was already searching for buyers for the night sight designs. Many of whom were not the kind of customers Freeman Defence wanted to be associated with, nor could they afford to be. The reputational damage Brad could cause would cost people their jobs.

The whiskey inside David mixed with the consequences of Rebecca and Brad’s betrayal turned his pain into anger.

Fuelled with sheer pettiness and a drunken thirst for revenge, he growled, ‘Fuck ‘em!’ as he released the designs for the night sight onto the internet, downloadable for free, making them worthless to Brad, Rebecca or whoever else might have them.

 

Over a year later, David faced the full condescension of the experienced nanny in front of him after a car crash interview where his children ran amok, ignoring the nanny and refusing to eat the meal the nanny had made them.

‘I’ve been a nanny for twenty years, Mr Freeman,’ the nanny told him firmly in his home office. ‘I know traumatized children when I see them. Harry and Molly need treatment from a child psychiatrist before any nanny can care for them. They still miss their mother. It is the source of all their bad behaviour, and it is the responsibility of their parent to ensure they get the help they need.’

‘Okay, thank you for your time,’ he told her formally before seeing her out of his home.

‘We’re sorry, Daddy,’ a little girl’s voice said from behind him as he puffed his cheeks out with relief after he closed the door, feeling at a loss for what to do. That was the sixth highly qualified nanny who failed her job interview or withdrew their application, citing his children’s psychological trauma.

David turned around and saw his children, Harry and Molly. His heart broke. It was so unfair to them. They had done nothing wrong. They were too young to understand what was happening or why their mommy had disappeared without a trace. They had all told him the same thing.

Rebecca’s disappearance had been hard on her children, he knew that, and he didn’t need to be told. They still missed her so much.

‘Don’t worry,’ he smiled at them, trying to reassure them, knowing the nanny’s tirade when she left was more of a consequence of her bruised ego rather than anger. ‘She just wasn’t right for us. It’s no one’s fault. Why don’t you go and play while I finish work?’

It was true that the nanny hadn’t been right for Harry and Molly. The ‘educational games’ she attempted to play with them weren’t stimulating or fun. Lunch was so nutritionally healthy that it was bland and tasteless. She had described the nutritional content to David to the point that David didn’t know what she was talking about. What the meal lacked was flavour.

David returned to his home office, sat down and sighed. Maybe the nanny was right. Maybe Harry and Molly needed to see their therapist again. Perhaps he had stopped their therapy sessions too soon. He was at a loss for what to do.

It had been over a year since their mother and his wife, Rebecca, left them. He was now desperately trying to employ a good nanny to look after his children while he was at work. He had imposed on his brother and sister-in-law, James and Theresa, with childcare for too long. 

Not that they ever complained. They were his rock. Especially Theresa, his sister-in-law, not only agreed to look after Harry and Molly but insisted on it, even at short notice. She loved them, and Harry and Molly loved her. She and his brother were also his shoulders to cry on. They listened to him or just held him while he sobbed. But his brother and sister-in-law had their own lives to lead and were in the stressful process of adopting a child after their fertility problems, which weighed them down, so they didn’t need David imposing on them any longer.

He also had received a lot of support from his company. On the board, there was a lot of anger towards Brad for what he had done. However, the support they gave David was wearing thin after he was forced to confess that he drunkenly released the plans for the night sight for free. The company had become rudderless in David’s absence. It was heavily suggested that David should return to manage his company or step down. That added to the pressure from investors and the board, who wanted his company to be incorporated on the stock market.

David crossed off the nanny who had just left off his list and picked up the resumé of the next one. It was sketchy as hell and only took up one piece of paper. He put the resumé to one side with a sigh. Then started reading through the others underneath. 

They were all like the resumé of the nanny who had just failed her interview earlier. She was highly qualified and had some excellent references. The one under that was the same, and so was the one under that.

However, a nagging feeling struck David. He could give this nanny an interview, but he expected that she would say the same as all the others. Harry and Molly are badly behaved because of their mother’s abandonment, traumatized even, and they need therapy before any nanny can begin to look after them. It was as if they were all reading from the same script.

Yes, since their mother had disappeared, his children had been challenging, but David knew they were good children at heart and with the right care, their behaviour would improve. Why couldn’t these nannies see that? They were supposed to be childcare professionals!

His eyes kept returning to the resumé he had put aside. There was something about it. It stood out from the others, and not only because of its sketchiness. 

David picked up the resumé to read through it again. María Ana Gutiérrez Hernández. A Mexican national. David breathed out, unimpressed. Mexican meant a green card. Hopefully, she already had one. He didn’t want ICE on his back or have her deported and be forced to explain his lack of due diligence to a judge. Mid-thirties. Lots of menial jobs in Guadalajara. She had worked in a children’s indoor play park, which included running birthday parties. Didn’t have any managerial experience, though. Not a dealbreaker. No name or number for references, not good. He probably wouldn’t have got a reply anyway, even if she did. He had no idea how such a sketchy resumé had got through the agency checks. There were so many gaps in her employment history, and some experiences had no dates.

