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‘[Piñeiro’s] words work a kind of magic only very masterful literature does.’ —Lucy Writers
‘In Piñeiro’s artful hands, each of her investigators learns as much about himself or herself as about the murder on the way to the surprising, perfectly executed ending.’ Publisher’s Weekly 
‘Those willing to take the time to enjoy the style and the unusual denouement will find themselves wondering why more crime authors don’t take the kinds of risks Piñeiro does.’ 
Booklist 
‘Piñeiro is AWESOME. Her books are dark, have buckets of atmosphere (…)’ —Book Riot 
‘Not for nothing is Claudia Piñeiro Argentina’s most popular crime writer.’ —The Times 
On ELENA KNOWS:
‘Short and stylish…a piercing commentary on mother-daughter relationships, the indignity of bureaucracy, the  burdens of caregiving and the impositions of religious dogma on women.’ —New York Times 
‘Her novels often feature incisive social and historical scrutiny. (…) Elena Knows is a perfect example: a complex character study of three women affected by their society’s oppressive rules, within a murder mystery.’ —The Guardian
‘A lyrical portrait of a woman unable to grieve…incisive commentary on Catholic society’s control of women’s bodies.’ — Publishers Weekly
‘A murder mystery with a twist.’ 
The Globe and Mail

‘A highly accomplished and original novel, translated with great sensitivity to tone and atmosphere by Frances Riddle.’ — Irish Times 
‘A gloriously taut and haunting tale…astonishingly assured.’ — Denise Mina, author of The Long Drop
‘Contending with sorrow and illness, as well as the burdens of caregiving, bodily horrors, and forced presumptions in the lives of women, Elena Knows is a bold, visceral work of fiction.’ — Jeremy Garber, Powell’s Bookshop 
‘In Elena Knows, Piñeiro has created an uncommon Virgil  who reminds readers of the damaging and even deadly effects of imposing one’s convictions on others.’ 
Necessary Fiction 
‘A subtle and skilful exploration of how far women have the right to control their own bodies.’ 
The Conversation 
‘Riveting, revelatory and brilliantly imaginative.’ 
Lonesome Reader 
‘Claudia Piñeiro’s short and deeply felt novel evokes the loneliness of ageing and the uncertainty of memory. Frances Riddle’s brutal yet sparing translation suggests the shadows and light of noir without ever eclipsing the very human tragedy at the core of the book.’ 
The 2022 International Booker Prize judges
On A LITTLE LUCK:
‘A striking meditation on loss and the search for home.’
Publishers Weekly
‘A moving story about the courage to face the past and earn a chance at redemption.’ —Kirkus 
‘An investigation into the limits of narrative, Claudia  Piñeiro’s latest cements the writer as a giant of Argentine literature. (5 stars)’ —The Skinny 
‘A Little Luck is a thrilling read, a page turner, a mystery, a psychological deep dive into character.’

Julia Alvarez, author of How the García Girls Lost Their Accents

‘Piñeiro is quickly establishing herself to English readers as a novelist capable of utter devastation, but she consistently offers a little hope in the dark.’ —The Big Issue 
‘A must-read.’—Morning Star 
‘Piñeiro once again demonstrates her expertise in suspense and intrigue.’ —Sounds & Colours 
‘Examines the plight of those who, for no fault of their own, are abandoned by the community and shunned by society.’ —The Arts Fuse 
‘The writing and pacing are superb. There’s not a dull moment to be had.’ —Tony’s Reading List
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To my daughter, to all daughters. 







The death of a fly is still death. (…) When you see a dog die, or a horse die, you say something, like poor thing… But when a fly dies, nothing is said, no one records it, nothing.
Marguerite Duras, Writing
Tornar azeite o leite / Do peito que mirraste / 
No chão que engatinhaste, salpicar / 
Mil cacos de vidro / Pelo cordão perdido / 
Te recolher pra sempre / À escuridão do ventre, curuminha / 
De onde não deverias / 
Nunca ter saído. 
Chico Buarque, ‘Uma canção desnaturada’ 
There are three themes: love, death, and flies. For as long as man has existed, this emotion, this fear, these presences have always been with him. Let others deal with the first two. I concern myself with flies, who are better than men, but not women.
Augusto Monterroso, ‘Flies’ from Perpetual Motion in Complete Works and Other Stories
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One hallway leads to another. Every once in a while, Inés hears someone call out to her, but she doesn’t turn around, she just raises a hand and then lowers it. She repeats this minimal gesture every time she hears her name, trying to be polite. She suspects that if she were to turn around she might break down and she doesn’t want the last image they have of her to be tearful. She wants them to remember her as a friendly woman. She said goodbye to Manca early that morning. Then they sat together at lunch but remained silent; everything they had to say had already been said in private, or didn’t need to be said, at least not for the moment. Because there are certain things Inés doesn’t even dare to let herself think, much less say out loud. Manca knows that certain things frighten her friend, and she doesn’t want to scare her. 
Inés is led by a newer guard she hardly knows. She would’ve preferred to be escorted by one of the guards she spent so many years with there on the inside. Fifteen. The bag she carries on her shoulder weighs nothing since she gave away most of her few personal items. She feels like she’s about to be reborn – again; she was born for the first time when her mother delivered her; the second,  when she killed Charo – Yours – and now she will be born for a third time as soon as they open the gates and she’s allowed to walk free. We’re born naked, so why take anything, she thought when they told her to pack her things, after she learned she was getting out. That’s what she thinks again now: we’re born naked. 
The guard presents her discharge papers at the desk separating the inside from the outside. Someone receives them and the door opens automatically. Inés stands staring at the street, which she barely remembers, not daring to take another step. She feels like the sun is shining brighter out there on the other side and that once she crosses the threshold she’s going to need sunglasses, which she no longer wears. The sun is the same on the inside as on the outside, she knows, but she thinks she’ll miss the shade of the pavilions, the commotion of her fellow inmates, the calm of her cold, damp cell. She squints her eyes like a flag at half mast, preparing to face whatever may come. The guard says ‘Good luck!’ which Inés knows is meant to usher her along as she stands hesitating. Finally, she takes three steps and she’s on the other side. Behind her, the door closes. Inés doesn’t see it because she doesn’t turn around, but she hears it: the mechanism setting the system in motion, rotating on its metal axis, the bang as the door connects with its frame, the gears turning until they fit together and lock. The door will not open again; if she were to turn around, frightened, blistered by the intense sun, seeking shelter, they would not let her back in. If she wants to get back in, she knows, she’ll have to make another mistake. Was it a mistake? Fifteen years later, she still has no answer. 
Behind her, there is only silence. She takes a deep breath, glances around, adjusts her bag on her shoulder. The street is deserted but it would make no difference if it were crowded with people. She knows she is alone.  This does not surprise her, she didn’t expect anyone to be there waiting for her. And this is brutal confirmation of the thought she had when she learned she was getting out: she has been born anew, completely naked.







ONE YEAR LATER
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I see a fly. 
A fly that doesn’t exist, fluttering in front of my left eye. And I like saying it that way, almost a declaration of principles: I, Inés Experey, see a fly. 
Experey comes from ‘ex Pereyra,’ of course. Ex of Ernesto Pereyra. Because I am no longer a Pereyra. And my maiden name, Lamas, is what the guards called me on the inside; hearing it transports me back to a past that I don’t deny but that (c’est fini) is now over. I am no longer Inés Lamas, the name I was given at birth. At first, when they called me by that name, I didn’t even realise they were speaking to me because I hadn’t used my maiden name for so long, since that day at the courthouse standing before the judge (Inés Lamas, do you take Ernesto Pereyra to be your lawfully wedded husband?). I got used to it over time, since I had to respond when they called me, but I never liked it. (Lamas, are you deaf or do you have a fly in your ear too?) So as soon as I got out I dropped both Pereyra and Lamas forever. New life, new name. 
The name I now use, Experey, I chose myself; after all, it’s not like you have to show your ID card every  time you meet someone new. I identify as Inés Experey. Isn’t that how they say it these days? I identify as. I heard it on TV. I’m a sponge, I absorb everything, I learn by watching. I take what is useful; I leave what is not. Identifying as serves me, so I take it. Why not? Maybe I could even get them to put it on my ID card (Inés Experey, ID no. 13555555), because I have more than enough reason to justify the change. A lot of people have had their names or genders legally changed. I’d like the same treatment. I’m a different person, I am not the same. It’s been sixteen years; fifteen inside, one outside. My hair is now white, I no longer care whether one hair colour is more beautiful than another or about what constitutes the ‘typical Argentinian hair colour,’ as I once called it. That didn’t work out too well for me before. Because I was thinking small. Now I want to think big, universally. All over the world, people let their grey hairs grow out and I followed suit. With a good grey enhancing shampoo, obviously, because I don’t like coarse, wiry, yellowed greys. A gentle product, not the kind that turns your hair purple, which is worse than going natural. I’m a changed woman, from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. Fifteen years inside and one in my new home, a small, modest house very different to the one I shared with Ernesto, but all mine, not jointly owned. Luckily I am not the same person I was before, that would mean I hadn’t learned anything. And I did learn, I think I learned a lot. I have reinvented and renamed myself. Inés Experey is not a bad name, it reminds me of who I was and at the same time it banishes my old self (get out, Ernesto Pereyra!) And her as well (get out, Charo!).
Though Yours… Yours is another story. 
I have a confession: in private, when I’m alone in front of the mirror, saying things to myself that I don’t want anyone to know, not dirty things but dark, heavy things,  (example: if I had Charo in front of me again, I think, I’d wager, that I would once again [BANG!] shoot), I call myself Yours. As if Yours could be any woman’s name when we need it to be and, therefore, it is my name as well. It just happened one day, here on the outside, as I was plucking my eyebrows. I pulled too hard and it hurt. I must have pinched my skin. ‘Poor Yours,’ I said to myself, ‘don’t let them hurt you anymore.’ I was startled by the fact that I’d called myself by that name, even just in my head. I looked at myself in the mirror: a speck of blood marked the spot of the injury and I took a deep breath, then I repeated out loud: ‘Yours.’ My voice sounded weak, but it felt good, strangely calming. So I stood up straight, pushed my shoulders back and I tried it again with a faint smile, looking up, my chin jutting forward: ‘Yours.’ That time I felt like the name was mine and so I kept it. But I only use it when I’m by myself, never in front of anyone else because they wouldn’t understand. I didn’t even tell Manca about it, and I tell Manca everything. Or almost everything. Yours: the name that Charo, the woman I killed, used to sign the letters she sent to my ex-husband. Some people called her ‘his lover’. An ugly term, inadequate, because that woman didn’t love him more than I did. I was also a woman who loved him. Mine was an unexaggerated love, it’s true, without the need for so much song and dance. We’d been married for years and didn’t have much sex – I always acknowledged that – (do people still have sex after so many years of marriage? Seldom and quickly, in all likelihood). But my love was unconditional, solid, strong. Sick, they called me in the case over Charo’s death, and they didn’t ask me if I agreed with that assessment. I’m not sick and never was. Much less lovesick. Hurt, suffering, damaged, betrayed, mistreated, played for a fool, yes. Not sick. But all my objections were in vain. His Honour did not understand anything  beyond what was duly registered in the Penal Code. And even though gender violence was later registered as a crime, it didn’t exist then, so Ernesto couldn’t have been charged with it. But she, Charo, even though she’s now dead, took many things that once belonged to me; so I think it’s only right that I keep Yours, her signature, for my own private, domestic (dark) use. So that’s what I call myself when I’m alone, the name Charo wrote in lip liner at the end of the letters she sent to Ernesto, my husband. Excuse me, my ex-husband. 
No one can argue that it’s not a fair trade-off. 
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Inés’s arrival is announced by intermittent explosions well before her beat-up van stops outside the house she’s scheduled to fumigate. This particular house, in an unfortunate coincidence, is only about fifteen blocks from the home where Inés grew up. Her mother left that house to Laura Pereyra, Lali, Inés’s daughter, who may still live there. Or maybe not, who knows. When Inés received the e-mail soliciting her fumigation services, she checked the address and felt reluctant to accept, which is why she took a few days to respond. But in the end she decided that any emotional discomfort derived from driving around her childhood neighbourhood was minor compared to a monthly payment for complete fumigation, the most expensive package. But whenever she’s scheduled to go there, like today, she takes the long way to avoid going past the house where she lived until she married Ernesto. 
The van’s exhaust system is failing, causing it to spit smoke at irregular intervals, as if the vehicle were coughing. Inés knows she has to get it repaired soon, but having the van out of commission for days while it’s in the shop would mean cancelling jobs she’s already committed to and less cash flowing into her already thin  wallet. She can’t afford the luxury and so she has no choice but to let the van cough and sputter. She’s had to get used to scraping by on the bare minimum, unlike before, when she’d always had a little something extra stashed away. ‘My cache,’ she’d called that bit of the family income that she skimmed off the top of her and Ernesto’s joint bank account and hid behind a loose brick in the garage. For a while now she’s felt like she’s living below her new poverty line and she is not willing to let herself slip any further. 
The van is a 2007 Renault Kangoo. The best she was able to afford with her portion of the conjugal dissolution, which the judge arranged to have deposited for her in an investment account. By petition of her ex-husband’s lawyer, who was much sharper than the public defender Inés had been automatically assigned, they’d sold the house they’d shared for all those years, the car – for the price of scrap – as soon as it was released from evidence in Charo’s murder case – and all furniture and appliances of any value. The judge then divided the money equally between the two parties, as dictated by the law. Ernesto was already a free man by then: it had been immediately clear that he hadn’t killed anyone, at least not intentionally, so he was only charged with involuntary manslaughter and tampering with evidence. Not a harsh enough sentence considering all the harm he caused, Inés thinks. She, on the other hand, feels like she’s paid her debt to society in full: she killed someone and she served her time for it. Inés still had several years left on her sentence when it came time to dissolve their property held in common and so, to safeguard her money from inflation, she asked the mediators to purchase a home with her half, even just a studio apartment if there wasn’t enough for something bigger. She wanted to ensure that she’d have a roof over her head when she  was released. The rest of the money, a small amount, went into the investment account. And from there to the van. Whatever Ernesto did with his money Inés has no idea and tries not to care. But she does care. They are no longer husband and wife. They didn’t last; it doesn’t always last. Even though they were meant to last, she thinks. Or she thought. Or she thinks intermittently like the sputtering of her exhaust pipe. ‘Sometimes, things don’t work out the way we want them to, no matter how hard we try,’ she says to herself whenever she thinks back on those years. Which is less and less often. 
FFF, NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL, is her company name, which she had painted on one of the doors of the van. And the front and back windshields bear stickers that she designed herself and had made to order. ‘You claim to care about the planet with your non-toxic pesticide but meanwhile your little van is spitting black smoke in our faces,’ a neighbour complained. The guy has a valid point, even if he is the most unpleasant man on the block: the faulty exhaust system goes against her company ethos and could be bad for business. Luckily not everyone is as attentive to these incongruities as her unpleasant neighbour: Inés has plenty of clients, no one has mentioned the van, and, as soon as she can, she is going to fix the problem. In the meantime, let him grumble, because FFF is a company with two lines of work: on one hand, they fumigate, on the other, they investigate. ‘Everyone has a past if you dig deep enough,’ Manca says and Inés agrees, changing the phrase to: ‘Everyone has a pest if you dig deep enough.’ Inés doesn’t handle the investigation side of things, at least not officially. She knows that she has a natural talent for investigating and she likes it, but she represses the urge. Every once in a while she’ll help Manca out with a case, but she maintains a prudent distance – the way a recovering addict stays  away from the substance they still crave, knowing that it would be their downfall. ‘Life is built on a foundation of contradictions that cancel each other out,’ Inés once read somewhere and she remembers the phrase when she thinks of her neighbour’s complaints, or when Manca asks her why she doesn’t pursue the thing she loves. Or when she looks in the mirror and calls herself: Yours. That, she suspects is her greatest contradiction. 
Inés shares an office, landline, coffee maker, desk, and company name with her friend from inside, Manca, who got her nickname not because she’s missing a hand, but because she has one that doesn’t work. As a little girl, a soda siphon exploded in her kitchen, injuring her as she played nearby. They took her to the emergency room where they cleaned the wound, removed the glass, and stitched her up. Then they sent her home and she went about her everyday life as a little girl, until a few days later she felt a pain so intense that she fainted from it: a piece of glass had remained lodged under her skin and continued moving through her body until it severed a tendon, leaving that hand forever immobile and giving her the nickname she still uses. The two friends and business partners work separately but they consult each other when a case requires it, although Inés knows more about autopsies, fingerprints, and criminal profiles than Manca does about cockroaches. Registering the two companies under one name was a cost-saving measure, but also a way to help and support each other as they both figured out how to survive on the ‘outside.’
Together they came up with the name FFF. The first F stands for fumigations, because fumigations lead to death and investigations often stem from it. The second F is for females, because they are both women and both aim to build a female client base although they accept the occasional male so as not to be accused of reverse  gender discrimination. The third F doesn’t relate to Manca’s business but she agreed on it as a concession to Inés: it’s the first letter of Inés’s favourite insect, the fly, Inés’s muse that inspires everything she does. The fly in her left eye that goes everywhere with her. The two women know what the company name stands for but they are never called on to explain it. The business cards Inés carries have a simple white background with black lettering bearing the name of the company, her name – the one she invented, Inés Experey – and her position: Assistant Director. She added the ‘assistant’ as insurance in case anyone had a complaint, so they would think the company had a hierarchy that included someone above her. She also hired a graphic designer to create a website for the company as well as an informative brochure – using the same colour scheme and lettering – where she lists a series of key points, which she calls her company ideology: 1. Non-toxic pest control, the most effective on the market. 2. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. 3. Palliative methods and pest removal. 4. Total destruction of the insect and its offspring only in extreme cases. 5. Holistic and conscientious management of synanthropic plagues in urban areas. 6. The planet does not belong to man alone. Manca tried to convince her to exchange ‘man’ for ‘man and woman’ or at least to ‘humans,’ but Inés is unconcerned with new, politically correct uses of language and doesn’t think her clients will mind the masculine noun. Although she doesn’t discount the possibility of changing it to ‘woman’ when it’s time to reprint more flyers.
Manca’s business card, black with white lettering, is the opposite of Ines’s: ‘FFF, Detective Agency. 100% female owned and operated, confidentiality guaranteed.’ Most of her cases are related to infidelity, husbands leading double lives, or messy divorces. She gets bored  talking constantly about men and it irritates her to see another woman crying over some asshole; she’d like to invite the lady out for a beer and help her forget about the jerk who hurt her. About all men, preferably. But cases that end in divorce come with assets to be divided up, meaning she can charge a hefty fee. And when it comes to uncovering whatever the slimeball is hiding, Manca is the best soldier, the best warrior woman, even if she’s bored and irritated. She’d love to get a case involving a missing person, perhaps because she spent so many years searching for her father, not in the hope of a loving reunion but to get revenge for the blows he dealt to her mother and sisters for so many years. The name on her card reads: María Lamanca, taking a cue from Inés Experey and making discreet use of her nickname to eliminate the paternal surname that she no longer identified with. She didn’t include a job description on her card because she wanted to put ‘owner’, but Inés told her it sounded like something out of an old Latin American soap opera. So she left it at that, not bothering to have informative flyers printed, saying ‘anyone who wants to know, can ask’. 
Inés has two fumigation jobs left on her schedule for the day, the house she’s just arrived at plus one more after that. She looks at her schedule sheet, where the spaces between the slashes separating day, month, and year are all blank. She always fills out the date, but not today. Today is the anniversary of a date that Inés does not name, write, or mention, as if trying to avoid any misfortune or bad karma attached to it. If she could, she would skip this day entirely, cancelling work and staying in bed under the covers. But she can’t afford the luxury; if she doesn’t work, she doesn’t get paid. So she trudges on, but without leaving any record of that inauspicious date. 


