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			Epigraph

			‘… it’s a question of which will clean up the other.’

			Albert Camus, The Fall

			translated by Justin O’Brien

		

		
			Clean

			My name is Estela. Can you hear me? I said: Es-te-la-Gar-cí-a.

			I don’t know if you’re recording this or taking notes or if there’s anyone even over there. But if you can hear me, if you are there, then I want to propose a deal: I’m going to tell you a story, and when I get to the end, when I stop talking, you’re going to let me out of here.

			Hello? Nothing?

			I’ll take your silence as a yes.

			This story has several beginnings. I’d go as far as to say it’s made up of beginnings. But tell me: what defines a beginning? Explain to me, for example, whether night comes before day or day before night. Whether we wake because we went to sleep or sleep because we woke up. Or better, to keep things simple, just tell me where a tree begins: in the seed or the fruit around it? Or perhaps it’s in the branch that grew the flower that turned into the fruit? Or in the flower itself? Are you with me? Nothing is ever as simple as it seems.

			The same goes for causes, they’re just as unclear as beginnings. The cause of my thirst or hunger, for example. The cause of my current confinement. One cause sets off another, one card brings down the next. The only given is the ending: nothing’s left standing. And the end of this story – are you sure you want to know? – is this:

			The girl dies.

			Hello? No reaction at all?

			Let me say it again in case a fly buzzed in your ear. Or perhaps you were put off by a sharper, shriller thought than my voice:

			The girl dies. Did you hear this time? The girl dies and she’s still dead, no matter where I begin.

			But death isn’t so simple either, that much I’m sure we can agree on. Deaths are a little like shadows: they differ in length and breadth from person to person, creature to creature, tree to tree. No two shadows on the earth’s surface are the same, and no two deaths are either. Every lamb, every spider, every chincol dies in its own way.

			Take rabbits, for example … stay with me, it’s important. Have you ever held a rabbit in your hands? It’s like cradling a grenade, a velvety time bomb. Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock, tick tock. Rabbits are the only creatures on earth that are regularly scared to death. If a rabbit picks up a fox’s scent or senses a snake nearby, its heart starts racing and its pupils dilate. The adrenaline is like a hammer to the heart and the rabbit dies before the predator can sink its fangs into its neck. It’s fear that kills it, you see? Sheer anticipation. All within a fraction of a second the rabbit realises it’s going to die, glimpses how and when. And this conviction, this foretelling of its imminent end, is its death sentence.

			It doesn’t happen like that for house sparrows or cats, lizards or bees. And what to say about plants: the death of a willow or hydrangea, an ulmo or winter’s bark. Or the end of a fig tree, with its cement-like solid grey trunk. It would take a very powerful cause to kill a hardy fig. A deadly fungus slowly spreading through its branches until eventually, after decades, the tree’s roots rot away. Or a handsaw hacking it down and chopping its trunk into firewood.

			Every species, every living creature on the planet must find its own proper cause of death. A sufficient reason. One capable of crushing a life. And life, as you know, clings to some bodies. It fights back, thriving and dogged, and won’t be easily prised away. For that you need the appropriate tool: soap for a stain, tweezers for a thorn. Can you hear me over there? Are you paying attention? A fish can’t drown underwater. And a fishhook will barely scratch the roof of a whale’s mouth. But you can’t overdo death either; you can’t die in excess.

			I am getting to the point, don’t worry. This is the edge of the story, and it’s right to hang back at the edge before diving in. It’s right that you understand how I came to be locked up, the events that led me here. And for you to glimpse, piece by piece, the girl’s cause of death.

			I’ve killed before, it’s true. I promise not to lie to you. I’ve killed flies and moths, chickens, worms, a fern and a rose bush. And a long time ago, out of pity, I killed a wounded piglet. On that occasion I did feel sad, but I killed it because it was dying. It was dying a slow and painful death, so I got there first.