He tapped his desk, staring blankly at the resumé.

‘What the hell,’ he shrugged, and he picked up the phone to call the agency to request that María Ana Gutiérrez Hernández attend an interview. He doubted she would work out, but he had nothing to lose but time.

 


Chapter 2

 

David studied the nervous Mexican woman standing outside his front door. All she had with her was a paper grocery bag containing groceries to cook lunch with, which was a requirement for her interview, unlike previous applicants who had arrived with large bags full of games and references to fulfil their planned activities.

Her name was María Ana Gutiérrez Hernández. She had arrived for her interview to be Harry and Molly’s live-in nanny.

Mariana didn’t look impressive. David couldn’t help noticing she was attractive, though it was not a requirement to be his children’s nanny. Her long black hair went down her back in a long ponytail. Her brown eyes sparkled with hope, but not confidence. She was wearing what looked suspiciously like old surgical scrubs and rubber shoes, as if she had been shopping in a hospital second-hand thrift store. Was she going to surgery or to care for his children, David wondered?

‘Hola, Señor Freeman. Me llamo…..my name is María Ana Gutiérrez Hernández. I come for my interview,’ she greeted him in slow, stuttering English. Her introduction did nothing to dissuade David from thinking she wouldn’t work out. He was convinced of it, but she was here, and he had offered her an interview, so he didn’t feel like he could turn her away.

‘Come in,’ he told her formally. ‘We’ll talk about what I will expect from your interview in my office first, then once you have finished looking after my children this morning, we will discuss whether you have the position.’

‘Thank you, Señor Freeman.’

‘Right, Maria Ana,’ David began, looking unimpressed with her resumé in his hand, once they were in his home office. ‘I’ve got to say I’m not impressed by your resumé, and my expectations for your success are low.’

‘Por favor, I prefer you call me Mariana, Señor Freeman. I’m just grateful for the opportunity you give me.’ Her broken words, as she spoke to David, made what she was saying sound rehearsed. Coached perhaps by the agency?

‘Okay, Mariana, I want you to spend the morning entertaining my children, Harry and Molly. At 1 pm, I expect lunch to be ready for the three of us. Do you have any questions?’

‘No, Señor Freeman.’ Mariana sat with her legs pressed together while wringing her hands. ‘God! She looks so nervous,’ David thought with sympathy. He did like how she called him ‘Señor Freeman’ though. It felt….no, he must stay professional.

‘Good! Let me introduce you to Harry and Molly.’

Mariana followed David upstairs to the children’s split bedroom, which also acted as their playroom, from where Harry and Molly were screaming at each other.

‘Harry, Molly!’ he snapped gruffly to his children, who stopped their arguing and fighting. ‘This is Mariana. She is here to see if she is right for you to be your nanny.’

‘Hola!’ Mariana said as brightly as she could to David’s children through her nerves. ‘I hope we can have lots of fun.’

David noticed something strange. His children stopped what they were doing. Mariana’s greeting was certainly different to the others. Harry and Molly had basically ignored all the other applicants they were introduced to. Maybe it was Mariana’s accent.

Harry and Molly then surprised David by returning Mariana’s smile. Perhaps he was imagining it. Either way, Mariana was a lamb to the slaughter if the other, more qualified nannies couldn’t cope with his children.

‘Right, it’s 9:30 am,’ he said to Mariana, looking at his watch. ‘I have work to do. Mariana, I expect punctuality from my prospective nannies. Find me in my office at 1 pm when lunch is ready.’

David worked throughout the morning without stopping. He lost track of time as he was required to attend so many meetings. Something then made him stop as he vainly tried to get back on top of his work, distracted by the constant barrage of messages and emails. The time was a few minutes past 1 pm. He then realized he hadn’t heard the screaming or angry voices all morning that would make him intervene, which was…. odd.  Normally, Harry and Molly fought like cats and dogs whenever he interviewed a nanny.

With a sense of trepidation, he left his office. When he reached the stairs, he heard a sound that he could scarcely believe, which filled his heart with joy and one he never thought to hear again. It was the sound of his children’s laughter. 

He slowly climbed the stairs, stood at his children’s bedroom door, and watched his children play with Mariana for a few minutes. He couldn’t help but smile with relief and happiness as he watched them until he remembered the time.

‘Mariana, it is past one o'clock,’ he told her firmly, trying not to sound happy or hopeful that this nanny with the sketchiest of resumés could be the one. The nanny that he had been looking for. That they all had been looking for!