She opens the back doors of the van and takes out her kit. Two sprayers, five litres each, one with a long hose and one with a short hose, both with the FFF logo, the same stickers she designed for the van. She bought the best sprayers on the market since she doesn’t like the kind with a trigger that shoots out a thin thread of liquid too weak to kill anything. Or anyone. She prefers the kind of sprayer that you pump manually to build pressure, moving the plunger up and down, which has the added benefit of helping her release tension. Sometimes, she sees certain faces when she does this. Faces she knows very well. Or knew very well. When they appear, she pounds on the pump, as if she were pounding them: Ernesto, Charo, her mother, a few inmates from her time inside, a prison guard, a complaining neighbour. If the faces don’t emerge, her pumping is less aggressive. She wears a mask as she works, another contradiction, perhaps, considering that she offers ‘non-toxic’ pest control. But Inés thinks the mask lends a certain seriousness to her work, like the doctor who hangs a stethoscope around their neck even though they have no intention of using it. She doesn’t wear rubber gloves because they bring back too many bad memories, images of a dark time when she needed to avoid leaving fingerprints, checking an apartment for proof of her husband’s infidelity. Memories of a time when she didn’t leave fingerprints, but nothing went according to plan. 
She rings the doorbell. She flutters her hand in front of her left eye. She waits. The fly, her fly, the black spot that has been pestering her for so long, is still there. She rings the bell again, afraid the client might have stood her up. But she’s mistaken, the lady of the house, Ms Bonar, is home and she answers the door. This is a surprise, because the housekeeper has always let her in on previous visits. Housekeepers, plural: in the short time she’s had  Ms Bonar as a client, Inés has already met at least three different domestic employees. ‘I have to let you in myself because I gave the girl an extra day off,’ Bonar says. And it seems curious that the woman would bother to explain herself. Also, Ms Bonar doesn’t seem like the kind of boss to give anyone an extra day off: she’s a woman who looks down her nose at others and barely deigns to acknowledge their presence. But, Inés must admit, the lady is extremely elegant, exuding wealth. Until today, she had only seen the woman from a distance, hurriedly rushing off to work, always wearing designer clothes and shoes, her hair impeccable and smelling of perfumes that Inés remembers from times past. Now that Inés’s tight budget doesn’t allow her to live the way she did before, those imported scents produce in her a mixture of admiration and envy. But today the lady of the house looks like another person and she has a different, distinctive aroma.
The woman tells her to start inside and that, when she’s done, to come to the veranda so they can have some lemonade. This suggestion seems even stranger than the notion of the woman giving her housekeeper a day off; in all these months Ms Bonar has never even spoken to Inés, much less invited her to have a cold drink. The woman kept tabs on Inés from a distance, once spying through the window while she worked. Inés could even swear that the lady took pictures of her, probably fearful of safety and crime like so many people these days, distrusting of others, of everyone. 
Whatever the motive behind it, Inés is not eager to have lemonade with her client, mostly because she can tell that Ms Bonar has been drinking. Has been drinking a lot. Maybe that’s why the woman took so long to answer the door. Inés initially confused the smell of pinot noir with the fragrance of a strange perfume that she never used but which was not entirely unfamiliar to her,  a masculine scent with woody notes. But now, seeing how Ms Bonar leans slightly to the right as she walks, Inés is certain that the smell was not cologne but wine. 
Inés puts on her mask and goes upstairs, setting the sprayers down on the floor and pumping to build pressure. She pushes the plunger down several times as she tries to come up with an excuse to keep the conversation waiting for her downstairs as brief as possible; she still has to visit another house and she doesn’t want to be late. It’s another client who’s also in the neighbourhood, but on the other side of the station. Ms Bonar’s house looks a bit messier than it did on other occasions, which Inés attributes to the housekeeper’s days off. The queen bed is unmade on one side only; the lady of the house clearly sleeps alone. Last night, at least, she slept alone. Inés doesn’t know if this is always the case, because the other times, when the housekeeper was on duty, the bed was made when Inés went up to fumigate the bedroom. But it’s clear that Ms Bonar is not going to make her bed today and will wait for her housekeeper to return from her extra day off and make it for her. 
As always, the second upstairs bedroom is shut, with the key in the lock. The instructions she was given on her first day were to turn the key, go inside, do her work, close the door and lock it behind her. The room contains only a single bed with a bare mattress and an empty closet, no pictures or decorations, no signs of life. It looks like a space that was planned to be used at one time but was never fully furnished. Like a nursery set up for a baby that was never born, or an office that turned out to be unnecessary, or a space designated for occasional guests who were not invited. The walls have recently received a fresh coat of white paint, with a few small specks on the floor to prove it. It is the easiest space in the house to fumigate: fewer things, fewer bugs. 


Inés moves from room to room. She extends the long hose behind each piece of furniture as far as her arm will reach and a little further. She stands on her tiptoes to spray above the beams that hold up the sloped ceiling. She sprays along the skirting boards, moves the short hose along the edges of the windows, and takes her time around the drains in the two bathrooms upstairs. The hallway connecting the bedrooms is lined with photographs of men and women posing for the camera, most of them with their arms around the lady of the house. Inés sprays the frames with her product, in case any spiders might be hiding behind them. But she doesn’t dare to move them because, once, at another house, a picture fell off the wall, the glass broke, and even though she subtracted the cost of replacing it from her fees, she lost the client. And she’s not in any condition to lose more clients. 
She repeats the procedure on the ground floor, taking extra care around the kitchen skirting boards and under the sink since tiny cockroaches love to hide in the plumbing. Once the inside of the house has been carefully sprayed, like always, as promised by the fifth tenet of her company ideology – ‘5. Holistic and conscientious management of synanthropic plagues in urban areas’ – she goes out onto the veranda. Once again she flutters her hand in front of her left eye, even though there’s no fly there and she knows it. 
‘I’ll do the garden and then we can have that lemonade, ma’am?’ she asks Ms Bonar, who sits nursing her glass of pinot noir at a wicker table with a pitcher and two empty tumblers on a tray. 
‘I’ll be here.’
Inés takes that as a yes, walks into the garden and begins to spray it with the long hose. She still has a third of the garden left to cover when the sprayer runs out of poison; she shakes it and confirms that it’s empty,  but she decides against going back to the van to refill it. Instead, she pretends to keep fumigating, moving the hose from side to side, spraying the non-existent liquid. It’s not that she’s lazy, laziness is something totally foreign to her. It’s not that she’s given up on ‘conscientious pest management’ either, but just that she weighs conscientiousness against punctuality, and her obsession with being on time wins out: she doesn’t want to be late to her next appointment. Inés can’t do both things: she either refills the sprayer or has the lemonade. She has to decide between the two options and she chooses to be punctual while also satisfying her client’s request: rejecting the invitation could be taken as a slight. Also, she wagers that Ms Bonar is in no condition to detect any lack of liquid other than the one in her cup. And, as if reading Inés’s mind, the woman stands up, wobbles into the kitchen, and comes back out with a bottle of wine to top up her empty glass. 
Inés checks the time. She calculates that, to avoid being late to her next fumigation, the conversation that’s about to take place should not last more than ten minutes. She walks to the veranda, sets the empty sprayers on the grass, takes off her mask, and asks the lady of the house for permission to go in and wash her hands. She’s not in the habit of washing her hands at her client’s houses, but if she’s going to sit down to drink a glass of whatever, she wants to have clean hands. She returns and waits for Ms Bonar to invite her to sit but the woman is distracted and doesn’t notice. Inés clears her throat to remind the client of her presence. She estimates that she has about eight minutes left to chat. 
‘Have a seat, please, Inés,’ Ms Bonar finally says and Inés is surprised that the woman remembers her name. 
‘I hope you’ve been pleased with the service, ma’am. I’ll do larvae control on my next visit.’ 


‘Larvae control,’ Bonar repeats.
The woman pours lemonade into a glass for Inés, although she herself sticks to wine. Inés dutifully takes a sip. She has seven minutes left. Inés can’t stand tardiness and never allows herself to be late anywhere so she’s uncomfortable and it shows. Ms Bonar, as if relishing Inés’s agitation, slowly sips her wine, looking down into her glass. She takes another sip, and only after that resumes the conversation.
‘How effective are those products you use to fumigate?’
‘Very.’
‘How effective?’ 
‘The best on the market, ma’am.’
‘And for other uses?’
‘What other uses are you referring to?’
‘I don’t know, for example, if I had a pet, could it be affected by your poison?’
‘Oh, no, not at all. I fumigate many houses with cats and dogs, and I can assure you that nothing happens to them. Are you thinking of adopting a pet?’
‘Nothing is further from my intentions,’ Ms Bonar says and she sits for a few seconds silently staring into the dark red liquid swirling in the bottom of her glass, before asking her next question: ‘What if I wanted something to happen to them?’
‘I’m afraid I don’t understand.’
‘If I wanted to, for example, kill a cat with your products, could I?’
Inés is now not only uncomfortable but also concerned by her client’s questions. She fears that Ms Bonar might be planning to kill one of her neighbour’s pets. She takes her time before responding so that she can provide an answer that will not cause her to lose a valuable client. 


But Ms Bonar doesn’t give her the time she needs, asking again: ‘Could it?’
‘Not if ingested at the levels of concentration I use.’
‘And if they ingest it a higher concentration?’
‘Why do you ask?’
‘Would a higher concentration do it?’
‘One of the more concentrated products, without being diluted, placed in the pet’s food or water, might kill it. I’ve never tried but I doubt a medium-sized animal would be able to survive.’
‘Would it die immediately or would it suffer?’
‘That would depend on the amount of product used and whether it’s a poison designed for cold-blooded or warm-blooded pests.’
‘How does that work?’
‘Poisons that target cold-blooded pests cut off their sodium or cholinesterase channels, their systems fail, their organs stop functioning. Poisons for warm-blooded pests produce internal haemorrhaging, it’s very bloody.’
‘What about for a dog?’
Inés glances at her watch. Does she have four minutes left? Three? She stands up and walks over to her sprayers. She’s not willing to continue this conversation about the hypothetical poisoning of a pet. 
‘I’m running late, ma’am. I need to get to my next client, excuse me.’
‘Would it work on a dog?’ Bonar asks again.
‘Yes,’ Inés responds, walking away.
‘What about a person?’
The question doesn’t surprise Inés, in fact, in some way, she’d been expecting it. She would’ve preferred to have left before Ms Bonar had the chance to ask it, something that would’ve dramatically changed the course of events. Inés stops and looks at Ms Bonar, trying to determine whether she’s being serious. 


Bonar reads Inés’s thoughts and clarifies: ‘A woman, to be precise.’
Inés feels dizzy. She sets the sprayers back down on the ground, confirming that the conversation was not in fact a casual ‘what if’ scenario. Just as the lemonade and the pinot noir are not incidental, nor the housekeeper’s day off. Quite the opposite, this was rehearsed, with a specific objective in mind. Bonar is asking questions she’s prepared ahead of time, following a plan that only she knows. Inés doesn’t like being manipulated and she refuses to let herself become wrapped up in whatever the woman aims to do. As a former inmate, who received early release for good behaviour, she worriedly regrets accepting the lemonade, fearing that even having this conversation could place her freedom in jeopardy.
‘I’ll see you next time,’ Inés says, putting an end to the conversation as she picks up her sprayers and moves to leave.
‘A woman who wants to take my husband the same way yours was taken from you.’
Inés’s slight dizziness becomes a sharp pain as she’s jolted by the revelation that Ms Bonar knows who she is. She feels like the woman has stabbed her in the sternum with an invisible knife. And all this had to happen on that day, she thinks regretfully, that unnameable date that she doesn’t dare to even write on her schedule. It seems impossible and Inés doesn’t know whether to attribute it to the planets, to karma, to fate, or to an extreme premeditation on the part of this terrifying woman. Does Ms Bonar know what day it is today, she wonders. How much does her client know about her past and about Ernesto? And Charo? Suddenly Inés feels so dizzy that she has to set the sprayers back down on the ground. 
Ms Bonar takes Inés’s disorientation as a chance to penetrate the shield she’s put up to defend herself. She  steps forward. ‘Don’t worry, don’t be alarmed. I thought I recognised you the first time you turned up here. I remembered having seen your face from somewhere. It took me a minute to place you because you changed your surname, but it wasn’t that hard to figure out. I’m a television producer, I’m sure you’ve seen some of my shows, they’re very popular, everyone watches them. I’ve produced every type of show you can think of, fashion, sports, theatre, talk shows, but these days I do news. I’m behind the scenes so you wouldn’t recognise me. I’m like a ninja. Several years ago I filled in on the nightly news show, prime time, and we covered your case. I was just starting out at the time and got very involved in every piece I produced but your story in particular really stuck with me. I felt like I could’ve easily been in your position. It must’ve been a premonition, because I did end up here.’
Inés has no idea what television program the lady is talking about. She thinks of the hallway upstairs and the framed photos, that gallery wall of men and women posing for the camera. Inés doesn’t know and doesn’t care whether they’re celebrities, Hollywood stars, princes, or ninjas, like this lady claims to be. She never stopped to look at the pictures, only checked that there were no spider webs around the frames indicating possible nests filled with little white eggs from which tons of tiny spiders would eventually hatch. She didn’t pay any attention to the people in the photos. And if she had, she probably wouldn’t have recognised them anyway, since she only ever turns on the television to check the weather or see if any streets are blocked by demonstrations.
Ms Bonar takes another sip of wine. She has one gulp left in the glass. Inés has two minutes. 
‘I believe in rehabilitation and second chances. I recognised you, I know what you did and I hired you anyway. You see, I’m not judging anyone for their past.’ 


‘I see that, yes.’
‘But I also know that you’re the right person to help me.’
‘How could I help you?’
 ‘By getting me the poison I need to get rid of that woman.’
Superimposed memories flash through Inés’s mind: she’s standing behind a tree watching an encounter between her husband and his secretary, she’s in Alicia’s apartment, she sees the gun, the gloves, the waiter, the kiss between her ex-husband and Charo at Ezeiza airport which proved that this woman and not Alicia was his true lover, Ernesto and Charo entering the hotel, hiding behind the car in the parking lot, waiting, the final gunshot. Bonar has just said something else, but she didn’t hear her. Inés shakes her head as if trying to banish those unfriendly images. 
‘I want propoxur,’ Ms Bonar says and Inés now understands that the woman knows exactly what she’s talking about, that none of this is improvised, that the questions she asked before were merely intended to feel Inés out and anticipate her possible reaction.
If Inés still harboured any lingering doubts about Ms Bonar’s knowledge of the subject matter, they are immediately dispelled. ‘Propoxur would be ideal: it’s a colourless, odourless, comes in solution, it doesn’t stain or irritate the skin. Not long ago, for one of my shows, I requested a detailed report on pesticides for domestic use, so I could choose the best one. A perk of being the boss.’
‘That’s not a product I use.’
‘But you could easily obtain it. I couldn’t, it’s only sold to pest-control professionals. You need a licence to purchase it, and you have one.’
‘That’s not a service I offer.’


‘Not yet. Think about it. If we women don’t stick together…’
One minute, Inés estimates that she has one minute until she’s irrevocably late to her next appointment. And she doesn’t have the time or interest in arguing with Bonar about who ‘we women’ are and whether she feels they should stick together.
‘I’m willing to do whatever it takes to keep my husband from leaving me. And that includes eliminating anyone who wants to take him away; she’s killing me.’
‘I’d prefer to know nothing about it.’
‘I need that poison.’
‘There are other kinds.’
‘I can’t just pop over to the hardware store and buy some rat poison. It would have to be administered over a long period of time in small doses so the person doesn’t notice. I’m not going to have that opportunity. Propoxur is ideal. I’ve only got one shot.’
‘Ask another fumigator.’
‘Any other fumigator, anyone who doesn’t understand this pain, would turn me in. I know that you understand me.’
And of course Inés understands. Sixteen years have gone by, she’s paid for her crimes, she doesn’t need this woman or anyone else to dredge up the past, but it’s too late: it’s already right there beside them. But even if she can identify with Ms Bonar, even if she understands that pain, even if it could just as easily be her sipping pinot noir and telling another woman about how her husband cheats on her, how she fears that this time he’s really going to leave and how much that thought hurts, Inés is going to take her pesticide and leave, immediately. She’s about to do just that when Ms Bonar plays her last card. The sound of a package flopping onto the table and sliding across it stops Inés in her tracks. 


‘This is just a little something to help you make up your mind. An advance, with no obligation; you don’t have to give it back no matter what you decide. All I ask is that you consider my request when you place your next order. Count it. It’s in dollars. A lot of dollars. I have this and whatever else you need.’
Inés hesitates. She has no time but she freezes for a second, because who wouldn’t pause at the phrase ‘It’s in dollars. A lot of dollars,’ even if it means turning up late to an appointment. Ever since she stopped being a housewife and had to start taking care of herself, she has understood work as something you feel grateful for and never reject without careful consideration. Is buying poison for another person a job? Is buying poison for another person a felony or just a misdemeanour? She’ll have to ask Manca, she’ll know, and if she doesn’t know, she’ll be able to find out. Inés picks up the envelope, she opens it, slightly, with two fingers, she peeks inside. It is, in fact, dollars, all green. But she has the good sense not to count it; that would make the woman think she was accepting the job. She’s now officially running behind schedule. Inés steps away from the table intending to leave. 
‘Take it, no obligation, Inés, this isn’t a payment for anything. It’s just to say thank you for giving me so much of your time today. It’s yours, for listening to me and considering my offer, that’s all. Take it.’
Inés shakes her head. She’s never been paid to simply listen to anyone and consider something. And she’s never been paid in dollars for anything. She tucks one of her sprayers under her arm and grips the other one tightly. She turns on her heels and takes two or three steps to leave.
Ms Bonar lashes out again with her invisible knife: ‘Are you sure?’


