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Chapter One

 

The House on Cerro Alegre

 

Camila Vargas climbed the last flight of cracked concrete steps with a bucket in one hand and a bag of cleaning supplies in the other. The house on Cerro Alegre sat above the port like something that had been carefully restored and then deliberately left alone. White walls, dark wood shutters, a small terrace that looked over the container ships and the dirty blue of the Pacific.

She was twenty-seven, the older sister of a seventeen-year-old brother still in school, and the primary earner in a two-room apartment farther down the hill where the paint peeled and the water pressure failed on dry days. Three mornings a week she cleaned houses for people who lived higher up. The rest of the time she worked shifts at a café near the Ascensor Artillería, serving coffee to tourists and the occasional local who still treated the place as ordinary.

The owner of this particular house was new. The agency had given her only a name—Tomás Herrera—and a key. She let herself in through the side door as instructed. The interior smelled of fresh paint and expensive soap. The floors were wide planks that had been sanded and sealed until they reflected the light from the tall windows. Camila set her bucket down and began with the kitchen, the way she always did.

She was wiping the counter when the front door opened. A man in his early thirties walked in carrying a laptop bag and a paper cup of coffee. He stopped when he saw her.

“You’re early,” he said. His Spanish carried a slight accent of someone who had spent years speaking English or French and had only recently returned.

“The agency said between nine and one. It’s nine-twenty.”
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He set the laptop bag on a chair. “I’m Tomás. You’re the one they sent.”

“Camila.” She did not offer her surname. Clients rarely needed it.

He looked at her for a moment longer than necessary—not in a way that made her reach for the nearest hard object, but with the mild surprise of a man who had expected someone older or less precise in her movements. Then he nodded and went upstairs. Camila returned to the counters. The house was large for one person. She worked methodically, the way poverty had taught her: no wasted motion, no lingering in rooms that did not require her.

When she finished the ground floor she climbed to the bedrooms. Tomás was in the smaller of the two, speaking on the phone in a low voice about copper prices and a board meeting in Santiago. He raised a hand in apology when she appeared in the doorway. She cleaned around him without comment. The bed was unmade. A single photograph on the desk showed an older man and woman standing in front of a mine entrance. The resemblance was clear.

At one o’clock she left the key on the kitchen table as instructed and walked back down the cerro. The fog had begun to push in from the sea. By the time she reached the lower streets the upper houses had disappeared into the grey.

That evening, while her brother did homework at the small table, Camila counted the cash from the week’s work and put aside the portion that would cover the electricity. The remainder was thinner than she liked. She did not think about the man in the white house again until three days later, when the agency called to say he had requested her specifically for the following week.
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Chapter Two

 

Coffee and Copper Money

 

The second visit was different only in the details. Tomás was already home. He had made coffee and left a cup on the counter with a note that said simply: For you, if you want it. Camila drank it while she worked. It was better than the café blend she served to tourists.

He came downstairs while she was cleaning the bathroom. “You don’t have to do the windows today. The salt air destroys them every week anyway.”

“They’re in the list the agency gave me.”

“Then do the list. I’m not trying to reduce your hours.” He leaned against the doorframe. “How long have you been cleaning houses on the cerros?”

“Four years. Before that I worked in a laundry in Viña.”

“And the café?”

She paused with the cloth in her hand. “You checked.”

“I asked the agency for a reliable person. They mentioned you also work mornings at a place near the ascensor. I went there yesterday. The coffee is average. The view is better.”

Camila wrung out the cloth. “Most people who live up here don’t bother learning the names of the people who clean for them.”

“I’m not most people who live up here. I only bought this house six months ago. Before that I was in Toronto for eight years working for the company’s Canadian side. Coming back is… educational.”

She did not ask what that meant. Men who returned from abroad with money often found Chile either too small or too complicated. She finished
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the bathroom and moved to the hallway. Tomás remained in the doorway for another moment, then went back to his laptop.

When she left that day he was standing on the terrace looking at the port. He raised a hand in a brief goodbye. Camila walked down the steps with the empty coffee cup still warm in her memory.

The following week he was not home. She cleaned the house in silence and found, on the kitchen table, an envelope with her name and an amount that was thirty percent more than the agency rate. Inside was a short note: The agency takes its cut. This is the difference. Use it or don’t. —T

Camila stood in the clean kitchen holding the envelope. Pride and practicality argued for several minutes. Practicality won. She put the money in her bag and left the note on the table so he would know she had seen it.

That night she bought better meat for the once-a-week stew and a second-hand textbook her brother needed. The rest went into the tin she kept for emergencies. She did not tell her brother where the extra money had come from. Some explanations created more problems than they solved.
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Chapter Three

 

The First Locked Door

 

The shift happened on a Thursday in late October. Camila arrived to find the house empty and a message on her phone from the agency: the client had asked her to stay until five if possible; he would pay the extra hours directly. She agreed because the money was necessary and because curiosity had begun to outweigh caution.

Tomás returned at four with rain on his shoulders and a bottle of wine that was too good for the hour. He set it on the counter and said, “I have a proposition that is either reasonable or completely inappropriate. You can tell me which.”

Camila continued folding the laundry she had just taken from the line on the terrace. “I’m listening.”

“I need someone to be in the house three evenings a week while I’m in Santiago for board meetings. Not overnight. Just until nine or ten, so the place isn’t empty and the security company doesn’t call every time the sensors trip. I’ll pay double the day rate. You can study or sleep or watch terrible television. I don’t care.”

“Why me?”

“Because you already have the key and you don’t ask unnecessary questions.” He opened the wine without waiting for an answer and poured two glasses. “Also because the last person the agency sent spent the entire time photographing the art and posting it. You strike me as someone who understands discretion.”

Camila accepted the glass because





