‘I am so sorry, Señor Freeman!’ Mariana exclaimed, rushing out in a panic, ‘I make lunch now!’

‘Okay, you two,’ David told his children, as he sat on Molly’s bed once Mariana had left. ‘What do you think of Mariana?’

‘She is so much fun! Harry said excitedly.

‘She is so pretty!’ Molly added. ‘I really like her.’

‘Would you like it if she became your nanny?’ David asked seriously.

‘Yes!’ the children shouted together.

‘Alright!’ David laughed, relief flowing through him. ‘Let’s see what her cooking is like, then I’ll make a decision.’

The three of them sat down to eat. Tacos sat on their plates, garnished with guacamole, but thankfully no chilli.

Mariana sat to the side, still nervous, watching them eat. Despite her nerves, the children, after a little encouragement from Mariana and to David’s surprise, happily ate their food without complaint.

David took a bite of his and could see why. It was the best taco he had ever eaten. He had thought he had eaten genuine Mexican guacamole, but what topped the tacos was nothing like that. It took all his strength not to show he was in heaven at the taste. Not to mention how healthy the meal was.

‘What nutritional content does this lunch have?’ he asked Mariana as he ate.

‘Disculpe, Señor Freeman, I do not understand the question,’ she replied shamefully. ‘I only make what I know is good for children to help them grow strong.’

David felt too sorry for her to push for an answer, and what she had prepared had tasted too good to make the question worth answering. As far as he was concerned, Mariana could make that guacamole every day of their life for them. The idea of employing this Mexican woman to do just that briefly crossed his mind.

‘Harry, Molly, can you go upstairs and play while I talk with Mariana?’ David told his children after lunch. ‘Mariana, I need you to come to my office.’

David and Mariana sat in David’s home office, and he took out her resumé again.

‘María Ana Gutiérrez Hernández,’ he said, reading her full name from her resumé. ‘I have to say again that I have seen better resumés,’ he told her seriously.

‘Si, Señor Freeman,’ Mariana said, looking disappointed.

‘However, you are the first person to make my children smile.’

‘They just needed a little love, Señor Freeman,’ Mariana told David nervously with a hint of a smile. ‘I can see they are good children.’

‘That they are, and they needed more than a little love,’ David agreed sadly. ‘You have been the only candidate so far who has tried to give them that love. Harry and Molly like you, so despite your, I have to say, sketchy resumé and against my better judgment, I would like to offer you the job as my children’s live-in nanny. I expect you to look after them, entertain them, do our laundry and cook our meals. You will be expected to take them to and from school and buy groceries. Do you have a driving license?’

‘No, Señor,’ Mariana replied, sounding disappointed.

‘I will pay for your driving lessons, and when you have a license, I will buy a car for you to drive. You’ll be paid $2000 per month before tax. It isn’t a high wage, but all your living expenses will be provided. You’ll have one day off a week. Is this acceptable?’

‘Si, Señor!’ Mariana said curtly and respectfully. David looked at her, his eyes narrowing with suspicion at how she had immediately agreed without a single demand or a desire to negotiate.

‘Good!’ David said, his smile replacing his suspicions. ‘When can you move in?’

‘Tomorrow, Señor,’ she replied enthusiastically.

David looked at her with surprise, ‘That quickly?’

‘I only have my clothes to bring.’

‘You don’t have a lease to see out from where you live?’

‘No, Señor.’

‘Furniture to sell?’

Mariana shook her head.

David looked at her with suspicion again before he broke out into a broad smile, ‘Okay, tomorrow it is. I’ll have the employment contract drawn up for you to sign tomorrow, after you have arrived. Let me give you a tour of the house.’

Mariana was delighted with the house and the small room where she would sleep, as if it were more than she expected or was used to.

Mariana arrived the next day with a large, worn military-style backpack containing her clothes and settled in. David gave her a uniform so she wouldn’t ruin the few clothes she owned.

To David’s delight, Mariana, Harry, and Molly continued from where they left off at Mariana’s job interview. The house quickly filled with the sound of children’s laughter. His children’s nighttime crying slowly disappeared under Mariana’s love. The laundry was done on time, instead of having to fit around David’s schedule. Their diet improved. Harry and Molly loved Mariana’s cooking.

David wasn’t keen about Harry and Molly charging around the house amid Mariana’s games. But they were happy for the first time since their mother left, so he let it pass.

He was delighted with Mariana, though. He enjoyed her company, too. The plain uniform he gave her to wear did nothing to hide her attractiveness and her trim, athletic figure. She forced him to suppress desires that he hadn’t felt for a long time.

So much so, he decided to try his luck at dating for the first time since Rebecca left.