Of course not. How could she be?
She turns back around. She picks up the envelope and puts it in her pocket.
‘I’ll think about it, thank you, ma’am,’ she says.
And then, finally, holding the dollars and her fumigation equipment, Inés leaves.
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I’ll say it again: I see a fly. 
I, Inés Experey, see a fly. 
A small insect flutters in front of my left eye. No matter what they say it is, even if the ophthalmologists and the entomologists alike would both disagree or even suggest that I should stop seeing it. A fly. Black, jet black; not soft black or charcoal, but deep black. It moves up and down, side to side, it floats as if it were swimming in a pool. It looks like one of those little flies that hover around the fruit in summer. The first time I saw it I tried to scare it away (BANG). This was when I was on the inside, in that courtyard surrounded by cell blocks with high windows and bars. I waved my hand to shoo it away, but the fly wouldn’t budge. I was surprised because everyone knows that if you wave your hand near a fly, the little bug is no fool and it immediately buzzes off somewhere else. This one didn’t flinch. It was bothering me so I asked another inmate to look at my eye. Maybe the insect had got stuck. The woman came too close (stop!). The women inside always came too close. Except Manca. As soon as I said: ‘You’re making me uncomfortable, Manca,’ she never got too close again, respecting  my personal space, physical distance. The other ladies were more insistent and when they touched me it gave me gay, lesbian vibes. In my time we called them ‘dykes’, I know you can’t use that word anymore, just like I’m supposed to say ‘corrections officer’ instead of ‘prison guard.’ I am a sponge and I absorb. But I didn’t like those vibes (or their clammy skin). But by that time I’d got used to it. Manca wasn’t on hand (pun not intended) and, even though the girl gave off gay vibes, I needed someone to confirm what I was seeing or I was going to have a nervous breakdown. I’m a very nervous woman, cold and calculating too – as Ernesto said during my trial, or Charo’s trial, depending on which perspective you take on her death – because one thing doesn’t cancel the other out. Cold, calculating, nervous, anxious. But not sick. The woman gently pulled on my lower eyelid, then lifted the upper one. Her fingers smelled like cigarettes, her breath too; those convicts smoked so much. I think I can use the word convicts. Not prisoner, you say incarcerated persons instead. Although convicts, even if it is accepted, is inaccurate because many of us hadn’t even been convicted. The justice system locks us up but it takes its sweet time to bring us to trial, leaving many people stuck in a state of limbo between the alleged crime and the sentence. The process is slow and confusing and no one understands it so everyone is treated as if they’re guilty even if they’re just a victim of the incompetent system. Standing before me, her tits almost rubbing against me (there are women in there who get very large-breasted over time, very masculine but with huge boobs), ‘Nothing,’ she said and she licked her lips after saying it. The inmate repeated ‘nothing’, and clicked her tongue like she was picking food out of her teeth, but I could still see the little fly swimming in my eye from right to left, with a slight upward slant. ‘Eppur si muove,’ I said and the woman,  knowing nothing of Galileo, replied, confused: ‘What’s that, Ine?’ That killed me. A lot of them called me ‘Ine’ in there, dropping the final S and placing the accent on the initial I instead of the E. It sounded atrocious but what could I do, I almost preferred the prison guards calling me Lamas. I didn’t answer. The inmate suggested we ask some other ladies to check my eye but I rejected the idea. If I’d allowed it, the whole thing would’ve devolved into a harem of women all around me offering opinions on something they knew nothing about. And groping me unnecessarily (away with your tobacco breath! stop, women! away with your clammy skin!) If she couldn’t see it, no one else would be able to. 
I went to the clinic to get it checked out. The doctor on shift was no ophthalmologist and was in fact just a girl, eager but inexperienced; she assured me that I didn’t need to worry, that a lot of people had ‘flies’ floating in their eyes, that some people could see them and others couldn’t. What a consolation. ‘Vitreous fluid,’ she called it and described the fly as ‘dead cells’ that ‘detach from the gelatinous matter in the eyeball due to age’. ‘We all have an age,’ I answered and the little doctor girl went red. ‘Right, yes, but they appear with age,’ she said, then corrected herself: ‘Not necessarily old age.’ I stared at her and she looked down to write something in my file and didn’t look up again. I don’t know if the medical files included information on why we’d been incarcerated, but the colour went right out of the doctor’s cheeks, maybe because she saw I’d killed someone. The majority of the other inmates were in there for being drug mules, smuggling things across the border, or for selling illegal substances out of their homes, on a small scale. Very few of us had killed anyone, so the doctor must’ve known that I was one of them. Still without looking at me, she assured me that, as the weeks went by, or maybe months, the fly  would either settle into a place where I wouldn’t see it anymore or, if not, my brain would apply its suppression mechanism. ‘What’s that?’ I asked. ‘Eventually, if your brain gets tired of seeing something, it will suppress it. It just decides it’s not there anymore.’ And I said to myself, don’t worry, Inés, you’re an expert when it comes to suppressing things you don’t want to see. I always have been. My marriage was a testament to that. 
But it wasn’t as easy this time. I had overestimated myself. Or underestimated myself, depending on whether you see the cup of your own life as half full or half empty. I was another person, I am another person. I can’t say that I’m more willing to see things for what they are; I don’t know if I’ve changed that much, I don’t want to fool myself. But fifteen years inside must’ve taught me something. Maybe I see things now, even though I don’t want to. In any case, I like to think that the fly is still there for a more romantic reason: I grew fond of her and you don’t suppress something you’re fond of. When that fondness fades, though, you might be capable of anything. Suppressing it would be nothing. 
That fly, my fly, in a way, marked my path and made me what I am today. I don’t know what would’ve become of my life once I got out if I hadn’t learned so much about flies and other insects. Changing my name and learning about insects allowed me to reinvent myself. And Manca, who’s a good friend; I don’t like to flatter her and I’d never say it in front of her, but I have to admit she’s been a big help to me. If Manca had got out before me, she would’ve been standing at the prison gate waiting for me. I, however did not go to meet her. I’m more detached, I don’t consider those kinds of details. And I’m harder, I had to harden myself to weather the blows. ‘You’re resilient,’ the psychologist on the inside said to me. I nodded because I wanted her to write a  good report so they’d knock some years off my sentence for good behaviour, but I never really understood what she meant. I sat there listening to her tell me what I was and I said: ‘Oh, like, a survivor.’ But she explained that resilience wasn’t quite the same thing. I didn’t see the difference but I wasn’t going to argue with the person who decided whether or not I deserved to get out: if she wanted to use that word, because she was dumb, inexperienced, politically correct, or whatever reason, let her. I’m starting to realise that there are battles being waged over the words we choose. And I’ve had enough of battles so I’ll save my energies for the fights I can’t avoid (you want to call me resilient, go right ahead!) 
It was that same psychologist who suggested I attend the reading workshops held on Thursdays in one of the other cell blocks. A girl had been coming every week bringing in books and she was gradually organising them into a library. I wasn’t at all interested in what she read or what she had for us to read: novels, short stories. Lies and the lives of other people don’t interest me in the slightest. If I want to hear a lie, I’ll tell it to myself. But I went to the workshop anyway, hoping to earn points with the psychologist. The girl was determined to find something I’d like to read. ‘You’ll really get into this one, this one will take your breath away’; there was nothing for it: she never got it right. It’s been a long time since anything has taken my breath away. Not even Yours sitting inside my husband’s car (my car too, joint asset) with a bullet in her temple (BANG!). Nothing. I looked at the book girl, feigned interest, flipped through the pages, and then returned the book. I didn’t want to be rude, I’ve never been a rude person and I wasn’t going to start now, locked up in there. The girl meant well but I wasn’t going to read five hundred pages of garbage just to keep her from feeling frustrated. One afternoon she caught me  reading a book upside down – the title on the bottom and the page numbers on the top – pretending to be engrossed in it as I waited for the time to be up. She took the book out of my hands, closed it, and said: ‘Help me out, what is it that most interests you in the world?’ Just then my black spot floated into view and I responded: flies. ‘Flies? Flies, flies?’ she asked as if she hadn’t heard properly or she doubted her ears. ‘Flies, yes,’ I confirmed and I shook my hands to imitate wings. She thought for a minute and then said: ‘Next week I’ll bring something about flies, I promise.’ 
And she made good on her word. But she got off to a rough start. Very rough. In an attempt to transmit her enthusiasm, she told me that the book she had for me, written by a French author, was ‘extraordinary’. ‘Marguerite Duras, her best-known work, The Lover.’ She didn’t need to explain, I had heard of it. I hadn’t read it but I knew what it was about (Indochina, an older man, a girl, what the hell did that have to do with flies?) It’s a common prejudice that persons who are incarcerated (even for murder) are all uneducated. If Blanca, my mother, did one thing right, it was sending me to the National Institute of San Isidro, considerably better than some of the other private schools in the area which boasted the best English instruction (the cat is under the table) but not much more. If the book girl had got off to a rough start, it got even rougher; coming to me with a book about lovers was not a good idea. ‘Well, I killed my husband’s lover,’ I imagined saying to her, with the neutral accent of a telenovela actor, and then she would faint dramatically and knock over the bookshelves she’d so carefully organised, and be buried in books, and they’d have to bring in a crane to dig her out, and she’d still be alive, and as they pulled her out, half dead, she’d glare at me with hatred in her eyes (and I’d wink at her, as if saying: ‘We’re  even.’) But I contained myself. The girl, instead of giving me the book, opened it and started reading aloud, getting all emotional, tearing up, as I remained wholly unmoved. The girl would look up from the book every once in a while to check my reaction, hoping for a sad smile, the glint of a tear. Nothing. Her expression told me I was wrong not to feel anything. She must have noticed I was uncomfortable, because a few minutes later she added: ‘We’re just getting to the best part.’ I waited, bored. And when the part in question finally came I was no longer bored, I was furious. The French author described how she sat on the floor and watched as a poor fly died. And then she had the revelation that when a fly dies, it dies (wow). A Pedro Grullo truth, utter cruelty. The fly was trapped and helpless in the final seconds of its life as the writer sat there watching it agonise, moved to tears either by the insect or by the beauty of her own thoughts. And she describes the fly as ‘polite’ even though it ‘causes cholera and the plague’. A fly causes cholera and the plague? Really? She spent over fifteen minutes watching a creature die and the fly is the bad guy! A French writer! (I can’t stand her.) I’d always thought that the French were delicate, ‘elegant’, as my mother said. Then the woman’s friend arrives and she shows him the spot where the fly had died and gives him the exact time of its death. And the friend starts laughing hysterically (how could he not laugh, not at the fly’s death but at the silly writer). The book girl looked at me with moist eyes and wanted to know: ‘Did you like it?’ I dodged the question by asking one myself: ‘Do you have anything about live flies and human corpses?’
And so we began to understand each other. The following week she brought me a book about pest control, which wasn’t exactly what I was hoping for, but I was interested, we were getting closer. And more  importantly, that became my handbook for the company I would start: a sustainable, ecological fumigation business. I kill bugs, but with substances that are non-toxic to the environment. Because as soon as I was released into the outside world I realised that was what the market demanded, what the people were looking for. People don’t want full-scale extermination of all bugs that were until recently considered disgusting, a ‘plague’ as the French woman said; they want you to kill the roaches, but save the world.
I learned a lot of new words from that first book as well. A person, at a certain age, thinks they know all the words, but they don’t. ‘Synanthropic’, for example. I’d never heard that word in my life. I had to look it up in the dictionary and, as often happens, one word led to another. In the cell block library there was a worn-out old illustrated Larousse dictionary that only had the word ‘synanthrope’ referring to a primate fossil discovered in Beijing. I knew that wasn’t the definition I wanted. I asked the library girl what the word could be used for beyond primates and the next week she brought her own dictionary, a more complete and updated edition where the entry for the word read: ‘species of flora and fauna that inhabit urban or anthropized zones’ – we looked up anthropized too – ‘of or relating to adaptation to the environmental conditions created or modified as a result of human activity’. ‘Resilient’, I said, showing off (or not?), because if insects are not resilient I don’t know who is. 
I spent a while studying that book on pest control, I took notes, reread it, and a few weeks later the girl finally hit the nail on the head: she won me over forever with a book on forensic entomology, about flies and other insects that help solve crimes. A true gem. I would’ve loved to be a forensic entomologist instead of a fumigator. I should have studied any branch of criminology:  criminal profiling, evidence analysis, medicine, or even psychology. In fact, I did study some on my own when I wanted to help Ernesto hide his secretary’s body (we had to: even though she died of natural causes, it could look bad for us). So the book on forensic science took me back to that time in my life when my obsession had turned me into a strict, detailed, meticulous investigator. I had no clients besides myself, but I was the best investigator out there. Maybe I’ll return to it someday, who knows, but I’m scared of becoming so obsessed again. Or maybe it’s more like I don’t want to focus my obsession on other people’s lives. I can put it to better use. So for now I apply my knowledge of entomology when I fumigate and only dabble in criminology privately, almost in secret, when Manca asks me to help with something she’s investigating. She’s always surprised at my extensive knowledge not only of insects but also of rigor mortis, autopsies, primary and secondary crime scenes, uncovering clues. Ernesto gave me a lot of practice. And Charo, too. For now, I fumigate houses and I don’t harm anyone and I can do it without a diploma. A bit of bureaucracy and paperwork, registering for a licence to purchase professional pesticides for domestic use and that was it. 
I was naked when I stepped back out into the world, but armed with new weapons. I had always been ‘Ernesto’s wife’ (ex, Ernesto Pereyra). When I got out, I was no longer that person I’d been before but I had also killed my ex-husband’s lover (I demand a new word) fifteen years earlier and some people would always consider me a monster. Maybe most people. They said horrible things about me, using filthy, sadistic terms charged with hate. It was a different time, back then no one ever stopped to consider what a woman might have suffered at the hands of a man, what might have driven her to commit a crime. Or driven her to her grave. Because I’m not saying I  suffered too terribly, but I did suffer. And, today, that would constitute extenuating circumstances that should have been taken into account. I was doubly wronged if you consider the ways the law later changed to factor in gender violence. I don’t identify as a murderer; I didn’t want to kill anyone, I just wanted to put an end to the pain they caused me, an immeasurable pain. I had to either put an end to that pain or put an end to myself. ‘You should’ve killed yourself!’ Ernesto shouted during one of the hearings as I tried to explain my logic, and they immediately removed him from the courtroom. That’s how he was (an asshole). But it didn’t matter: the pain I’d endured wasn’t taken into consideration. A male judge, of the San Isidro District Court, where the majority of the attorneys were Catholic and ultraconservative (like I was or pretended to be when I lived there; I’m from the north side, after all). If this incident were to occur today, with what we now know about domestic violence, not only physical but psychological and emotional, I think I’d have got a lesser sentence. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying it was okay to kill Charo, who was also a woman and that’s an aggravating circumstance (in my case, I don’t know if it’s an aggravating circumstance). I’m saying that I wasn’t intending to kill anybody, not even Ernesto: I just wanted to stop the pain he’d inflicted on me. And I do maintain that there were extenuating circumstances. Aggression, for example. A toxic marriage, psychological abuse (Ernesto to me, of course), him having cornered me into a helpless situation where I couldn’t take care of myself on my own, so stingy with money that I had to humiliate myself by stealing it (my cache). Ernesto had no respect for me because I was a woman, because I didn’t care about sex, which was true, but he didn’t initiate it either. The chicken and the egg, did I not care about sex or was I just afraid of rejection? I could tell any judge  about how a woman’s self-esteem is destroyed by being looked at with disgust, by not being looked at. It’s not even about not being kissed, not being touched, not having a finger laid on her (not getting fucked). Put me in any courtroom. I would’ve loved to face the jury and speak my truth. Whenever I see court scenes in movies and on television, I think I would have done a good job explaining myself on the stand. Whenever I tell my story, people understand me, side with me; whether they say so or not, I can tell. The other inmates understood me immediately. A complete hijo de puta, a son of a whore, was the nicest thing they called Ernesto. At first, in the early years, because later they stopped saying puta and said yuta instead. But, sixteen years back, things were different, and you could call someone a puta, a whore, without anyone getting bent out of shape, what did it matter if all of us have prostituted ourselves for some man at some point or another. ‘Heartbroken Woman,’ one morning edition called me. ‘Sick With Jealousy,’ read the headline of a double-page spread in the crime section, with my picture, a horrible shot they found who knows where. They called it a ‘crime of passion.’ What passion. Pain, Your Honour! The good Catholic judge wore a cross under his robe and had another hanging in his chambers, with other crucifixes scattered around, I’m sure, to make sure that God wouldn’t abandon him like he’d abandoned me. His Honour never empathised with me, not for half a second (God, if he exists, didn’t either). He looked down on me with disgust (God, if he exists, did too). They swindled me! They destroyed my life! (I was the one betrayed, Your Honour!) Because a bullet is not the only way to destroy a woman’s life. I’m certain that His Honour knew a thing or two about extramarital affairs, which is why he immediately sided with Ernesto. They all have their affairs, even now, sixteen years later; I’m not  naïve enough to think that has changed. I’m wise to it now, but I don’t care anymore. 
Before, when Charo (BANG!) had yet to appear in our lives and even though there had been others, I thought our marriage was going to be ‘until death do us part.’ And death did us part; not our deaths, but hers. The bond I thought was unbreakable had been shattered, I felt condemned to loneliness forever; who would ever want me once they discovered my past. And I don’t mean who would want me in the sexual or romantic sense, even just friends, acquaintances, companions. Even my clients, some of them might prefer to have their bugs killed by some other exterminator without a past. Or with a cleaner past, because everyone has a past if you dig down deep enough. 
But, a little while after getting out, I realised everything had changed, not only people’s thinking on insects. Women too. Women had changed especially. Men, not so much: they had the rug pulled out from under them but had changed very little. But women spent years fighting tirelessly to demand rights. The world as I knew it had been turned upside down. I immediately understood that I was going to have to get in line with the times. In there, inside, I had to tell my story and make myself understood. But out here, if I wanted people to understand me like the inmates did, I’d have to use the new codes of this new world: adding a bit here, subtracting a bit there, making some necessary adjustments, highlighting certain things, leaving others in shadow. It’s all in the way you tell the story. But, to be able to explain myself, I first had to understand this change that had occurred in the dynamic between men and women. For better or worse. There had been other codes at play when I was taken out of circulation. Up to the day I killed Charo, I knew how to be a woman. Inside the cell block, though, I lost contact with the real  world. The yin and the yang both disappeared for me. I could infer certain things from what I saw in the news or something a new inmate said, but most of those comments I wrote off as extreme ideas held by these women who lived outside the law. And even though I broke the law, I’m not like them, I’m more classic, traditional, I’d say, if I had to put it into words. I never had visitors or any interaction with anyone outside. My public defender only came for a handful of visits but he was a timid boy straight out of law school who never mentioned the changes of the times, and I didn’t know to ask. A smarter lawyer would’ve used it in my favour. A clever female lawyer, even better. Laura (‘It’s
Laura now, Mum, Lali doesn’t exist anymore,’ the girl I gave birth to corrected me when I called her by the nickname we’d always used for her) came only once and only to bring some papers for me to sign. I signed them and she never came back. That’s the way I remember Laura, a face staring at me from across the table in the visitation room, as I signed the papers. She looked exactly the same, a little thinner maybe, but her weight had always fluctuated. Laura (Lali) had issues with overeating (probably still does, she never cared much about her appearance). 
Getting back to me, how could I have suspected such a major change in the way the world works over such a short time? I’d never paid attention to Manca when she talked about the patriarchy and said over and over that it was going to fall. What was going to fall, I thought, thinking she was just a nut job; I never thought of her as modern, a feminist, as she claims to be. So, when I walked through that gate out into my newfound freedom, I had no idea what it meant to be a woman, now, in the twenty-first century. I’d missed out on pivotal years of training. In those years, so they tell me, the world was flipped upside down as women everywhere flooded the streets and won themselves so many rights (so many? I’m not sure).