			But those deaths don’t interest you. They’re not what you want to hear about. Don’t worry, I’ll get to the point, to the longed-for cause of death. A fistful of pills, a plane crash, a noose slung around a neck – some people survive against all the odds. For them the task of dying isn’t so easy. Men who need to be mown down by a lorry or have a bullet pumped into their chest. Women who jump from the sixth floor because the fifth wouldn’t cut it. For others, though, all it takes is a case of pneumonia, or a chill, or a fruit stone lodged in their throat. And for a very rare few, like the girl, just an idea will do. A lethal idea, born in a moment of weakness. I’ll tell you about that idea, about when it came to her. Now stop what you’re doing and listen to me.

			The advertisement read like this:

			Housemaid wanted, presentable, full time.

			They gave a telephone number, which led to an address, and it was to that address that I set off, in a white blouse and this black skirt I’m wearing now.

			They met me at the door, the pair of them. I’m talking about the señor and señora, the houseowners, the employers, the relatives of the deceased. You’ll come up with your own name for them, I’m sure. She opened the door, pregnant, and as she went to shake my hand, she looked me up and down, taking in my hair, my clothes, my still-white plimsolls. A thorough inspection, as if that would reveal to her some important detail about me. He, on the other hand, didn’t so much as look at me. He was texting on his phone and, without even glancing up, pointed at the kitchen door.

			I can’t reproduce their questions for me word for word, but I do remember one quite curious detail. He was clean-shaven and there was a wisp of bright shaving foam just below his right sideburn.

			Hello? What is it? The maid can’t use the word ‘wisp’?

			I thought I heard laughter, and not the friendly kind, on the other side of this wall.

			As I was saying, that mark on his skin unsettled me. It was like a tiny piece of skin had been torn from his face, but underneath, instead of flesh and blood, was something white, artificial. The señora noticed that I couldn’t stop staring at him, and when at last she spotted the foam, she licked her thumb and wiped it away with her spit.

			You’ll be wondering: How is any of this relevant? It isn’t, that’s the answer. Apart from that I clearly recall his reaction, the way he removed his wife’s hand, reproaching her for that display of intimacy in front of a perfect stranger. A few weeks later, I was making the master bed when the señor suddenly appeared out of the bathroom. I thought he’d already left for work, but there he was standing stark naked in front of me. He didn’t jump, he wasn’t even flustered. Without batting an eyelid, he went to get a pair of underpants, returned to the bathroom and shut the door behind him. Perhaps you can explain what happened between our first meeting and that one.

			They needed someone to start as soon as possible.

			The señor said:

			Ideally on Monday.

			The señora:

			Ideally today.

			Stuck to the fridge was a piece of paper listing all the jobs I’d be expected to carry out. This way they wouldn’t have to ask their eventual maid outright if she could read, if she was capable of writing the shopping list or taking down phone messages. I went over, read the list, took the piece of paper and put it in my pocket. Neat, assertive, a sufficiently well-educated maid.

			I can start on Monday, I said.

			They accepted right away, without even requesting references. I later learned that everything happened against the clock in that house, although what the great hurry was I never understood. Haste makes waste. That’s what my mama used to say whenever I flew out of the house late for school and cut across the vegetable garden. You’ll never beat time at its own game, she’d warn me. That race is fixed from the day we’re born. But I’ve been sidetracked … I was telling you about how there were never enough hours in that family’s day, and how few days were left before the birth of their first daughter.

			I know what you’re going to ask me, and the answer is no. I didn’t have any experience with children, and I didn’t lie to them about it. My mama had told me on the phone: Don’t lie to them, Lita. You never lie on the first day. So I told them, quite openly:

			I don’t have any children. I don’t have any nieces or nephews. I’ve never changed a nappy.

			But they’d made their decision. The señora had liked my white blouse, my long, neat plait, my clean, straight teeth, and the fact that at no point had I dared to hold her gaze.

			As soon as the questions were over, they showed me the rest of the house:

			This is the broom cupboard, Estela.

			The rubber gloves, the mop.

			Here’s the first aid kit.

			Sponges, bleach, detergent, fresh linen.

			Here’s the ironing board, the laundry basket.

			The soap, the washing machine, the sewing basket, the tools.

			Nothing should be left to go mouldy, Estela.

			Don’t let any food go out of date.

			Deep clean on Mondays.

			Water the garden in the evening.

			And never, under any circumstance, open the door to anyone.