 


Chapter 3

 

‘Hey! You!’ a man demanded angrily at Mariana in the shopping mall. ‘Where are you from?’ 

David had sent Mariana to the mall with a credit card to buy his children some new clothes, which they were long overdue for and clothes for herself while she was at it. It also meant his children were out of the house so he could have some peace. 

His first irritation with his new nanny came after he paid for her driving lessons. Mariana knew how to drive. She already knew how to drive perfectly well. All she needed was a few lessons to get her used to driving in the U.S. She passed her driving test easily. David then bought her a small sedan so she could drive his children around and to the store to buy groceries.

With her new driver's license, she was now at the mall with Harry and Molly.

Mariana turned around to see three men approach. Three women were behind them. They all looked threatening, and she instinctively pushed Harry and Molly behind her.

‘Guadalajara, México,’ she replied to the man innocently.

‘Is that right. In that case, you need to tell me whose kids these are,’ the leader of the men told menacingly.

‘They are my employer, David Freeman’s children. I look after them for him. It is my job.’

‘I need to contact him to verify his story. Give me his number,’ the man told her curtly, with the expectation she would obey. ‘There are too many illegals around here, and I need to make sure you ain’t one of them.’ 

Mariana didn’t like how he talked to her. His drawl made him sound uneducated, and the slur of his speech made it obvious he had been drinking. The loud catcalls from the others as they encouraged the man showed they had been drinking too. She watched as the two other men began circling her on both sides.

The confrontation attracted a small audience. Some were filming what was happening.

‘Get those kids off her, Jared,’ cackled one of the women. ‘She has to be one of those Mexican child traffickers we heard about. I’m sure of it.’ 

‘Are you? Are you one of those child traffickers?’ Jared asked Mariana threateningly. He was large, but overweight, and it was obvious that he often used his size to intimidate people.

‘No, Señor. They are David Freeman’s children. He pays me to look after them.’ Mariana could feel that Harry and Molly were frightened by the way they were gripping her clothes. ‘Por favor, I do not want trouble. I only go to buy clothes for the children.’

‘Bullshit, I don’t believe you, Bitch. Give me the kids. Now!’ Jared demanded with a disbelieving, aggressive shake of his head. He then reached out and grabbed Mariana’s arm, attempting to pull her away from the children. As soon as he touched her, he fell to his knees, screaming, holding his hand after Mariana twisted it off her with a loud crack, making their audience gasp in surprise. ‘You spic bitch! You broke my fucking hand!’ he wailed in pain and disbelief, no longer sounding as tough as he was a moment earlier as he whimpered on the floor.

The other two men paused briefly, seeing their friend lying on the floor holding his broken hand, but not for long. After the women’s loud encouragement, they moved closer.

The man to Mariana’s left attempted to grab Molly. In a flash, he was out cold, not even seeing Mariana’s strike coming. The other man managed to take hold of Harry’s arm, but he ended up the same way as Jared. The audience was left in stunned silence, unable to comprehend what had happened.

Mariana then turned and saw two police officers approaching. Their arrival encouraged the audience to disperse. 

When the police officers saw the three men on the floor and two white children with a Mexican woman, they pulled out their weapons.

‘Yer troubled now, yer brown bitch!’ snarled another of the women. All three women deliberately kept their distance from Mariana, though.

‘Police!’ the officers yelled at Mariana, pointing their guns at her. ‘Put your hands in the air and kneel on the ground with your hands behind your head. NOW! Kids, come here!’

When the terrified Harry and Molly hesitated, Mariana encouraged them gently, ‘Go to the police officers. Everything will be okay. Do not worry.’

With Harry and Molly away from Mariana, she obediently knelt on the ground with her hands behind her head as ordered before she was put in handcuffs.

At home, David was enjoying the quiet. He caught up with a small amount of work before he sat outside and opened a beer.

He sighed irritably when his phone rang, flashing with a number he didn’t recognize. ‘Yeah? Police?’ he said in surprise, which quickly turned to dismay. ‘Yes, they are my children, and she is my nanny. What happened? Shit! I’ll be down, right now!’ When he had hung up, he exclaimed, ‘Fuck!’ with dismay and called his lawyer.

 

That evening, David sat in his office deep in thought.

It had been a stressful afternoon. His upset, shaken children were returned to him at the police precinct without any issues. His lawyer then told David to take Harry and Molly home and let him deal with Mariana.

It was early evening before Mariana returned. She was tearful, apologetic and fearful for her job. When David’s lawyer explained what had happened, it was obvious to David that Mariana was a victim of racism. She had been targeted just for being Mexican. All David heard from his children was that Mariana had done nothing wrong, and they pleaded with their father not to let the police take Mariana away.

The men and the women claimed to the police that a large group of Mexican men with Mariana