Whatever the case, I have to make the most of it. No one can guarantee that anything will last (except insults): paddleball, video rental shops, craft beer, health food stores, vegan restaurants. Wildly popular trends can be forgotten entirely from one day to the next. I don’t know if that’s going to happen with feminism and women’s rights, but I better hurry up just in case. I have to ride the wave. So I got down to the business of learning to be a new woman: I observed, absorbed, accepted, imitated, integrated new words, abandoned others. Sponge. I was a bit lost the first few months. I couldn’t find my footing. It was a time of uncertainty, confusion (what the hell is up with women?). But my little fly reminded me every day that we have two options in life: we can choose to see something, even if it’s irritating, or we can choose to suppress it. And I, Inés Experey, this time, against all odds, want to see.
I did the math, weighed the risks, looked for possible alternatives. 
As soon as Manca got out, I called her and suggested we join forces. 
And that’s how it happened. 
Flies, females, and fumigation. 
FFF, Non-toxic pest control. 
(I’m back). 
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Chorus:
‘Unhappy woman,
Feu, feu [Ah, ah] unhappy for your miseries.
Where will you turn? To what host for shelter?’

Medea by Euripides
Let’s set the insects and fumigations aside for a moment and get to the bigger issue: one woman killing another woman. Are you talking about Bonar or Inés? Bonar wants to do it, Inés already did it. And is the woman being killed just because she’s a woman? No. Yes. Is she the husband’s lover ‘just because she’s a woman?’ In a way. Really? Don’t be silly. What are you saying? That it’s not femicide. Yes it is. Only a man can commit femicide. I don’t agree. Yes, the killer has to be a man. Can’t a woman kill another woman just because she’s a woman? It’s not that I want to pick on men. I just think that if we noticed that women are, on the whole, radically less violent, we might be able to theorise where violence comes from and what we can do  about it a lot more productively.1 There are violent women. That’s the exception, she said ‘on the whole’, didn’t you hear? Inés isn’t violent. But she committed a violent crime: she killed Charo. That’s different. Charo’s death wasn’t femicide. Yes it was. Let’s not get bogged down in a theoretical legal debate when we’re not even the jury. What are we? We’re the chorus. We’re an assembly. 
Let’s put it to a vote. 
Let’s not behave like sommeliers of women’s murders: this counts as femicide, this doesn’t. This qualifies. No it doesn’t qualify, it’s one woman killing another woman. So? Are we talking about Inés or about Charo? Who killed who? Charo is dead, Inés killed her. But she’s a victim too. Both of them are victims, of the system. What system? The patriarchy. I don’t think so. Why not? How ridiculous! Is it called femicide or feminicide? In Argentina, femicidio; in the rest of the Spanish-speaking world, feminicidio. Do we say Spanish-speaking or Latino? Does everything have to be debated, every single word? Words matter above all else. Call it whatever you want, it doesn’t make it femicide. Don’t call it whatever you want, choose the word that best describes it because language constructs reality. It doesn’t construct reality, it organises it. Let’s get back to the point. 
We’re talking about the point. 
Let’s put it to a vote. 
You’re distorting the spirit of the law: the crime of femicide can only be committed by a man. False, it’s a hate crime against any woman that leads to her death, and there are women who hate other women! …feminine power when directed at other women has historically been wielded in what has been described as a ‘masculine’ manner (…) I want not to ask you but to tell you not to participate in the  oppression of your sisters.2 Who said that? No idea. Did she sign up to speak? Yes. Technically, as far as the penal code is concerned, it would be considered femicide. No, it wouldn’t, not at all. Is there jurisprudence? Does anyone have the law on hand? The law doesn’t even recognise the term ‘femicide’. The law says ‘he who shall kill…’ if they want to be able to charge us it should say ‘he or she who shall kill’, at least. He or she who shall kill. I like it, but it’s kind of a tongue twister. She sells seashells. The penal code takes the masculine as universal. Too bad. No, it’s good, because it exempts us from certain crimes. Exactly, if the law talks about ‘he who shall kill’ I can’t be guilty. Oh, yeah, right, like the judge is going to accept that argument. It’s a hate crime. Inés didn’t hate Charo, she was just suffering. She could’ve got a divorce. As if it were that simple, after so many years of oppression! That’s no excuse. I don’t agree. I don’t either. I do. 
Let’s put it to a vote. 
Inés killed Charo after many years of psychological abuse during her marriage, characterised by both explicit and implicit machista violence. That doesn’t make it okay to kill another woman. She could’ve killed her husband, that would’ve been less controversial. That’s true. What controversy, I’m lost. If she’d killed her husband she might’ve been let out years earlier on parole or house arrest. If she’d killed that same woman, today, not sixteen years ago but in this day and age, even with the law against femicide, she’d have received a lesser sentence, I assure you. Why? Because they’d take into account the abuse she’d suffered. I don’t think so. Today is the anniversary of a woman’s murder and the birthday of a little girl that the murderer knows nothing about. Is Inés a murderer? That’s going too far. Not according to the law. The law  considers her a murderer? Of course it does. I think so. It’s not about what you think, it’s about the facts. Not always. I don’t agree. If I were the judge, I’d give Inés a lesser sentence due to the extenuating circumstances, even if she did kill another woman. If I were the judge, I’d give Inés a harsher sentence, for femicide, because Inés is a woman who killed another woman simply because she was a woman. Wait your turn to speak, please. Are you a lawyer? No, and neither are you. I think… Did you put your name down? For what? To have the floor, we’re a self-assembled assembly, you have to ask the assembly to give you the floor. Sorry, I thought this was a chorus. It is. Put your name down. Where? Who has the list? Feminism: how we pick each other up.3 I don’t agree with that definition of feminism, I don’t agree with the image of us as fallen. We’ve fallen many times. We’re falling right now. No, we’ve never fallen down, we’ve been bent, subjugated, flattened, but we’ve never fallen down. What do you mean, I feel like I’m falling right now. I always feel that way. Take my hand, I’ll pull you up. I’d need a crane. Maybe you’ve fallen and you didn’t realise it. Fallen from where, how deep, observed from what height? The height of men? I’ll say it again, I want to stick to facts. I want an answer. Anyone who’d like to have the floor should put their name down and wait their turn to speak. What if we have something urgent to say? We all have something urgent to say. I’m listening, sister. Why do I have to consider every woman on the planet my sister? Just because we all have vaginas? Yes, that’s exactly why. There are trans women who don’t have vaginas. I don’t have ‘sisters’ I have partners in arms. Too bad for you. I don’t have a vagina. I envy you. I wasn’t born with a vagina but I have one now. There are  many kinds of feminism in the world, many different political stances within the social movement and different critiques of our culture.4 I don’t agree. Me neither. I do. We have to agree on at least a few basic things if we want the movement to endure. We are. That’s how we’ve achieved everything we’ve achieved. But we’re placing it in jeopardy. We’re still together. I’m not so sure, there’s always someone chiming in to say they don’t feel like someone else’s sister, that we all have to have vaginas and the whole kitchen sink. What kitchen? She sells seashells. I’ll make a list of the points we can all agree on and we’ll put it to a vote. Thank you. 
Let’s vote. 

 
	1 Rebecca Solnit, Men Explain Things to Me, Haymarket Books, 2014, p. 24.

	2 Toni Morrison, The Source of Self-Regard, Knopf, 2019, pp. 114-115. 

	3 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, Duke University Press, 2017, p. 12.

	4 Marta Lamas, Acoso, Fondo de Cultura Económica, p. 21. 
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Inés’s legs are shaking so hard that her foot can’t apply enough pressure on the clutch, making it difficult to change gears. Despite the fact that she’s running late, she drives slowly, terrified of crashing into a tree or a wall. In the best case scenario, she thinks. Because the worst case scenario would be killing someone, which, even if it’s an accident would be disastrous for her as a former convict. If she only smashes up her van without hurting anyone, on the other hand, no one will care. She still has another client to visit, the last one of the day. A day that was doomed from the moment it started, even though she was careful not to fill in the date on her calendar. Her mind is a whirlwind of thoughts, theories, doubts, curses, and questions. 
So many questions without answers. 
Is selling professional pesticide a crime? She doesn’t think so. Maybe a minor infraction that comes with a fine imposed by one of those agencies she can never remember the name of. Is selling poison to a person who wants to kill another person a crime? Probably so. How serious? Is it an offence equal to actually killing someone? Surely not, but in her case, with her criminal  record and a bad lawyer, who knows: it might not be the same level of offence but it may end up being the same sentence. Although in order to convict her they’d have to prove that she knew what the poison was going to be used for and convince a jury that she is a murderer, for real this time. A professional murderer, because now she’d be doing it for money. The first time, the previous time, the only other time, that wasn’t the case: she wasn’t a murderer and she wasn’t a professional. She did kill someone, but that’s not the same thing. 
She curses her fate and whatever recommendation or flyer that landed her at Susana Bonar’s house in the first place to be confronted by a part of her past that she does not deny but prefers to forget. But she thanks the fate that placed that envelope stuffed with dollars in her pocket. Although she aided her fate with that when she turned around and picked it up off the table from beside the pitcher of lemonade, the second bottle of pinot noir, and the lady of the house’s wineglass. Fate must be tended to, watered and fertilised; it must be harvested or it will wilt on the vine, she knows. A thousand dollars, she took two minutes to count it once she got a few blocks from the house. Is that a little or a lot? In her financial situation, it’s a fortune. Especially considering that she hasn’t had to do much for it, yet. 
Inés thinks back, trying to remember how Ms Bonar came to be a client. Her clients generally live near her. People who see her drive by in her van, who come recommended by other clients, who see her flyers in some shop, stuck to a lamppost, a bus stop, always people who live within the same five or ten mile radius, not much beyond that. Only Bonar’s house and this last client, the appointment she’s now late for, are in another neighbourhood, where Inés lived until she married Ernesto, some twenty miles from her current home. That’s why,  because they are so far outside the route of her usual fumigations, she leaves them for the end of the day, as she’s done this afternoon. 
Inés stops at a red light and she takes the envelope out of her pocket, opens the glove box, and puts it inside. She won’t kill anyone, but she understands what Ms Bonar is feeling and she refuses to judge her for it. Of course she understands. She has known that unstoppable impulse, that insatiable urge to dull the pain, put an end to it once and for all. Kill or be killed. But what caused her to let go of the tether that kept her from moving from urge to action? Inés can’t answer that. She knows exactly what happened, she took full responsibility and served the sentence that the judicial system deemed appropriate. She can’t give Charo her life back, just as Charo wouldn’t be able to give Inés her life back even if she were still alive. Inés was a different person then, someone who believed that her husband’s lover had stolen something that belonged to her. She now understands that the thing she thought was being taken from her had actually been lost long before. 
She finally arrives at the last house she has to fumigate and parks outside. She rings the doorbell hoping no one will answer. But the woman opens the door almost immediately. It’s a newer client who Inés hardly knows because it’s only her second visit to the house. The client shows her into a large room where white curtains hang from a metal structure forming a makeshift cubicle in the middle of the space. Through the curtains, Inés glimpses a woman lying face down, naked, exuberantly curvaceous. She immediately looks away and prepares to get to work. But her client stops her just as she’s about to start. ‘I don’t want to disrupt the energy. I’ll just light a citronella candle in here,’ she says, instructing Inés to focus on the bathrooms, kitchen, and bedroom instead. 


So she does. But Inés is on autopilot, moving from one room to another doing her work without really making much of an effort: she doesn’t move the furniture aside, she doesn’t spend extra time on the drains or open the closets to check for moths, or lift up the rugs. As she sprays the surfaces, almost grudgingly, she remembers that the last time she was here, a month prior, the curtained cubicle with the naked woman inside wasn’t there, only boxes from a recent move that Inés had to push aside before she began spraying. 
The house has a very small garden that she goes over in a matter of minutes. From there, through the window, she watches as her client says goodbye to the naked woman, who is now dressed. As she does so, she presses her palms together in front of her chest as if praying and lowers her head. The other woman does the same. Strange people, Inés thinks, as she follows her client with her eyes. Strange but calm, with an enviable serenity, an ethereal light, as if she floated a few inches above the ground. The woman is barefoot, Inés notices, as her client goes into the kitchen and starts talking on the phone. Inés waits a few seconds and then returns to the house, tapping on the window to indicate that she’s finished. The woman hangs up and comes out to pay her. 
‘See you next month,’ Inés says. 
‘I might need you to come sooner. Can I let you know, if that’s all right? Some fifteen or twenty days after your last visit I started to see tiny cockroaches. I’ve only been living here a little while and I have the feeling that no one fumigated for years before I moved in.’
‘Yes ma’am, of course, keep an eye on it for a few days and let me know. I’m sorry, I assumed it you’d just switched provider, but I’ll keep that in mind for next time. You’ll need more frequent fumigations to start out. Then after that it’s just maintenance.’


‘Thank you,’ the woman says and smiles. ‘And please don’t call me ma’am. We’re probably about the same age.’
Inés, overwhelmed by the day she’s had, is undone by the woman’s kindness, her warmth, and her bare feet. She desperately wants to leave but suddenly feels unable to move, her entire body aching as if she’s been run over by a steamroller. She is frozen in place. She tries to lift one leg but can’t; the other, and nothing. So, as her client looks on, smiling, Inés just stands there, stock still, rigid, holding the money she’s just received in payment, without counting it or putting it away, trapped in a tangled web of thoughts, calculating that what she has in her glove box is almost a hundred times what she’s just been paid for this fumigation, envying this woman’s calm, pretending that if she wanted to she could walk away, knowing she can’t. 
 ‘Is everything all right?’ the client asks, noticing that something is wrong. ‘Do you need help?’
‘No, no, everything’s fine,’ Inés lies. 
But she remains rooted to the spot. Her client waits, not wanting to rush her. Then, finally, as if she understands exactly what is happening, she takes Inés’s hands. 
‘Breathe with me,’ she says, loudly filling her chest and letting out the air for Inés to imitate her. ‘I think you might be about to have a panic attack, let’s try to avoid it. Don’t worry, just breathe.’
The woman’s voice is kind and warm, but also firm. Inés understands what she’s asking her to do. She obeys, clumsily following the woman’s lead. They breathe together a few times. And then a few more times until they enter into a rhythm. Inés raises a hand because she wants to say something. The woman asks her to wait a little longer, but Inés insists and she stops. 
‘What is it?’
‘How did you find out about my services?’