			I don’t remember much else from that day apart from one thought, which has stayed with me. As I made my way down the hallway, running my eyes over the bathrooms, looking into each of the rooms, as I took in the living room, the dining room, the outdoor terrace and the swimming pool, I thought, very clearly: this is a real house, with nails hammered into the walls and picture frames hanging from those nails. And that thought, I don’t know why, brought on a pain between my eyes. Like a flame burning me in this space right here.

			They didn’t show me the back room on the day of the interview. I’m talking about the room they called ‘your room’ and that I’ll call ‘the back room’. I discovered it on the following Monday, my first day of work. The señora opened the front door to me, her face pale and clammy.

			Make yourself at home, she said, and she disappeared off to take a rest.

			I entered the kitchen, alone, and was surprised not to have noticed the unusual door in there before. It blended in with the stone wall tiles, like the entrance to a hidden vault. I walked over and slid it open. You’d already guessed it was a sliding door? To maximise space. To prevent it from banging against the bed. It didn’t push open like a normal door, so I slid it to the left and took my first step inside that room.

			Make a note of what was inside in case it’s somehow important: a single bed, a small nightstand, a bedside lamp, a chest of drawers and an old TV set. Inside the dresser were six uniforms: Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday. Sunday was my free day. There were no pictures on the walls, no ornaments, just a small window and a shower room, home to an old vanity, and a few damp patches that looked like mouths laughing their heads off.

			I closed the door behind me and stood there, my lips suddenly dry. I could feel my legs start to go so I sat down on the edge of the bed. Then another feeling came over me … how can I describe it. I felt like I hadn’t really entered that room, but rather was standing outside of it watching the woman I was to become from that moment: her fingers interlaced on her lap, her eyes sore, her lips parched and her breathing heavy. I noticed then the textured, frosted glass on the sliding door. I’m guessing the señor has already used one of his favourite words on you: ‘fluted’. A fluted, frosted glass door connecting the bedroom to the kitchen. And that’s where I lived for seven years, although never, not once, did I refer to it as ‘my room’. Write that down in your notes, go on, don’t be shy: ‘Categorically refuses to refer to the bedroom as “her room”.’ And then add in the margin: ‘denial’, ‘resentment’, ‘possible motive’.

			Shortly afterwards I heard someone enter the kitchen and wait for me outside … or inside. I don’t know. Maybe that bedroom was actually outside, meaning the kitchen was inside. Certain details are unclear, at least to me: inside, outside; present, past; before, after.

			The señora audibly cleared her throat. I gulped and said:

			I’m coming.

			Or maybe no one cleared their throat and I didn’t say a word, and that woman, the one I would become for the next seven years, simply got undressed and pulled her uniform over her head. It felt very close-fitting at the neck, too tight for me, but when I went to undo the top button I realised there was no buttonhole. A decorative button at the housemaid’s throat. The other five uniforms all had the same fake fastening.

			It’s odd that I remember this detail and yet haven’t the faintest idea what I did for the rest of the day. I have no idea if I cooked. I don’t know if I cleaned. I don’t know if I watered the garden or did the ironing. The one thing I do remember about those first two weeks is our endless game of cat and mouse. If I entered the living room, the señora would quietly slip into the dining room. If I entered the dining room, she would disappear off to the bathroom. If I wanted to clean the bathroom, she would shut herself away in her office. I didn’t know what to do, where to put myself. Her bump made it hard for her to get around, but she would rather make an escape than be left on her own and in silence with a stranger. Because that’s what I was, a stranger. I don’t know when exactly I stopped being one. Maybe when she started asking me to handwash her knickers, or saying things like: Estelita, the girl’s just been sick. Splash some bleach on the floor, please.

			But ask her when my birthday is. Ask her how old I am.

			That first week they didn’t even know what to call me. They kept going to say the name of the woman who’d worked in the house before. The one who used to scrub the bottom of their toilet bowl and take out their bins every Tuesday and Friday. The woman who made them Russian salad and saw them lying in bed. They never told me what she was called, but I can take a good guess because they were both incapable of getting my name out correctly.

			Mmmestela, they’d say.

			To this day I still think about what the name of that woman who came before me might have been: María, Marisela, Mariela, Mónica. What I do know for sure is the first initial; it took months to disappear.