The client seems surprised at the question, she smiles but doesn’t answer.
‘Sorry, but it just seems odd that you would’ve found me,’ Inés explains. ‘Most of my clients are from another part of town.’ 
‘No, no, it’s fine, it was just funny to me that you considered the question so urgent, you must be feeling better. There’s nothing to apologise for. It makes sense that you’d want to know how your business is expanding. Those of us who work for ourselves need to have that information. I do reiki, lymphatic drainage, deep tissue massage. Please keep me in mind if you ever need anything.’
And Inés can tell the woman is expecting a response but she isn’t able to provide one because she can’t imagine ever needing the woman’s services. She’s needed many things in her life but a massage has never been one of them. 
The woman goes on, ‘You didn’t come by way of referral. Or yes, but indirectly. One day I got off the train and I had to go do some shopping and I saw your van parked several blocks from here, in front of a huge house, on the other side of the station. I thought that if the owner of that house had hired you it must be because you do good work. And I liked the company name printed on the door of the van: FFF NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL.’ 
‘Because of the non-toxic…’
‘No, it was the FFF that caught my attention. My name is Flora Fortunata Fabbri, FFF, and I’d just moved here and was having problems with roaches and spiders. I said to myself, it’s destiny, and I wrote down your number. What do your Fs stand for?’
‘They’re initials too, but not mine, my business partner’s,’ Inés lies. 
She could explain the flies and the women, but she  doesn’t want to talk to her client about death. Although death is present, even if they don’t mention it. 
‘You must have seen my van parked outside of Ms Bonar’s house. Do you know her?’
‘No, I have no idea who lives there, I’m new to the neighbourhood.’ 
Inés is disappointed. If this client knew Bonar, she could ask her about the strange woman reeking of pinot noir who goes around offering people lemonade, dollars, a small fortune, in exchange for conversation, consideration, poison. 
‘Did you have some problem with her?’ the client asks. 
The client’s guess is close, which would be a problem if Inés decided to accept the offer. Inés flutters her hands in the air, trying to find the words but just stammering nonsensically. 
‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,’ the woman says.
‘No, no. I would like to tell you. The thing is I don’t know if I should,’ Inés replies, scrambling to come up with a story she can share with the woman. ‘Client confidentiality.’
‘Of course. But I’d take it the same way, it would be client confidentiality for me too.’
‘All right, in that case. I don’t like to talk about my clients, but she has me worried.’ 
‘You don’t look good. You almost had a panic attack.’ 
Inés isn’t fully convinced by the diagnosis but she nods and goes on, ‘I’ll just come out and say it, no judgement, but the woman is a drunk. Nothing too serious. But she was wobbling and incoherent. A young woman, elegant, clearly comfortable, a beautiful house, drunk at that time of day. It’s odd, don’t you think?’
‘Our inner worlds, sometimes, are swamps we can  become mired in. Who knows what’s underneath all that elegance and comfort. The best appearances can hide so much misery.’
Inés nods, she knows a thing or two about hiding and misery.
‘But why did it affect you so much?’ the woman asks. ‘If it produces such a strong reaction, shortness of breath, paralysis, maybe you should stop offering your services to her.’
‘I don’t want to discriminate, abandon a client, I don’t know if it would be right.’
The woman thinks for a moment, hesitates, and then says: ‘Let’s try something, I’m new to the neighbourhood, as I told you, but I have a friend who’s lived in the area for a long time. She’s the one who convinced me to move here. Her family owns a private school and they know everyone. I’ll ask her. Discreetly, she’s very discreet. And if I find out anything that might allow us to help the woman, or the opposite, if I think, based on what I hear, that it would be better for you to stop visiting that house altogether, I’ll let you know.’
‘I don’t want you to go to all that trouble, ma’am.’ 
‘We agreed you wouldn’t call me ma’am. And it’s no trouble. It’s peace of mind. You can’t load yourself down with someone else’s bad vibes. You have to let go of that negativity. When you come back, on your next visit, I’m sure to have news. If I hear anything sooner, if I have any news or any cockroaches, I’ll give you a call,’ she says and smiles again. 
Inés forces a smile; it’s not that she doesn’t want to smile, but her body is still resisting her orders. Finally, she says goodbye and leaves. 
She puts her fumigation equipment in the back of the van and gets in. She opens the glove box to check that the envelope full of money is still there. Not because she  thinks someone might have stolen it, but because for a moment she doubts whether it really happened. And, in fact, it did happen, because Ms Bonar’s dollars are still there. A thousand dollars. Payment for listening to the woman’s request and considering it. She makes sure they’re stacked neatly before putting them back in the glove box. Then she notices her mobile, that infernal apparatus she left in the van, switched off, all afternoon. She always leaves it behind when she starts her route; she hardly ever receives calls but she doesn’t like to be interrupted while she’s working. She now turns it on, and, before checking her messages, she dials Manca. Manca is her friend and she’ll know the right advice to give. Inés has a hard time calling anyone a friend, but she makes an exception for Manca, at least to herself. Her distrust of friendship is nothing new, she didn’t have friends before going to prison either, but back then she never needed friends – or she never realised she needed them, like with massages – because Ernesto was there taking up all the empty space. Anyway, in public, she calls Manca her ‘business partner’, ‘colleague’, or ‘an acquaintance’. But, if she were to be so bold as to call anyone a friend, it would be Manca. They got out only weeks apart and they understand each other with few words. Inés knows that Manca values and respects her, especially when it comes to personal space and physical distance: she knows that Inés doesn’t like anyone too close to her. If it’s another woman, even less so. She doesn’t even like to witness closeness between other women, like the closeness she imagines her client had with the naked woman. Every once in a while, Manca forgets about Inés’s phobia, whether out of distraction or persistence, and she gets too close, but then Inés reminds her and everything settles back into place between them.
She dials Manca’s number and waits for her to answer. Inés is one of the few people who still makes phone calls  without texting first; she hates endless chat threads and detests requests for permission to call – ‘Are you free?’ ‘Can I call you?’ – she finds voice messages exhausting and can’t read texts without putting on her reading glasses. Mr Graham Bell invented the telephone so we could talk to each other, she argues whenever anyone complains. The line rings. Manca, on the other end, says: ‘Hey, Ine, what’s up?’ Inés doesn’t correct the S-less Inés, or respond to the question; she doesn’t explain why she’s calling, much less how she feels, she simply tells Manca to come by around eight o’clock because she wants to invite her over to her house for pizza. When Inés says her house, she means the office they both share, but she says it this way because this meeting is not about work and they won’t be in the office, separated from the main house by an outdoor space that isn’t nearly grand enough to be called a garden at the back of the lot, accessed by a path along one side. The office is a small room converted from what was surely used by the previous owners as storage space, but Inés had two windows installed to let in air and a bit of natural light. Manca only enters the rest of the house, two small rooms facing the street, when Inés invites her over. And today she’s inviting her over. 
Inés tells Manca that she needn’t bring anything because she’ll have beer as well. Manca agrees to be there at the specified time, saying that she’s almost home but she’ll head back without her motorcycle because she’s going to drink a lot of beer if Inés is buying, and that it sounds like a fun plan. 
But, she knows Inés and so she adds: ‘You haven’t got yourself into some mess, have you? Pizza’s one thing, but the beer too, that’s fishy. I’ve never seen you pay for a single drink.’
‘There’s a first time for everything, Manca.’
‘That’s true. There is.’ 
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Laura finishes the psychological evaluation she’s been working on all afternoon, saves it, turns off the computer, and gathers her things. She’s in a hurry so she doesn’t pop in to say goodbye to the school principal, as she usually does; she’ll forgive her. She still has to pick up Guillermina’s birthday cake and collect Dante from day care. Javier is in charge of the present: a skateboard stamped with Mexican skulls and flames that Laura thought was too much but which, Javier insisted, was exactly what Guillermina dreamed of. And, Laura has to admit, Javier is more in tune with their daughter’s dreams than she is, so busy day-to-day with motherhood, which feels like an uphill battle to accomplish the necessary and mundane: Guille’s constant struggle with her maths homework, her difficulty socialising after what happened with her best friend Timo, the dentist appointment to finally get her braces off, the lost school uniform sweater. Laura, in her own life, has trouble applying the advice she gives to the mothers and fathers of the students at her school. Fortunately, Javier makes up for it. He’s been her partner for nine years, almost ten, and he turned out to be the best father Guillermina could’ve ever had.  Laura has never felt more joy than the moment he asked to adopt Guille; happier than when her daughter was born, when Javier told her he loved her for the first time, when he suggested the three of them move in together, or when her second child was born. He suggested it the very day that Laura found out she was pregnant with Dante. ‘If we’re going to be parents, I want to officially be Guille’s father first. I’m already her father, she knows it, I know it, the three of us know it, but I want to be her father on paper, in the eyes of the law,’ he said and they immediately began the adoption paperwork. Now they have two children together and no one seems to remember that there was a time when she and Guille had been left abandoned to their fate. The only one there to help them out was Grandma Blanca, who left them the home they still live in, which Laura feels grateful for every single day. A framed photo of Blanca hangs in the hallway, ‘Gran’ to the kids when Laura recalls her on certain important dates as a beloved ancestor, even though Guillermina no longer remembers her and Dante never met her. In truth, Blanca was Laura’s grandmother and the kids’ great-grandmother, which isn’t a secret, exactly, but she hasn’t felt the need to mention that there’s another woman, her mother, between herself and Blanca, because she would prefer to forget that Inés ever existed. So, to everyone, Gran is the woman in the framed photo; if the kids ever ask, even if it’s hard, she’ll explain what needs to be explained. 
She rushes to get to day care on time, Dante celebrates her arrival. Laura peppers him with kisses then straps him into his stroller and they go to pick up his sister’s cake. There won’t be a party with friends today, that’s next weekend, when a bunch of classmates who all had birthdays that month will get together to eat hamburgers and play football on a pitch they rented out. Guillermina  was not overly enthusiastic about the idea; ever since what happened with Timo she hasn’t been enthusiastic about anything, but Laura insisted and her daughter ended up giving in to make her happy. But, even though there will be a party later, Laura can’t let the day go by without some celebration. Guillermina was born exactly sixteen years ago, when Laura, or Lau as Javier calls her, still went by Lali. Her daughter was born under very unfortunate circumstances but that would by no means justify letting her birthday pass unnoticed, quite the contrary. If she were to erase Guillermina’s birth from that date, the brutal act would be the only thing associated with it, and Laura can’t allow that. 
It seems impossible that her daughter could be so old, a little less than half her own age. Laura, almost a girl, giving birth to another girl, without her parents ever having realised she was pregnant, thinking she’d just gained weight. And so Laura began a new life completely different to the one she’d led up to that point, not only because of motherhood but also because, just as Guillermina was being born, her mother shot her father’s lover and Laura was left orphaned with living parents. Her mother was convicted of manslaughter and got the maximum sentence; her father was out in two years but then moved to Brazil. She only saw her mother once more, in jail. She paid monthly visits to her father and saw him a few times once he got out, but was unable to re-establish much of a relationship with him. Perhaps neither of them really cared one way or the other and so they fell out of touch after a heated argument in which Laura’s father accused her of not having done enough to help him avoid jail time. What did he expect her to do? Sixteen years old, with a new-born baby, in shock over the fact that her mother had killed a woman, that this woman had been her father’s lover, shocked by the fact  that he then tried to frame her mother for an additional death which she had nothing to do with. What was she supposed to have done? ‘I guess you didn’t truly love me,’ was the last thing her father said before he disappeared from her life forever. True love. Two words so often misused: love and true. Since then Laura has often asked herself what love is, how one word could mean such different things to the people who use it. Because love – romantic, brotherly, paternal – can be a burden, like her father’s, or a refuge, like what she has now with Javier. Or an immense ocean, like her love for Guille and Dante. Or that same ocean, so deep it threatens to drown you. That must be why, in spite of the refuge Javier offers and the immeasurable love she feels for her children, she sometimes dreams of being all on her own, far away, where no one knows her, where no one depends on her, waking up at whatever time she likes, going to bed with whomever she pleases. Her and no one else but her. A desire she’s never confessed to anyone, because they’d say she doesn’t truly love her family and that’s not it. Laura loves all three of them. But she also feels that desire from time to time. Before, only every once in a while; after what happened with Timo, more often. It should be the other way around, she thinks, that should’ve made her want to hold onto her children and Javier even tighter. But no. Why, if she’s happy with the family they’ve built, does she sometimes dream of going off on her own? Do any of her friends or co-workers ever feel that way? Does everyone feel that way, just that no one dares to admit it? She thinks that all the time she spent alone in childhood – seventeen years with her parents in that other home – trained her to value solitude, her own company, to enjoy her own thoughts. So that now this new life so entwined with other people – even if it’s been a great solace all these years – sometimes feels suffocating. Is it that she’s getting  old, at only thirtysomething? Because the happiness can be asphyxiating and sometimes, fleetingly, unbearable. Maybe because she was taught how to be alone but not how to be happy. Her desire to flee, to be alone, is nothing more than that, a passing whim that she would never act on. She loves and adores her family, she likes the life they share. But she wouldn’t be honest with herself if she didn’t recognise that, every once in a while, she dreams of a little fishing village, looking out the window of a tiny room – she doesn’t need any more than that, like when she was a little girl – for hours, watching as the waves of a calm ocean gently rock a boat tied to a dock, with a book in her hand that she’ll start to read as soon as the pleasure of that view fades. That’s it. Back home. 
Because she’s here, far from any fishing village, rushing to pick up a birthday cake, remembering that the day Guillermina was born was also the day she was orphaned, the day she stopped calling herself Lali because she had to grow up all at once and the girl she’d been was lost forever. She hates that her daughter’s birthday has always been linked to that traumatic event. Gradually, she has tried to erase that connection, making an effort every year to let it be just Guille’s birthday and not the day that her mother killed her father’s lover and left her all alone. She has yet to manage it. But she doesn’t give up, holding out hope that the tragedy will eventually fade into background noise she can barely hear over the hubbub of her own life. Maybe she’ll finally feel that way once she’s looking out the little window at the bobbing boat, in the fishing village, who knows where. 
She pushes the door to the bakery open with her backside and enters backwards, lifting the stroller to keep the wheels from getting caught on the step. She’s able to handle her second child so much better than when she had to take care of Guillermina, still a teenager herself.  She had to learn everything on her own, without any guide or example to follow. Over these sixteen years she’s developed many skills: multitasking, keeping calm in the midst of a meltdown, knowing how to tell the difference between a ridiculous demand and a reasonable request, going to the bathroom without shutting the door, closing the bathroom door without feeling guilty. The cake is ready and waiting in a special box to ensure it will reach its destination in one piece. Laura can’t check how it turned out because it’s all closed up, but if it’s what she ordered it should spell ‘Guille’ in silver sprinkles with a red sparkler, sixteen white candles, and red and white frosting – because Guille became a River fan as soon as Javier appeared in their lives and passed his love of football, a sport Laura never had any interest in, onto Guille. Laura hurriedly pays, takes her change, and struggles to get the cake and stroller out the door as the baker rushes over to hold it open. She hadn’t taken into consideration the challenge of pushing a stroller and carrying a cake at the same time, but she thinks she’ll manage it. 
She sets the cake box on the hood of the stroller, since that seems to be the safest way to transport its contents home, crosses her purse over her body and sets off. Javier had offered to pick up Dante, but Laura thought it unnecessary; also, the sports shop where he had to buy the present is on the other side of town and she was afraid Javier would be late. The idea was to meet just before seven, the time Guillermina usually gets home from swimming, and surprise her with the skateboard that her mother had refused to let her have until now. Laura had insisted that Guille should get some form of physical activity, suggesting gymnastics, but the girl had chosen swimming instead. Despite the fact that she felt forced into it, she enjoys being immersed in  the warm water, letting her mind wander. But she has always dreamed of learning to skateboard, ever since a neighbour once lent her his board and she took off down the street like she knew exactly what she was doing. But she had no idea what she was doing and was almost hit by a car before reaching the end of the block; Laura was so terrified that she forbade Guille from setting foot on a skateboard ever again. Something unwise, she knows – she does have a degree in psychology after all – because anything forbidden will be desired even more. This year, finally, Javier convinced her that Guille was old enough to use a skateboard responsibly and that a fall or two wouldn’t be the end of the world. It certainly wouldn’t cause her any more pain than what happened with Timo, Laura thought. So she gave in.
She arrives home. Dante has fallen asleep so she leaves him in the stroller while she unpacks everything. She opens the cake box and confirms that it’s exactly what she ordered. She puts it in the fridge, adds a soda for the kids and a beer for herself and Javier. She goes out onto the patio and cuts a few stems of wedding bouquet to use as a centrepiece for the table. Taking advantage of this rare time alone as she waits for Javier and Guille to arrive and Dante to wake up from his nap, she pours herself some white wine leftover the weekend, lights a cigarette, and goes outside to soak up the last rays of the afternoon sun. 
And everything would’ve been perfect if she hadn’t had her phone with her. Because as soon as she takes the first drag, a message comes in with a photo attached, which, she knows, will take a moment to download. The Wi-Fi is weak out on the patio, but she refuses to trade her pleasure for a better connection. If the message isn’t from Guille or Javier, it can wait. The notification shows a name she’s never heard: Tita Ankh, and a profile picture  she can’t make out. Is it a cross? Laura sips her wine, takes another drag. She’s not worried about the phone but another picture comes in, making her feel both irritated and curious. She opens the message. She waits for the images to download. Then, realising that what will follow is going to demand her full attention, she sets the glass on the ground, stubs out the cigarette, zooms in on the picture and tries to confirm whether she’s really seeing what she thinks she is. The image is grainy, but any doubts are dispelled with the second picture, a close up of the person being photographed. 
And yes, in fact, it’s her mother. 
Her mother beside an exterminator’s van bearing the logo FFF, unloading sprayers and bottles, about to put on a mask, on a street Laura can’t see because the angle of the shot is very narrow. No message accompanies the photo, just those pictures from a number that’s not in her contacts from a WhatsApp user with a strange cross as their profile picture, whose name disappeared as soon as she clicked to see the full message, and now she no longer remembers it, sent sixteen years to the day that the woman in the photo, Inés Pereyra, or Inés Lamas, her mother, killed another woman. 
Shocked, she deletes the pictures. And even though she regrets it immediately, it’s already done. She wonders if there’s any way to get them back; Guille once told her that photos could be recovered for a little while after they’re deleted. But she can’t ask her daughter to recover them for her. Maybe it’s for the best that she impulsively deleted them. She can pretend she never saw the message at all. She’s not going to mention it to Javier either. What could she say? Why worry him? The world is full of busybodies who think they’re doing someone a favour by telling them something, she thinks, and with messaging apps and social media they can get right to your doorstep,  worm their way inside, onto your patio, as you unsuspectingly smoke a cigarette and finish the leftover white wine before your daughter’s birthday celebration. Why? Who asked you? Who told you that was okay? Not me. People content to invade your privacy but who wouldn’t dare to give their real name. Cowards, she concludes. Laura convinces herself that deleting those pictures was the best thing she could’ve done. And she wonders if she should block the number they were sent from or maybe save it so she’ll be forewarned of any future messages from that person. 
For the time being, she does neither. 
FFF. The name of the extermination company her mother works for. She tries to erase it from her mind along with the image of her mother. She wishes Dante would wake up so she’d have something to distract her. But she knows that even her son’s crying wouldn’t make it easy to forget what’s just happened. She hopes she’ll be able to forget about it before they have to gather around the cake and sing Happy Birthday. Or at least to forget about it while Guillermina makes her three wishes and blows out the candles. 
That’s her only wish, to forget about her mother for today. 
She and her daughter both deserve that. 
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‘But how much did she offer you, exactly?’ Manca asks.
And as she waits for Inés to respond, she picks the olives off of her third slice of pizza with her left hand, the good one, the one that works. Way back when they started to call her Lefty, she took it upon herself to install the nickname that she felt better described her: Manca. 
‘She didn’t say. She said a lot and she said dollars. As many as necessary. And she gave me this thousand to start.’
‘If we’re talking about what’s necessary…’
‘We could ask for a million.’
‘We always need more.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘And she gave you the thousand dollars just like that?’
Inés nods, pours beer into the two empty glasses, hands one to her friend and then takes a sip. ‘Just like that.’
‘And you don’t have to give it back?’


‘It’s for hearing her out and considering her offer.’
‘If she can pay you a thousand dollars to hear her out and consider her offer she must have more money than she knows what to do with.’
‘…’
‘Or she really wants you to say yes. Unless you think it was the pinot noir talking.’
‘No, I think it was all part of an elaborate plan, something she thought out ahead of time. The money in the envelope, the housekeeper’s extra day off. Ms Bonar had staged the scene with premeditation. She was in her cups but she was fully lucid.’ 
‘Premeditation.
In her cups. You sure have a roundabout way of saying things, Inés.’
‘What do you want me to say?’
‘We say drunk. Wasted, pissed, trashed, smashed, plastered, three sheets to the wind, drunk as a skunk. But in her cups?’
‘…’
‘Come on, don’t pout, here, you can have the last slice of fainá.’
‘…’
‘Take it, you like it.’
With her good hand, Manca holds out the last piece of chickpea flour pizza, Inés’s favourite. Inés lifts her plate and they meet halfway. Manca lets the fainá fall onto on her friend’s half-eaten slice of mozzarella pizza. In the background, the television informs them of a multiple-car pile-up on the General Paz Highway. Manca takes a sip of beer and points to the screen. Inés glances over; she could swear she saw the news reporter in one of the photographs at Ms Bonar’s house. 
Manca gulps and says: ‘You see? One idiot behind the wheel destroys a bunch of lives in under a minute, then takes off. But you can bet once they find him he’ll have a  lawyer and case closed. But us, on the other hand, they’d lock us up straight away for much less.’
‘…’
‘I got four years the first time, then five, for being an idiot. The clinker is full of chicks who got caught selling a few joints out of their house or for keeping someone else’s stash safe. How many ladies did you meet who ended up in there for years and years before they could walk free? This dude, on the other hand, will be free for a long time before he gets locked up, if he gets locked up at all, and he’ll be out the next day.’
‘…’
‘Take my case, I was a small-time dealer, I sold something I shouldn’t have, I got out, I did it again, went back in again. But I took responsibility, I didn’t drag anyone else down with me and I got more years than I deserved.’
‘…’
‘Why do they give them a deal and not us, Inés? Because they’re men or because they’re rich?’
‘Both.’
Manca waves her glass in the air to signal that she’s out of beer. Inés picks up the empty cans and throws them away before opening the fridge to get two new ones. She pops them open and then sets them on the table; she knows it’s a hard movement for Manca to make on her own. And Inés doesn’t buy glass bottles because her friend lost the use of her right hand thanks to a broken bottle and – although she wasn’t there, although it happened a long time ago – the event seems almost more present for Inés than it is for Manca, who takes the broken soda siphon as just one more memory in a past full of scars. 
‘That dude just killed a bunch of people. I didn’t kill anyone, ever,’ Manca adds.


Inés is about to pour the beer into her glass but when she hears that phrase (‘I didn’t kill anyone, ever,’) she halts her movement. It’s something that happens from time to time. It never happened before, when she could think and move at the same time no matter what anyone said. She used to describe herself as a ‘multitasker’. But not anymore. It happened to her earlier that afternoon when she was visiting her last client. The woman called it a ‘panic attack’ and she didn’t want to contradict her, because she was so kind. But she knows that’s not it. It’s not panic; it’s something else. Receiving an envelope with a thousand dollars inside would stop anyone in their tracks, but it happens to Inés often for no reason. She’s not afraid, she just freezes, she goes tense, maybe due to old age or maybe the years she was locked up simply destroyed her neurons. For whatever reason, since she got out, she turns into a statue every time she’s reminded of the moment she killed Charo. Ms Bonar took her straight back to that precise moment, sixteen years ago to the day, but because everything else she said was so overwhelming, so absurd, so brutal, she wasn’t paralysed by her words. But in general, once the memory of that day is triggered, she can either think or act, but not both. 
Now, Inés thinks that she did kill someone and that it’s something she can’t ever undo. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t say: ‘I never killed anyone either,’ in response to Manca’s statement. Does she want to be able to say that? Does she wish she’d never killed anyone? What would these past sixteen years have been like if Charo were still alive? Would Inés have been able to stand by and watch the woman start a new family with Ernesto, to see them living together, freely? Or would the lovers have gone their separate ways, without any gunshot necessary, as soon as the passion of those clandestine encounters wore off? No way to know. Suddenly, Inés springs into  motion, she jumps up, turns off the television, sits back down, huffs without saying anything, takes another sip, serves her guest and then serves herself again. But she remains silent and distant, she’s recovered her mobility but she’s still not fully present. Manca is not surprised. She understands what is happening, she knows her friend well. She’d like to know her even better, if she’d let her. But no, there are certain thresholds that Inés is not ready to cross. 
‘Today is the anniversary,’ Inés finally says, once she is able to speak.
‘Of what?’
‘Of the day I killed someone.’
Manca curses herself for forgetting. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise.’
‘Why should you be sorry?’
‘For being so thoughtless, for bringing it up, today of all days.’
‘The news brought it up.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Inés, you killed someone, but you had a reason. Your own reasons, wrong or not, but you had your reasons. You see the difference, don’t you? All the pain you experienced and the violent emotions, et cetera, et cetera. And you paid for what you did. Your situation is completely different. This guy killed a bunch of people because he couldn’t stop drinking, because he wanted to look like a badass, like a drag racer, like a bigshot, who knows why. There’s nothing that can justify what he did, and I’ll bet he doesn’t pay for the half of it.’
Inés tries to convince herself of the difference between herself and the man who, according to the news, fled the scene after killing three people in a traffic accident. The reporter didn’t call him a murderer. She  suspects that the man would be offended if he knew he was being compared to her. On the table, peeking out from under the pizza boxes and the beer cans, is the envelope with the thousand dollars Ms Bonar gave her a few hours ago. Inés stares at the table without seeing. Manca follows the direction of her gaze and decides to guide the conversation back to that topic, so insane and at the same time so concrete – a client wants Inés to sell her poison so she can kill someone. She wipes her good hand with one of the napkins that came with the pizza, little waxy rectangles more like plastic than paper. She pushes aside the pizza box and picks up the envelope. She puts on her glasses, takes out the bills, and studies them closely.
‘They look new,’ she says.
‘They are,’ Inés answers. ‘I checked them, no marks or sticky tape.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Your part would be just getting her the poison. Did I understand that correctly?’
‘That’s what she said.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘For now, you’re still clean, Inés,’ Manca says, waving the envelope. ‘The woman paid you to hear her out, and you did that.’
‘And would I still be clean if I took the next step?’
‘Let’s see. Let’s walk through it. For now, it’s only considering her offer.’
‘Yes.’
‘Something impossible to prove. Whether you consider it or not, you have nothing to do with it.’
‘No, I have nothing to do with it.’
‘You can’t report every crazy thing you hear someone  say. You’re a professional exterminator, discreet, respectful, who doesn’t go around blabbing about what you’re told in private while rendering your services.’
‘Never. Client confidentiality.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘And also, you don’t know who the supposed victim would even be.’
‘I have no idea.’
‘So then what would you even report? Who could you warn of a danger that might not even be real?’
‘Yes, I considered that as well.’
‘See, you thought about it. And you just justified this first thousand.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘But let’s think about it a bit more. And this time not about that woman but about you, because depending on what she has to offer, this woman could solve your money troubles for a few years.’
‘Several.’
‘Decades.’
Inés shoos away her fly and Manca continues with her breakdown of the situation. ‘We don’t know the victim, and Ms Bonar’s motive is one I don’t agree with but one that maybe you do.’
‘…’
‘Do you agree with it?’
‘I understand her pain.’
‘Okay. We understand her pain. Me, not so much, but if you explained it to me I’m sure I’d understand it too. But money, if you don’t have it, is a strong motivator. That, I can understand, and I don’t like to judge.’
‘I don’t either.’


‘…’
‘…’
‘I sold drugs, in the past, maybe I will again in the future because no one knows where their destiny will lead them. But for now I only do legal work, or almost legal, or mostly legal, you know what I mean.’
‘I know.’
‘The streets are hard, but I’m making it work. I trail an unfaithful husband; hire a hacker to check some accounts and social networks since I’m no good with technology; I follow the rebellious teenagers myself, something I explain to their parents when they hire me, because I don’t trust anyone else when it comes to kids.’
‘That’s important.’
‘From time to time I might accept a job I don’t like, but not often. And always staying in the grey area.’
‘…’
‘Because there are always legal grey areas before you get to the black, Inés. You know what I do and where I’m trying to take you.’
‘What you do, yes; where you’re trying to take me, no.’
‘Back to the issue of need, because when you’re in need, I don’t know if need has the face of the devil, but it’s something beastly. If you’re in need, you really feel that need, with everything it implies.’
‘…’
‘There are limits, of course, I’m not saying there aren’t, even when there’s a need. I wouldn’t kill for money. With my own hands, I mean. And I know you wouldn’t either. You wouldn’t kill for money.’
‘No.’
‘Now, a referral, that’s something else, like what a doctor does when they send you to see another specialist. Obtaining something for someone, sharing information,  a phone number, putting them in contact with someone who would do something, for a lot of money, I don’t know, I’ve never done it, but I’ve also never been offered so much money. Not even the thousand dollars you got just for starters.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Obtaining something for someone, a product they might use, who knows how, or when, or for what, is that wrong? I don’t know.’
‘…’
‘Let’s leave the poison out of it and think about if it were a weapon. Someone asks me for a revolver, a pistol, and I get it for them; I don’t ask them what they want it for, I don’t do that. Maybe they want to play Bonnie and Clyde. Do you know who Bonnie is?’
‘I do.’
‘And if she wants to play Bonnie, let her play.’
‘…’
‘It’s a shame the woman said so much.’
‘I think she needed to be sure I’d accept the job and not turn her in.’
‘It wasn’t very smart. If she hadn’t run her mouth, she’d have left you with more room for doubt.’
‘…’
‘Now you’re in a delicate position.’
‘Very delicate.’
‘Fairly delicate. Because, in any case, there’s still some room.’
‘…’
‘I, hear me out, I’d at least consider it. Because it’s easy to say “Oh no, I’d never do that,” when you’ve never been faced with the chance. The woman’s going to do it anyway, she’ll clearly do whatever it takes to get the  poison, she’ll just find someone else to sell it to her, so what difference does it make if you give her something you already use for your work?’
‘It doesn’t make any difference.’
‘Well, it does make a difference. The money she could throw this way would make a difference. To you, Inés.’
‘That’s true.’
‘A lot of money. Because you can charge two, three, ten times what the poison is worth. And in dollars.’
‘A lot of dollars.’
Manca nods, she likes the conclusions they’re reaching. 
And then, almost as if it were a reflex, she lifts her good hand to her right breast, rubs it, searching for something. Inés notices the movement, she knows what her friend is looking for. When she finds it, Manca stops and lowers her hand. She looks at Inés who is looking at her in turn, she feels exposed, tries to play it off. 
‘A lot of money.’
‘Is it still there?’ Inés asks. 
‘What?’
Inés points to Manca’s breast.
‘It’s still there. Where would it have gone?’
‘And what are you going to do?’
‘I have a pre-surgery appointment at the hospital.’
‘Oh, that’s good.’
‘In six months.’
‘That’s a long time. Can it wait?’
‘Is there a choice?’
‘Who’s treating you at the hospital?’
‘A Dr Ortiz.’
‘And what do they say?’
‘That six months is too long.’
‘I don’t understand, if it’s too long then you can’t wait. So why do you have to wait?’
‘He’s not the one in charge of appointments. He just  gives you the order for surgery. And it’s not something anyone understands. The healthcare system, for people like us, is like that, end of story. Patience, acceptance.’
‘And death.’
‘…’
‘Sorry.’
‘It’s fine. We’re even,’ Manca says and she laughs.
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘It is what it is, Inés.’
‘Hijos de puta.’
‘Yuta.’
‘I know, but between us…’
‘Even so.’
‘And while we’re at it why do we have to drag the mothers into it? A person can be an asshole all on their own, their mother isn’t necessarily to blame.’
‘That’s true.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Is it growing?’
‘I don’t think so,’ Manca says, but she’s lying. She points to the envelope to change the subject. 
‘Getting back to the point, I’d at least evaluate the risks involved, even if you end up saying no. It’s worth considering.’
‘Yeah, it’s worth considering.’
‘Because if you do it, you have to do it right. To make sure that nothing can be traced back. Or else you and the company could get wrapped up in it. Or am I wrong?’
‘You’re right. The poison she wants is only sold to licensed professionals.’
‘Maybe you should stock up on it little by little, so as not to draw attention, to justify it as part of your regular  fumigation routine.’
‘I won’t have to stock up, she doesn’t need that much.’
‘…’
‘If it comes to it, I mean.’
‘If it comes to it, yes.’
‘…’
‘If there is a poisoning and it causes a death, there will be an investigation, and that investigation can’t lead to you,’ Manca says as she lifts her glass to her mouth, but once again there is barely anything left in the bottom. ‘Pass me the beer.’
Inés opens the other can and hands it to her. She likes that her friend talks a lot so that she doesn’t have to. Before, not during her years incarcerated but before, in her previous life, she was the one who talked nonstop, who needed to fill every silence. And with Ernesto and her daughter there were many silences. When she first met Manca she saw her as competition, but once she was able to relax around her she discovered the pleasure of letting another person take control of the conversation, relinquishing responsibility for the silences. Before having killed someone, she always knew what to say, she felt sure of her words, her arguments, and she believed that she was in control of the effect she had on other people. But facing trial created a strong feeling of insecurity that has never left her, weakening and censuring many of her previously held notions. On the stand, she said things she thought would provoke empathy, laughter, or pity, but the expressions on the faces of her listeners showed only horror and disgust, especially that judge. She lost all confidence in her words and, since then, she has been at a loss. It’s not that her words have disappeared, but they’ve receded into the background, repressed. When she needs them, if she thinks that the listener deserves them, that they will be receptive, she can dig them out  and use them to expand on the opinions, affirmations, or convictions once held by Inés Pereyra. But even so, many of those words no longer feel like hers: when she uses them she does so fully aware that she’s no longer the person she once was. Now she is Inés Experey. She can fake it with a client, an anonymous audience, at an exterminator’s conference, in front of a jury too, probably. But in private, when she’s with Manca or alone at the mirror, in those moments when she calls herself Yours, Inés can’t lie. That other Inés is a thing of the past, a bitter aftertaste only present when summoned for a specific purpose, for a limited time and with selective amnesia. You could never move forward if you remembered everything all the time, she often says to herself. If she could forget that she killed a woman, her present would be simpler, she’s certain. Aware that she did kill a woman, on the other hand, many of her thoughts seem out of place, vulgar, sad.
She returns to the current scene, to her house where she’s invited Manca over for pizza. Her friend is pouring her another glass of beer, letting the stream fall from up high, raising and lowering her good hand to regulate the amount of foam, as if filling the glass that way were part of a demonstration on the importance of having at least one hand that works. Inés watches admiringly, careful not to interrupt the ceremony. Only when her friend has finished does she resume the conversation: ‘There’s something about Bonar’s story that I didn’t consider before, but now, as I’m going over it again, it doesn’t fully convince me.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘What?’
‘There’s something missing.’
‘What’s missing?’
‘…’


‘…’
‘Fire. That’s it. She doesn’t have that raw, blazing fury. I had a fire inside me. I was engulfed in flames. I got the gun and bang, I put it out. It was the fire or me.’
‘But not her.’
‘Not her. She says it, but you don’t see it. Ms Bonar has been tending this idea and watering it with red wine for a while. She doesn’t have the urgency of a raging conflagration.’
‘Well the dude who killed three people on the General Paz is one thing, Ms Bonar is another, and you’re something different entirely. That’s the key to thinking about this correctly.’
‘I want to think about this correctly.’
‘So do I.’
‘…’
‘That’s why, and not to complicate matters, but because I want us to be careful, Inés, I think, what a coincidence that you ended up at that house, you know? What a coincidence that she recognised you. What a coincidence that she felt she could ask you to carry out this ‘service.’ Too much of a coincidence, don’t you think? What do you call that?’
‘Fate?’
‘Do we believe in fate?’
‘…’
‘…’
‘In this case, I don’t trust fate.’
‘So, if we don’t trust fate, and if you think there’s something missing, setting aside any judgement about what she’s asking you to do, before this woman contacts you again, whether you get involved or not, I’d like to check her out, to find out a little more about her.’
‘…’
‘Let me look out for you.’


Manca stretches her arm across the table and takes her friend’s hand. Inés allows the contact for a few seconds, so as not to be rude, but she immediately pulls away and serves herself more beer. But she doesn’t drink it. With exaggerated slowness, Manca withdraws her arm, now extended pointlessly across the table; she isn’t trying to be dramatic about the rejection, but she doesn’t want to ignore it either. She lets out a long sigh, resigned, and, summarising their next steps, says: ‘I’ll get started first thing tomorrow. I want to know where she comes from, who her husband is. And, while we’re at it, who it is she wants to kill.’
‘Her husband’s lover.’
‘Right, but I’d like to know who the woman is. If she happens to be the wife of a police officer, for example. Or the First Lady. Or if her husband works for some intelligence agency. Or maybe this lady is some serial killer.’
‘A serial killer of mistresses, righting wrongs.’
‘Let’s not start righting wrongs, it’ll never end. What counts as right for one person isn’t always right for someone else.’
‘You couldn’t be more right.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘And while we’re at it, to avoid any guilt, since we’re prone to guilt, I’d like to know if the woman she plans to poison is alone in the world or if she’d be leaving behind four orphaned children or a handicapped father or a mother in an old folk’s home. Or whatever the hell.’
‘You see, you do have a heart. You don’t have kids but you have a heart.’
‘Unlike you,’ Manca says and winks. 
‘I can’t say I have a heart. But I retired from  motherhood a long time ago. No mother, no daughter, no heart. I’m a woman who has given birth, she’s a woman who was birthed by me.’
‘Whatever you say.’
‘That’s what I say.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘So, will you give me some time to look into things before you get involved?’
‘By this point, whether or not I’m a mother, whether or not I sympathise with all the jilted women of the world, whether or not I’m a murderer, a righter of wrongs, a Bonnie or a Clyde, I think I’m already involved in the Bonar affair.’
‘Relatively speaking. For now, you’ve only been paid to consider the offer.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Coffee?’ Inés stands up. She clears the table and turns on the coffee maker.
‘Just a splash of milk.’
As she waits for the coffee to brew, Inés sets the dirty dishes in the sink and adds a splash of water and a squirt of detergent so they won’t start to smell. In her previous life she would’ve never let the dirty dishes sit until the next day, but now she does – another of Inés Pereyra’s convictions that Inés Experey abandoned. She dries her hands with a dish towel, takes two mugs from the shelf above the counter, shoos away the fly buzzing in front of her left eye, and returns to the table. 
She’s glad she invited Manca over for pizza, by far the best thing that happened on the anniversary of that day she would prefer to forget entirely. 
‘Pass me the beer,’ Manca says.
‘Aren’t we about to have coffee?’