			For my part, I always referred to my boss as ‘the señora’. The señora isn’t at home. Will the señora be wanting lunch? What time will the señora be back? But her name is Mara, Doña Mara López. I’m sure when you called her in and she looked at you with that expression of hers – like she’d just noticed a stain, or a mistake – you must have said: ‘Señora Mara, please, take a seat. Would you like a glass of water? Some tea? Sugar or sweetener?’, wondering all the while, as I did, who on earth has a name like Mara. It’s like calling yourself Jula or Veronca. Like living with a part missing.

			There was something about her. A sort of, let me think … detachment. But, actually, that’s not the right word. Contempt, that’s it. As if everyone bored her, or as if she were repulsed by any kind of complicity. At least that was the front she put up. The mask she donned each morning. Underneath it she’d go red with rage whenever her husband came home late from work, or her daughter spat her already chewed food back onto the plate. One of her eyelids, the left one, would visibly twitch, as if a little piece of her own face wanted to break free and never return.

			But there I go, digressing again. It must be the lack of practice. The señora’s face isn’t relevant. I should talk to you about him.

			I referred to him as, you guessed it, ‘the señor’, although sometimes I called him ‘your dad’. Where’s your dad? Is your dad home yet? But his name is Cristóbal. Don Juan Cristóbal Jensen. A gruff sort of man with a prematurely receding hairline and blue eyes the colour of a pilot light. Every morning, before leaving for work, he’d mutter to himself exactly the same line: Back to the grind. It was either some kind of a ritual, or he really did detest it. His job, I mean. Don’t act surprised. He hated his colleagues, the nurses, every one of his patients. You must have seen him in his crisply pressed shirt, his brightly polished shoes, waiting for someone to thank him for saving their life. Or maybe he wore his white coat when he was here, to make sure you called him ‘Doctor’. Now, that he really did love, when someone called him ‘Doctor Jensen’. But write this down on your notepads: being a doctor means nothing. Not when your only daughter dies. Not when you can’t save her.

			We seldom spoke, he and I. All I had to do was serve him his food promptly and keep his shirts clean and ironed. I can’t think how else to describe him. Maybe you can help. How would you define a person who doesn’t smoke, who barely drinks, who weighs up every word before speaking to avoid causing a scene, because a scene would only waste his time. A man obsessed with time:

			We’ll eat in an hour, Estela.

			Heat up the food in fifteen minutes.

			I’m running ten minutes late for clinic.

			I’ve got two minutes for breakfast.

			I’ll be there in one minute, open the front gate.

			I’m going to count down from three.

			Two.

			One.

			A perpetual countdown.

			The girl was born on 15 March, a week after I arrived. The sound of the señora’s screams absolutely horrified me, each one followed by a single instruction: breathe.

			It was five in the morning and I’d been asleep, although who knows really. Sometimes I question whether I ever got a second’s sleep in that room. In any case the screaming startled me, so I got up and went into the hallway. The señora was holding her belly. The señor had his arm around her waist and was trying to convince her to walk to the car. One step, a scream. Two steps, another scream. She was going on as if there were no limit to the number of screams a person can let out in their lifetime; as if each one weren’t worth a million words.

			They returned several days later. I was expecting them much sooner, but there had been complications during the labour which nobody told me about. What for? Why should the housemaid need to know? It was strange, that wait. They weren’t in the house but neither had they fully left it. I remember spending hour after hour sitting at the kitchen table with my hands resting on the tabletop and my gaze fixed on the TV screen above the fridge: historic drought across the country, roadblocks in Araucanía, washing machine flash sale. That’s how I spent my days: poised between calamities and commercials. I suppose I could have made the most of that time to have a dip in the pool, to chat on the phone all afternoon, to polish off the leftover whiskey and try on the señora’s jewellery. That’s what you were thinking, right? Don’t make me laugh.

			Then, one morning, I heard the car pull up and the keys in the front door latch. I expected to hear crying, but the child didn’t make a sound. She didn’t cry when she was born, did you know that? The señor joked about that silence every time his daughter had a meltdown. Every time it proved impossible to bring their tetchy little girl down from one of her tantrums, he and his wife would recall how their daughter had been completely mute for the first few days of her life. As if she had no need of anything. As if she’d been born satisfied.