‘My flesh is weak. My throat is even weaker still.’
Inés shakes the can, it’s empty. She picks up the other one, empty too. 
‘Looks like we have no choice, Manca, coffee. We drank everything else down to the water in the vases.’
‘We were pretty thirsty. We’re in our cups, like Ms Bonar.’
‘In our cups?’
‘You’re a bad influence on me.’
Inés laughs, picks up the coffee pot, fills the two mugs. She goes to the fridge and pours a splash of cold milk for her friend. She returns to the table. The women clink coffee cups.
‘Let’s see if the good guys win this time,’ Manca says. 
‘Are we the good guys?’ Inés asks.
‘If not us, who is?’
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Before going to bed, Susana Bonar opens the door to the second upstairs bedroom, the room no one uses. She sits on the empty mattress. She still has too much alcohol in her system, but she carries it with dignity. She’s used to drinking heavily, meaning the wine has less effect than others would expect. And she’s able to recover quickly. She relaxes her shoulders, then moves her neck from side to side several times, rolling her head in circles with her eyes closed. She opens her eyes. She looks up at the ceiling, the pitched roof, the beams; she lets her gaze fall to the window, the darkened garden. She sighs. There’s not much left to do now. She doesn’t regret having changed her plan. She wouldn’t have been satisfied with simply killing the person who caused her so much pain. Making that woman suffer the way she has suffered, to the end of her days, is a much better punishment. She’s certain. But she’ll think on it a little longer, tomorrow, when her mind is fresh. In any case it will all stay within the family, as it should, as she wished it to. 
Laura tidies the kitchen before going to bed. She can’t  stand leaving dirty dishes for the next day; it puts her in a bad mood even though she knows it shouldn’t, that it’s not worth being bothered by, that it wouldn’t make any difference if she washed them in the morning. And Javier would wash them if he got up before her. But she can’t, she’s never been able to leave the dirty dishes, it makes her too anxious and so she just washes them. She’s the only person awake in the house. Guille fell asleep on the sofa with her arms around the skateboard and no one dared to wake her up and disturb that look of happiness on her face. Seeing Guille happy, after what happened with Timo, is not something that occurs on a daily basis. Javier fell asleep telling Dante a bedtime story; he’ll wake up and come to bed at some point in the night. As Laura puts a dirty plate under the tap and scrubs it with the soapy sponge more times than necessary, the photo she received that afternoon flashes in her mind. Is it possible her mother sent it? Who else could it have been? And why? Javier comes into the kitchen yawning and wraps an arm around her waist. She rinses the last plate, turns off the water, and wipes the counter with a dish cloth. He turns her around and kisses her. He takes her by the hand and leads her to the bedroom. She’s a lucky woman, she thinks. 
Knowing that she won’t be able to give her extermination clients the attention they deserve for a little while, Inés sits at the computer and types an e-mail before calling it a day. 
To: client list 
Subject: URGENT: please read, this is not a flyer or publicity, or a newsletter Dear clients, ladies and  gentleman (that’s you, Sir): This is Inés Experey here. For personal reasons, I will be briefly suspending fumigation services. As soon as these issues are resolved I will resume regular service. Not to worry, the products employed by FFF, NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL have long-lasting effects, and will continue to work even during my absence. If you should encounter any urgent, unexpected infestations, please let me know and I will either find a way to attend to it or hand the case over to a colleague whose work is up to the same level of standards. In the meantime, I leave you with some useful pest-control tips: 
 
	Keep a clean house. Adapting the famous refrain, ‘flies can’t enter a closed mouth,’ bugs can’t enter a clean house. Or very few will enter and they’ll leave on their own. Cleanliness, we can all agree, is good advice to keep insects and other pests from multiplying, and not only in the house (consider our bodies as well). But I won’t get into these other spaces, places, surfaces, or orifices so attractive to insects because ‘ne sont pas mes métiers.’ 
	Keep rubbish bins covered. Elementary, my dear Watson. And a lid that doesn’t fit properly is the same as not having one at all. That kind of savings always ends up costing more in the long run: spend a few extra pesos and change the lid. But if that’s not possible, try to find something that can serve as a lid: a board, a large pan or baking sheet, an old toilet lid, making sure the item is heavy enough to be effective. Never forget that insects are more intelligent than we are, a different kind of intelligence that will last for millennia and survive us when we are all dust. Give them the slightest crack and they will get in. So be creative, very creative, and make sure that your home is not a bug paradise.
	Keep your corpses in the freezer. It sounds like a joke,  but it’s not. Blue bottles find dead meat with shocking quickness. And of course I’m not referring to human corpses, I’m sure you don’t have any of those hidden in your homes. But I do mean beef, pork chops, or drumsticks left in a bag on the counter, forgotten. By the time the smell reminds you it needs to be thrown out, your steak will be full of blue bottles. And, I know you ladies, you will be disgusted, (especially you, Sir, who will be the most disgusted of all). 

That’s it, just a few tips so as not to leave you to the flies while I’m away. I won’t be long and as soon as I get these urgent matters sorted I’ll be back in person, face to face, sprayer in hand, fumigating your homes with quality, effective products that only kill when necessary.
Inés Experey
FFF NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL
Assistant Director
She saves the message, then sends it to her client list. Inés flutters her hand in front of her left eye, trying to shoo away her fly; the little creature was extra insistent all day and she can’t seem to ignore it, as much as it annoys her. She stretches, arches her back, and then she opens a new search bar, types in: ‘breast cancer,’ and waits for the results to load. 
Before going to bed, Flora Fortunata Fabbri, Inés Experey’s last client that day, lights a stick of incense and scrolls through her phone to find the playlist of Tibetan  singing bowl music that she uses to meditate every night. She sits on the floor on a white cushion, crosses her legs, rests her hands on her knees palms up with her fingers pressed together, closes her eyes, and lets herself be transported by the sound. As soon as she begins, a message comes in, distracting her. She regrets not having silenced the phone, but she manages to ignore it, experienced enough in the art of meditation that no external stimulus will pull her out of her state of relaxation. When the recording stops, she opens her eyes and slowly stands up. She stubs out the incense and turns off the light. On her way to the bedroom, she checks her phone. It’s a message from her friend who has lived in the neighbourhood for years, in response to a question she asked hours prior. ‘Yes, I know Susana Bonar. She’s a TV producer who was fairly well known at one time. I’ve never interacted with her but my father and some of my brothers have. And of course everyone at the school knows her, her story would be impossible to forget. A sad story. And ideal candidate for your ho‘oponopono. Haha. I’ll tell you all about it when we see each other but if I were her I’d probably drown myself in pinot noir as well.’ The woman smiles and replies with a string of emojis: prayer hands, purple hearts, kisses. She sends the message, turns off the phone, undresses, and climbs into bed. 
Before going to bed, standing before the bathroom mirror after brushing her teeth, Manca uses her good hand to pick up the bad one and place it on her head. She contorts into a position that will keep her arm in place as, with her left hand, she searches her right breast for the lump. When she finds it, she stops, she feels it, has it grown? Maybe, it’s hard to tell but why wouldn’t it. How much will it grow in the next six months? She hasn’t  the foggiest idea. She’d say ‘puta madre’, even though she deleted the insult from her inventory of curses a while ago. Because putas shouldn’t be blamed for everything and she doesn’t know anything about being a mother, but it still comes to her automatically when she’s very angry. She’d better get to bed, there’s lots of work to do tomorrow. She removes her arm from her head, turns out the bathroom light, and goes into her room. She tries to remember the name of the woman who gave her friend a thousand dollars just to consider her offer, but she can’t. Ms Pinot Noir, she’ll call her. She gets into bed and turns out the light. She’s sleepy, and she drank too much beer. She doesn’t understand what wine has to offer that beer doesn’t. She doesn’t get wine in general, and knows nothing about grape varieties. For her, after a long day of work, there’s nothing like a cold beer. She thinks about that, with her eyes closed, the covers pulled up to her chin, the light from the street filtering through the half-open blinds: the foam on a cold beer. She hates the fact that the last thing her good hand did that day was touch that damned lump, so, before giving herself over to the arms of Morpheus, Manca, with that same hand, pulls up her nightshirt, pulls down her underpants, and masturbates. Softly, calmly, a gentle caress that relaxes her and guarantees a good night’s sleep. 
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Flies do not cause the plague, as that French writer claimed, I can assure you. It’s true that the little creatures can transmit certain illnesses, carried on their feet when they land on our food, or when they regurgitate onto our dinner. It is an insect after all. But let’s look at the positive side: the fly is a natural recycler. And recycling is so important today. Save the world. Even I have a compost bin (I don’t use it, but I have one). We should admire and applaud flies, instead of being disgusted by their existence. 
Flies have received bad publicity for a long time now, and I would like to change that. With evidence to back it up, of course. I remember when I was a girl, in the house I grew up in, my mother would make wads of cotton about the size of a hand and tie them to the bars across the door. She said that the flies would think it was a giant moth or some other type of predator and they wouldn’t come in. She’d ask me to help her make them and I agreed, because it was fun to make the balls, but even as a little girl I didn’t believe something so foolish. My mother tried to make me believe many unlikely stories, and I never (or almost never) fell for them. Laura (Lali), did.  She and Laura (Lali) were very similar, they understood each other and left me out. I didn’t care, because their conversations, frankly, bored me. I’m not complaining, I’m not bitter, I’m just describing our relationship and stating the facts. That’s why when Laura came to visit me on the inside, the only time we saw each other again after what happened, and she told me that ‘Grandma Blanca’ had died, it didn’t hit me too hard. I said, oh, really, the poor old lady! (old lady in the strict sense of the word, because she was old, not because she was my mother). I had to say something and Laura expected me to say what was customary for such an occasion (may she rest in peace). But what bothered me wasn’t the fact that my mother had died – that’s the way life goes – so much as the fact that her death had suddenly placed me in the direct line of fire. I was the oldest person left in the family which meant that I’d be the next one to go. Probably. Although you never know (just take a look at Charo, BANG). I signed the papers Laura needed so she could transfer my mother’s house into her name, the house with the useless cotton balls. Apparently this had been my progenitor’s final wish, ‘progenitor’ being the term that defines Blanca better than ‘mother’. She never shared her final wishes with me, she never even came to see me. But I didn’t question it: that was just the kind of thing she (the woman who birthed me) would do to make me feel bad. Although she overestimated herself and her ability to hurt me. Nothing she could do could make me feel worse than I already felt in there, especially at first, later on it got better. She’d surely meant it as a lesson for me, just like when she would spank me for misbehaving. Until I was fourteen, when I grabbed her hand and said, ‘You’re not going to hit me again because from now on I’m going to start hitting you back.’ And it worked like a charm. Our relationship had been broken for a long time, well before  the episode with Charo (BANG). But, in there, in that place where I spent fifteen years, I would sometimes stare up at the ceiling at night, unable to sleep, thinking about how my situation might’ve caused that woman (the one who birthed me) to take pity on me and ask herself if her daughter (the woman she birthed) might need anything in there. Most of all I was surprised that she wasn’t curious as to why I did it; she’d always been so nosy. But not a word, not a single gesture. She was an old woman by then, it’s true, but as far as I knew she was still fully lucid. Lucid enough to sign over her estate to Laura Pereyra before she died, and I don’t think anyone forced her to do it. But I didn’t get so much as a single letter from my progenitor (what word does Lali use when she thinks of me, if she does think of me?). 
Back to houses, I already had the one that had been purchased in my name with the money granted to me by the judge in the divorce (I hope Ernesto didn’t get as much as he wanted), and even though I still hadn’t seen the place because I did my entire sentence to the last day without a single temporary release, I always felt that a roof, four walls, and a bathroom would be enough once I was back on the outside. I didn’t need two roofs. It did cross my mind to ask Laura for a little bit of money in exchange for my signature, since I was giving up what was rightfully mine after all. But the law doesn’t represent who I am and what I expect from the world on so many issues, why would it be any different on this point. So my dignity (or
stupidity) won out. Also, I knew that Laura (Lali) would be disgusted by the request and I’d already disgusted her enough. 
That happened at the beginning of my sentence, before I’d learned how to defend myself. I didn’t feel strong like I do now. Empowered is the term they use, but I think that word is a bit crass, clumsy, masculine. If  that’s the word I have to use today to be understood, I’ll use it, but I don’t have to like it. I thought that going along with Laura’s wishes might help our relationship and that maybe she’d come back to visit from time to time. I didn’t bank too much on that, but it was always hard when visitation day came around and there was no one there to see you, being different, even in there, singled you out as isolated, rejected, ignored. A pariah. No visits, never. I let myself hope a little, but I was wrong: Laura took the house and never returned. And that ended up having a positive effect, it allowed me to close the book on motherhood once and for all: without a daughter, there’s no mother (I’m not a murderer, nor a mother). Period. Motherhood shouldn’t have to be a life sentence, there should be a limit to everything. Even though the prevailing opinion is that a mother-child bond should last forever. Am I a mother? Am I not a mother? I wondered for a while, but didn’t spend too much time worrying about it. I’m a woman who has given birth. Like Blanca. Childbirth can’t be denied but motherhood can. 
Anyway, in the house where I grew up, despite the cotton, there were always flies. My progenitor’s technique functioned only in her head. I didn’t mind, but my father hated them. One day he came home with a machine that electrocuted insects, pleased with his purchase. He’d bought it on the train from a travelling salesman of the kind who carry around several products that have nothing to do with each other, mostly made in China or Taiwan, merchandise that gives the impression of having been seized by Customs. The thing worked for a while. But, one afternoon, just after waking up from a siesta, my father accidentally rested his hand on the hot metal, burned himself, and sent the electric flytrap sailing through the air. And then not long after that my  mother asked him: ‘Is something wrong, Roberto?’ and he answered: ‘Yes, I can’t stand you is what’s wrong,’ and then he disappeared forever. Which is why she’d always felt that the flies were responsible for her abandonment. Not me. I don’t blame the innocent. Only the guilty. And for a while now, not even: I have forgiven everything (or almost). 
I must confess that I had some apprehension towards flies back when I was ‘Ernesto’s wife’. I fully overcame that. It would have been too hypocritical. I would chase them all over the house with the fly swatter, shooing them out of the kitchen, because every good housewife has to make sure her home is not just clean but immaculate and, of course, free of flies. That was expected back then, at least; today, I have no idea, everything has changed so much. I was ignorant at the time, I had no idea how important these creatures of God truly were. I had no idea about so many things. I suspected that flies weren’t really the repulsive pests they tried to make them out to be (I’m not a murderer, not sick in the head, not a French writer, not a mother). When a fly lands on your skin, if you stay still and don’t scare it off, you’ll feel a gentle caress, a slight tickling. They come and go like they’re playing with you. The best thing to do is relax, let it tickle you, because there’s no cause for alarm. They don’t have stingers like bees or wasps, who we are right to fear. Flies are our allies. I knew it deep down and I confirmed it when I read the first book in the series that the prison librarian brought me: without flies the decomposition of organic waste would be so slow that we’d be swimming in trash. One of the first complete genomes ever mapped in a laboratory was that of the fly. Several Nobel Prizes have been awarded to scientists who studied FLIES! One of them even thanked them in his acceptance speech. ‘I am so grateful for the fruit fly,’ said Michael Rosbash  when they gave him the Nobel Prize for Medicine. And, what a surprise, 70% of a fly’s DNA is identical to a human’s, which is why we study them to make breakthroughs in diseases like Parkinson’s, infertility, diabetes. Not to mention that there are economic projects the world over that aim to recycle trash with flies (money, money, money). 
A little more respect for madam fly. 
But if all that weren’t enough, there’s another key way that these insects use one of their gifts to help us. And this gift is what fascinates me most: their detective abilities. Especially blue bottles. Also known as flesh flies. They rush over as soon as a body ceases breathing and they get right to work on the case while the police, the judges, and everyone else involved take their sweet time. A dead body is just organic material to be recycled. The flies will arrive on the scene in a matter of minutes, and not to give their condolences. They lay their eggs inside the carcass and in the next twenty-four to seventy-two hours their larvae will grow and burrow into the flesh, transforming into pupae, then, around fifteen days later, maggots will appear. It’s scientific and mathematical. Two plus two is four. Fly, egg, larva, pupa, maggot, end. Then the line of ‘succession’ opens up to the whole string of other creatures who invade, degrade, and digest the corpse. But first, flies; always flies. 
A long time ago it was thought that maggots materialised spontaneously to crawl in and out of every orifice just because. But that fantastical theory was discarded years back (ignorance or underestimating flies?). The fly works, its babies work. The justice system, the police, and everyone else responsible for solving crimes, on the other hand, still believe in magic, it would seem. They act as if the larvae and maggots will write their reports and magically solve their cases for them (judges have better  publicity and a better retirement plan than flies, which doesn’t seem fair).
That’s why, when I’m called to fumigate a house, flies, my flies, are the only insects I refuse to touch. I say hello to them, I tell them not to be frightened. I almost feel like they’re a part of my family (if I have a family). And I have my very own fly that flutters around inside my eye. What harm do flies do? They don’t destroy our houseplants like ants or aphids, they don’t bite us and leave red marks like mosquitoes, spiders or fleas, they don’t chew up wood, like termites, they don’t leave their droppings all over the house like cockroaches, rats, or bats. 
I don’t kill flies. 
If you’re going to kill someone, there has to be a reason, a valid motive, a need to avoid some greater harm. Or suppress some pain. 
Pain is the greater evil. 
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Even though it’s barely dawn and she’s just woken up from a sweet dream, Manca is already in action, on her 2017 Honda Wave motorcycle. A client first lent Manca the bike so she could follow the woman’s unfaithful husband and ended up giving it to her as partial payment for her services since the investigation had turned up undeniable evidence that proved very useful when it came time to negotiate the divorce settlement. But the motorcycle acts up from time to time, leaving her stranded thanks to a fussy ignition that no mechanic has been able to repair. At that time of day, early morning in the suburbs of Buenos Aires, the Honda Wave passes only a school bus and a few people walking toward the station, backpacks over one shoulder, irritated as they hurry to catch the next train that is already announcing its clattering arrival. 
Ever since last night, all Manca has been able to think about is Ms Pinot Noir and her offer. She managed to get the woman out of her head for a little while, thankfully, as she touched herself beneath the sheets; it would have been disturbing to masturbate to a woman she’s never seen but whom she imagines as grey, tense, and  unattractive. For years now, Julia Roberts has been her go-to fantasy, producing an immediate effect. But Julia Roberts vanished as soon as she fell asleep and her head is once again crowded with thoughts of Ms Bonar, that’s her name. She’s going to spend the day trying to find out everything she can about her. But first, before she can set her plan in motion, she has a prior commitment. Manca has a regular client, Sonia, a good one, who pays her a set monthly fee, for which she’s very thankful. She is grateful for Sonia and for Mother Earth, the only deity she respects. She works extra hard for this client since she needs the regular income to pay her bills. A year ago Sonia lost custody of her two sons after having an affair, documented with photos and hidden cameras footage of some very intimate moments between her and her lover. She had bad luck: the judge assigned to her case was old-school and corrupt, like so many. ‘Undignified behaviour for a mother, who should strive to set an example for her impressionable sons, so that they may one day become good citizens and respectable fathers.’ The court documents are littered with his moral judgements in practically every paragraph. But the judge is far from a good citizen himself. Because what decided the case was the money that Sonia’s ex-husband used to bribe him, in an envelope passed under the table, the deciding factor for any judge. The father also showed her two sons, aged ten and twelve, the photos of their mother having ‘hard sex’ – as the judge called it in the report attached to the evidence – with one of their godfathers. That was enough to make the boys never want to see her again. ‘The children’s wishes should be respected,’ the judge argued, after receiving another envelope. At first, Sonia waited every day outside their school and watched them from a distance, but one afternoon the younger one came out crying, Sonia never found out why, and, before he could get on the school bus, she rushed over to console him. Seeing her, the older brother made such a huge scene that the police were called. Since then, Sonia has a restraining order that prevents her from being near her own children, so she can’t even watch them from a distance. It was after this last episode that Sonia, a total wreck, contacted Manca, who came recommended by the client that had given her the motorcycle. And Sonia immediately hired her to take pictures of her sons three times a week – Monday, Wednesday, and Friday – and send them to her with a brief report on their lives. ‘I need to see them grow up,’ she’d said. They agreed that the easiest place to locate them was outside school, so Manca goes there on the given days. Things will get more complicated over summer break, when Manca will have to spy on them at the country club and later down the line they’ll have to take into consideration any possible moves, changes in schools, or modifications in their routines. ‘This is going to be a long-term professional relationship,’ Sonia said. And they agreed that when the boys went on vacation, Manca would only be required to provide a weekly report, assuming the client could pay her way to the destination. She’s hoping she might get to see the ocean for the first time, thinking they might go to Mar del Plata, and that prospect, added to the monthly salary, is like a bonus that makes her want to please her client and do the best she can. She’s had the job for less than a year but they’ve developed a nice professional rapport and so Manca tries to save Sonia any unnecessary pain. Without ever shirking her duties, she avoids mentioning things she knows will hurt her. She did tell her when, some time ago, the boys stopped riding the school bus and began being driven to school by a woman in Sonia’s ex-husband’s car and that, as far as Manca had been able to determine, she seemed to be his new partner. She’s pretty, and a good deal younger than Sonia, which Manca only told the client when she asked specific, concrete questions. She didn’t tell her, on the other hand, when they had a huge wedding with the boys as ring bearers; Sonia easily found that out on her own and Manca felt it cruel and unnecessary to provide those details. Manca tries to photograph the boys only when they’re alone or the other woman is out of the frame. She never shows Sonia pictures of the stepmother kissing the boys hello or goodbye, or ruffling their hair. She never shows Sonia pictures of her sons’ faces lighting up when they see that woman waiting with the other mothers, outside the school. Why pile on more pain. So, that morning, as much as she’d rather get to the office right away and start in on what she agreed to do for Inés the night before, she first honours her commitment. If Ms Bonar ends up occupying her entire afternoon she might not be able to get a shot of them that day. Only once she’s snapped the photo – the older one ushering the little one along, carrying a poster board almost taller than he is – Manca gets back on her motorbike to look into the matter of Inés and Ms Pinot Noir. 