			The señora was holding that bundle in her arms and wearing a stiff, forced smile, almost like a grimace of terror. I noticed that the effort of walking from the car had left her exhausted. Her lips were chapped and her face was haggard and grey, covered in a film of sweat that would take weeks to disappear. Open the windows, Estela, the doors, all the doors, let some air in the house, please. That’s what she said, please, as if it were a favour that she’d one day return.

			She took a few short steps, stopped in the doorway and let out a heavy sigh. I think that was the only time I ever felt sorry for the señora. I felt bad seeing her that tired, so I held out my arms and took her daughter. That’s people for you, isn’t it? That’s what my mama used to say whenever she left a saucer of milk out for the stray dogs in Plaza de Ancud. That’s people for you, she’d say, again and again, whenever she agreed to take in an abandoned cat or carry some old fellow’s shopping from the market to his house. That’s what people are like, that’s what people are like. But it’s not true. It’s not what people are like. Underline that when you write this down.

			Taking the girl in my arms I was surprised by how little she weighed: so slight, so fragile it made you want to cry. Her puffy eyes and round face were like those of any other newborn. And she had that same smell and the shell-shocked, unfocused look babies have when they first open their eyes. She was smaller than I’d imagined, but then, what did I know. In no time she would start to grow, her nails would grow and I’d have to cut them thousands of times over the course of a long and vigorous life, which is how a life should be.

			With the girl now placed in my arms the señora said she needed to rest and that I must watch her. She didn’t use her name, you know. She just said ‘her’. Watch her, Estela. Get her to sleep, please. Maybe that’s why to me she was always just ‘the girl’, even though her real name was Julia. But you must know that already too.

			I carried her to the bedroom at the far end of the hallway. They’d decorated it with daisy-patterned wallpaper, a wooden crib and a mobile with zebras and suns that never stopped turning. I put her down on the wicker changing table and started to undress her. First her thick fleece quilt, then the cotton blanket, then her onesie, which was too big for her. Having undressed her down to her nappy I was able to see the rest of her body. Blotchy with yellow patches and the brownish black cord stump hanging from her belly button. She squirmed at the contact with the cold, but she didn’t cry. Out of her gummy mouth came only air, nothing else. But it would fill up with words, that mouth: give, want, come, no.

			I unstuck the tabs on her nappy and a vinegary smell flooded the room. I thought newborn babies weren’t supposed to smell, but what did I know. Shit is shit, no matter where it’s come from, my mama used to say as she cleaned out the pig’s pen or the cesspit out on the land, and I suppose she was right.

			With some wet wipes I cleaned the girl until she was spotless. Next I put her in a fresh nappy and a smaller onesie, then, finally, I slid a pair of tiny white mittens on her hands. I’d heard that babies often scratch their faces after birth. What sort of instinct is that: to come out into the world and claw at your own face.

			I picked her up and only then did she half open her eyes. They were grey in colour, lost, incapable of seeing the edges of things. In that moment I thought: that must be true silence, when everything around you becomes blurred. And I rocked her to pull myself out of the silence that was already threatening to engulf me. Luckily, the girl fell straight to sleep. Or maybe she stayed awake but just closed her eyes, I don’t know. I laid her down gently in her cot and watched her settle into that space. I’d never looked after a child before, let alone a newborn. I told the señora that when she hired me, but she just assumed her maid would know how to use the washing machine, the iron, a needle and thread. And, of course, how to look after her child. Her Julia, who really was sleeping now, letting out high-pitched, forlorn little whimpers.

			I don’t know how much time went by. How long I spent guarding that little girl’s sleep: ten minutes, seven years, the rest of my life. I stood there, frozen, leaning over the edge of her cot, unable to take my eyes off that chest as it rose and fell, incapable of telling affection from despair.

			One morning, and this was on one of my first days, after showering and putting on my uniform, I went into the kitchen to find a note on the fridge door. I was surprised the señora hadn’t told me she’d be taking the baby out so early. It’s a test, I thought. She wanted to know whether the new maid, when left to her own devices in the house, would take the first opportunity to call up her aunts, her female cousins and her countless nieces for a gossip instead of working.

			I checked the phone wasn’t off the hook and returned to the note:

			Washing-up liquid

			Nappies

			Low-fat yogurt

			Wholemeal bread

			Words and a banknote, which I pushed down deep into my pocket. Literate, trustworthy, presentable.

			The sound of the phone ringing made me jump. It would be the señora, who else? Of course it was her, but I didn’t know what to do. Should I answer to show her that the new maid was paying attention? Or not answer, letting the dial tone slowly drive the señora mad but at the same time showing her, at the other end, something even more valuable: that the line was unengaged and her efficient maid already on her way to the supermarket.

			I didn’t pick up.

			Outside, the heat had decimated the laurels, now limp from too much sun. I left the house as I was, dressed in my uniform and plimsolls, and ahead of me I spotted a woman walking on the other side of the road. She was dressed exactly like me: the same grey and black checked uniform, the same fake button, the same plait and plimsolls. She was walking very slowly with an elderly lady who had pearl earrings, a handbag hanging from her shoulder, and dyed, coiffured hair. I take that back … it wasn’t quite like that. The woman wasn’t walking with that elderly lady. She was supporting her with great difficulty, shuffling along awkwardly with her back bent over from the weight. The woman in the uniform noticed me, we glanced at one another and both stopped where we were. Her face was my face, that’s what I thought, and a shudder ran through me. If I let go, if I suddenly turned and bolted, the old lady at that other woman’s side would fall flat on her face.

			I walked off very quickly in the opposite direction. I didn’t know which way it was to the supermarket but the mere thought of walking in step with that other woman was unbearable. I passed some private residential streets and gated houses. It was late summer and some of the trees had begun to lose their first leaves, but the ground was impeccable, recently swept. The pavement had no cracks, the street was lined with trees and there wasn’t a bus to be seen. Like a film set, that’s what I thought, and I picked up my pace.

			I think it was my excessively calm surroundings that made me notice someone was following me. A shadow, a rustle; it must have been that woman, the one I was going to become in a few years, treading on the heels of my own plimsolls, whispering some secret in my own ear. I felt my heart beating faster and my hands go cold and clammy. I was convinced I was going to faint, smash my head against the hard ground. I’d wake up in a hospital. The señora would fire me for being feeble, for being weak. I’d have to go back to the island and admit that my mama had been right: it had been a big mistake, I never should have moved to Santiago. Then I said to myself: Estela, enough. And I turned back and carried on walking.

			House after house, electric fence after electric fence, and not a soul on the pavement. We were in the middle of a drought, as you know, but the grass, the front gardens, the flowerbeds were all still green. A harmonious, peaceful neighbourhood. A miniature city within a city. Stopping to catch my breath, I wiped my hands on my uniform and saw, up ahead on the corner, a petrol station and, at long last, the damn supermarket.

			I crossed the street and cut across the petrol station forecourt, right past the pump. I don’t know why I did it. Why did I want to take a shortcut, save time, get there quicker? The guy attending the pump stared at me for far longer than you’re meant to look at another person. Either he didn’t mind making me uncomfortable, or that was precisely his intention. But then again, who goes around in public in her maid’s uniform with such a panic-stricken look on her face? I watched him out of the corner of my eye. He was young, skinny, with a fern tattooed on his arm and a huge brown dog at his feet. He didn’t take his eyes off me until I was inside the supermarket. As if that woman – as if I, that is – were a genuine apparition.

			The special offers announcement snapped me out of it and I took the shopping list from my pocket:

			Washing-up liquid

			Nappies

			Low-fat yogurt

			Wholemeal bread

			I crossed out each item like you’re probably crossing out certain words of mine. The ones you consider to be inappropriate or implausible; the ones you deem not to fit. I paid, put away the receipt, counted the change and went back outside. Now listen carefully, my friends, I’m talking to you. Yes, you lot over there, waiting for a confession. What’s the matter? I thought I heard someone protesting on the other side of the door. Does it bother you, my calling you ‘friends’? Too overfamiliar? What would you like me to call you? Your Excellency, Your Honour? Esteemed Ladies and Gentleman?

			On more than one occasion I’ve wondered who you are, and whether, if I moved closer to the glass, I
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