Despite the delays, Manca gets to the FFF office before Inés has even woken up. Her friend’s house, which she left only hours prior, is still dark and so Manca tries to make as little noise as possible on her way to their shared office at the back of the lot. She knows Inés will be in a foul mood if she doesn’t get enough sleep to recover from the previous day, filled with so much information, so much beer, so many dollars. Manca, on the other hand, shakes off the morning fog between Sonia’s sons’ school and the first pot of coffee. She’d be on her way to stake out Ms Bonar’s house now, without waiting for Inés to wake up, if it weren’t for the fact that last night, after so many beers, she forgot to ask for the address. 
And, beyond the fact that she can’t stake out a house without knowing the address, she also wants to check that Inés hasn’t had any news from the potential poisoner before she goes. Her friend is from another time, before everyone had mobile phones; she could have an important message and not even know it. Inés’s lack of attention to messages, the fact that she lets hours go by every day without even looking at her phone, irritates Manca no end. But Inés doesn’t care that Manca is annoyed; she simply says that she doesn’t have anyone to keep tabs on anymore so she forgets to check her phone and uses it only when obliged to respond to a client’s request, no more than once or twice a week. Manca got sick of telling her over and over that people communicate for reasons other than keeping tabs on their partners, ‘someone might be asking for help or advice, want to see how you’re doing, send their love, or just say hi, how are you?’ Inés doesn’t get it, or she doesn’t care, or she doesn’t want to hear it. But in this case, Ms Bonar’s, there could be a message that Inés doesn’t know about and it could be serious, something that might affect the course of the investigation and the steps they need to take. Manca never stops trying to convince her friend to get with the times, for the sake of their company: it might not be a big deal to be disconnected when you’re fumigating, but it is when you’re investigating. And FFF does both things. She admits that there is truth in Inés’s arguments: ‘We didn’t look at the screen every two minutes before and the world managed to stay on track.’ But the key word there is ‘before,’ that was sixteen years ago. The world has changed since then and Inés, who managed to evolve in many other ways, has not only not progressed on this point, she’s regressed. In the past, Inés always wanted to control everything to an extreme – in other ways and by other means – but now she seems to have focused her  obsession and cleverness on insects, especially flies. The universe of mobile phones and social media exhausts her, as she reminds Manca whenever the subject comes up. But Manca thinks that Inés is simply exhausted by the idea of how the whole Ernesto/Alicia/Charo/Tuya affair would’ve played out in times like these, with lovers, husbands and jilted wives all hyper-connected. Today, in these times of happy posts and smiling photos on social media, vacations, pets, beautiful, photoshopped bodies, romantic conquests, and every single meal recorded, Inés would find it even easier to carry out her investigations, but it would likely drive her insane. Inés herself admitted, sparing no detail, how she checked her husband’s pockets, drawers, and files, turning his office upside down without him ever noticing a thing as she searched for proof of his affair; how she obtained the keys of the woman she thought was his lover and went into her apartment, how she was wrong because his lover was someone else – the woman’s niece – how she finally figured it all out after going to Ezeiza Airport and seeing the true lovebirds. She confessed everything one night but Manca didn’t have the nerve to make her own confession: that she’s in love with Inés. Because she knows that Inés is not ready to hear it and, what’s worse, she may never be. But she understands her friend’s aversion to social media: if Ernesto had been able to use different profiles to communicate with his myriad lovers as much as he pleased, Inés would’ve had multiple passwords to crack, an exhausting task even for her. An infinite hell. After so many years in jail, her friend is too burnt out to participate in the age of hyper control. 
Manca is about to pour her fifth coffee of the morning when the office door opens and Inés walks in. 
‘What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be watching Ms Bonar’s house?’


‘I’d love to, if I only knew the address. But Sleeping Beauty is the only person who knows where she lives.’
Inés, ignoring the comment – be it a criticism, a compliment, or a joke – flips open her agenda, writes Ms Bonar’s address on a piece of paper, and hands it to her. She wears an irritable expression which tells Manca that, despite the fact that it’s almost noon, Inés didn’t get enough sleep. Not wanting to fan the flames of grumpiness, Manca nevertheless feels obliged to ask: ‘Could you check that you don’t have any new messages from Ms Pinot Noir?’
Inés pulls out her phone to comply with Manca’s request. She scrolls through the list of notifications; after several unimportant messages and a missed call, she gets to the WhatsApp message from an unsaved number: ‘So… did you think about it?’ Inés shows it to her friend. It’s not necessary for either of them to say her name aloud, they both know it’s from Ms Bonar. Manca takes Inés’s phone and saves the number as a new contact under ‘Ms Pinot Noir’. Then she places the phone in her bad hand and taps the screen with her working hand, separating her index finger and thumb several times to enlarge the image and, when she gets it to a reasonable size, shows it to her.
‘Is that her?’
‘That’s her.’
‘And she knows you read the message now because she’ll see the double blue tick marks.’
‘Damn, those blue ticks are such a pain.’
Inés takes her phone and types: ‘I’m thinking about it.’ She shows the text to Manca, waits for her approval, and then sends it. The double ticks turn blue immediately. Ms Bonar is
typing. The two friends wait for her response with their eyes glued to the screen. ‘Okay, but I’m in a hurry so I need an answer soon. If it’s a no, I’ll have to  find an alternative.’ ‘You’ll have it soon,’ Inés types, looks to Manca, Manca nods, Inés sends it. Double blue ticks instantly. They wait, but Ms Bonar isn’t typing and soon is no longer online. Ms Bonar’s urgency makes them more nervous than her disappearance from the screen; neither one of them likes to be rushed. They decide to put their plan in motion as discussed, without losing any more time. 
They go out to the street together. The sun beats down on the front door and the Honda Wave glitters beside the van, FFF, NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL. Manca has an idea.
‘Can I show you how the Dragoness works? In case you ever need to get around without that conspicuous van that everyone can hear coming a mile away.’
Inés hesitates at the unexpected offer, she recognises that it’s a valid concern, although she doesn’t feel that it’s urgent. But she agrees because she’s in no mood to argue. Manca first gives her a crash course in how a motorcycle works: ignition, key, starter, accelerator, brake. Lights in case she needs to use it at night. The steering wheel has an adaptor for Manca’s bad hand, which she doesn’t bother to show Inés since she won’t need it. It was made custom by her cousin Rody – Rody 2, because Rody was his dad and Rody 1 is another cousin. Rody 2, in addition to helping out with investigation work from time to time, is a crack mechanic. So he also changed the lights and painted a black dragon on his cousin’s bike. She didn’t ask him to, but he took it upon himself, thinking he was doing her a favour. Manca insisted that it was a female dragon so Rody 2 made some touch ups and said ‘now it’s a girl.’ She couldn’t tell the difference but she accepted her cousin’s response and that’s what she calls her bike: the Dragoness. The adaptor to hold her left arm, an elaborate system with leather straps, is actually unnecessary, because  Manca steers with a single hand and can let the other one hang, but she had the idea to add it in case she has to pass a police checkpoint. ‘Keep the pigs at bay’ is Manca’s motto. She’s paid her debt to society, but still, she knows, has always known, that she wants nothing to do with the cops. Everyone knows it. They should print it on T-shirts and teach it to kids it in preschool, earlier even, as soon as they can talk, like a nursery rhyme, she thinks, and she says so as she explains how to turn on the lights, as if it were part of the crash course in how to drive a motorcycle: ‘Keep the pigs at bay.’
Inés’s bad mood slowly fades as she focuses on what is being explained to her, mentally noting the things she should and shouldn’t do. She’s not convinced, as her friend seems to be, that she’ll ever need to drive the motorcycle, but she doesn’t want to be rude. Inés learns quickly and retains everything, down to the detailed explanations of the best updates Rody 2 has made, which Manca works into the detailed instructions along with her motto about the police. 
‘Should we give her a test run?’ Manca asks tentatively, expecting Inés to refuse the offer but risking it anyway. And to her surprise, her friend agrees and gets on the bike.
Inés, who can’t remember ever having been on a motorcycle before, goes along with the lesson, even though she thinks it’s unnecessary. She doesn’t even consider the possibility that Manca simply wants to spend more time with her; that’s not an option she’s capable of considering. Once she’s settled into the seat, Manca gets on behind her and hands Inés the only helmet. As Inés puts it on, her friend wraps an arm around her waist. She jumps and the Honda Wave wobbles. 
‘You’re going to make me crash the motorcycle before I even start it,’ Inés says. 


‘If I don’t hold onto you, I’ll fall off when you start it,’ Manca replies. 
‘Okay. But don’t squeeze too tight.’
‘Do you really think I can squeeze too tight with a dead arm?’
Inés smiles in spite of herself, her friend’s dark humour is one of the things she likes most about her. She takes a few breaths and gathers her courage. Manca makes the sign of the cross as if giving herself over to the saints she doesn’t believe in, imitating the lisping voice of a prison guard they both knew on the inside, and Inés now laughs out loud. Finally she starts the motorcycle, repeating the instructions perfectly, doing exactly what her friend has just taught her. She’s a good student, when she’s treated well. 
Inés drives down the street on the motorcycle, almost effortlessly. The morning sun promises a beautiful day, filtering through the treetops like spotlights shining down on them. Inés’s fly, the one in her left eye, seems to have taken the day off because she doesn’t have to lift her hand to shoo away anything fluttering in front of her face. Manca feels something similar to happiness; Inés, without being able to put a name to it, does too. There, on that motorcycle, the woman who wants to poison someone and the envelope full of dollars that got her into this mess all seem to fade away. 
If it weren’t for the dollars – ‘as many as necessary’ – that will take her to the address Inés wrote on that slip of paper, Manca would like to ride around for a little while, with no fixed destination, hugging her friend’s waist. A half hug, because that’s all she can manage. They could maybe stop at some park, lie down on the grass beside each other and smoke a joint as they watch the pigeons flying overhead. They could shush the children making too much noise as they play ball, argue with the children’s  mother who comes to their defence, offer the woman a hit of the joint to see if she rejects it, horrified, or accepts and then the world becomes a slightly better place. They could laugh at nothing, whistle a tune, quietly, softly, and let themselves be carried along by life without thinking about anything, simply appreciating the feeling of one body beside another. Manca thinks all these things, the sun shining on her face as they test drive the Dragoness, hugging Inés’s waist, enjoying this spontaneous break in the plans they’d hatched the night before. 
Finally, Inés parks the motorcycle in front of her house. 
‘What time is it?’ she asks.
‘Twenty past twelve. The morning got away from us,’ Manca answers. 
‘Days seem shorter outside than they were inside.’
‘They are shorter. And when there’s sun like this, shorter still.’
‘Let me know when you get there, so I don’t worry.’
‘What are you worried about, Inés?’
‘Nothing, just a habit.’
‘I thought you’d broken that habit.’
‘It comes back sometimes.’
‘I’ll let you know.’
Inés gets off the motorcycle, hands it back to its owner, says goodbye and goes inside. Manca gets on the Dragoness and heads off to carry out the assigned task, certain that on a day like today, with such gorgeous sunshine, everything is going to be all right.
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Inés walks into the office swatting her fly, which has returned. She wasn’t honest with Manca and she feels guilty about it. Especially after her friend taught her how to drive that motorcycle which she loves as if it were her daughter. More than if it were her daughter. At least more than Inés loves her daughter, Lali, now Laura. She knows it and pretends to deny it. Inés barrels ahead with so many things, fearless; but there are certain things that she recoils from and prefers to keep to herself until she’s sure of her decision and there’s no turning back. That’s why she didn’t tell Manca that she is going to accept Ms Bonar’s request to purchase the poison for her, no matter what Manca finds out about her. The decision has been made. What ended up convincing her wasn’t the woman’s pain – even though she can understand it – it wasn’t the similarities with her own story, or any of the other arguments she and Manca analysed, over beers, the night before. And she was wholly unmoved by the pressure the client tried to exert mere minutes ago. What convinced Inés to take the job was the sight of Manca feeling for the lump in her breast, the face she made trying to pretend that it hadn’t grown, the public  health system’s inability to help her, confirmation of the fact that we’re all equal before the law, but with money some are much more equal than others. Especially other women. As her friend is asked to wait her turn, to get in line for an appointment, to be patient, the lump keeps growing. Inés is furious that the world keeps turning and no one cares that, maybe, soon, Manca will no longer turn with it. Manca and all the Mancas who are asked to be patient, ‘don’t worry’, ‘your turn will come’. Manca is worried, even if she tries to hide it; how could she not be if her mother died of the same goddamn thing, Inés thinks. Manca feels for that lump whenever she is upset or angry and her feelings explode whenever she touches it. Inés saw it yesterday in her friend’s eyes, her tense smile, the stiffness of her neck as the words she didn’t want to say slipped out. She noticed it in spite of all the beer. That’s why, as soon as Manca leaves for Ms Bonar’s house, Inés goes into the office to continue the research she started the night before which kept her up until five o’clock in the morning. Because she banged out the e-mail to her clients in minutes then fell into a rabbit hole of doctors and clinics and possible treatments to definitively destroy that goddamned lump. 
What she hasn’t been able to find out yet are the costs of treatment in the private healthcare system, but she’ll do that soon, over the phone. Last night, with the little energy she had left, she looked through her friend’s drawers in search of test results or medical reports or anything that might give her some clue as to the exact name for what she has. She started out googling ‘breast cancer’ but there were too many results and so much conflicting information and it was all very vague. But in one of the drawers of Manca’s desk, she found what she supposes to be the results of a biopsy, a ragged piece of paper that had been folded several times, where she could  just make out: infiltrating ductal carcinoma. ‘Carcinoma’ sounded very bad, she didn’t know what ‘ductal’ meant, and ‘infiltrating’ didn’t tell her much, but she didn’t like sound of it. She typed the diagnosis into the search bar but before hitting Enter she thought better of it: with a name like that nothing good could possibly turn up, and having additional information – which she probably wouldn’t understand – would only make her more upset. Stapled to the ragged slip of paper was Dr Ortiz’s card. Inés didn’t want to criticise the doctor who’s treating her friend last night in front of Manca but now, with renewed energies, she has half a mind to call him up and barrage him with insults. She doesn’t know whether Dr Ortiz has any control over the fact that the healthcare system is taking so long to give her friend an appointment, but she is fed up with bureaucratic systems and institutions where all responsibility is constantly handed off and ends up falling to no one. Once she finishes her research, who knows, she might call him up and give him a good talking to because she has to vent her frustration on someone.
But, first things first. Inés calls a few of the clinics she finds online, trying to get an appointment and determine the cost of possible treatment options. She needs this specific information before she agrees to Ms Bonar’s job; she has to know how many dollars to ask for. Her services will be worth whatever it costs to get that lump out of her friend’s boob. Twenty minutes later, she hasn’t got anywhere. The calls were fruitless, the people who answered asked for information she didn’t have, or they told her they only treat patients with certain coverage, or they took down her number but told her they couldn’t provide information on costs for any treatment without seeing the patient first. And that’s when a person actually answered, because in the majority of cases she got only a recording that offered no useful selection options. In  one of the many movements she makes, Dr Ortiz’s card comes unstapled and falls to the floor. When she picks it up she notices there’s something written on the back. The writing is small and she has to put her glasses on to read it. At the top is a phone number, probably the doctor’s. Below that are two more lines: ‘Surgery US$ 3000’, ‘Follow-up treatment: US$2000’. If this is what she thinks it is, Manca also withheld relevant information. Inés dials the number. No one answers. So she sends a WhatsApp message pretending to be her friend, writing: ‘Please save this number, Doctor, I just changed it.’
Inés goes into the house to clean up, washing the dishes from the night before, uncharacteristically attentive to her mobile. Ten minutes later she receives a message from Dr Ortiz. ‘I’m glad you’ve decided to do it. Should we book you an appointment?’ ‘Yes,’ Inés responds. And once again the doctor makes her wait. ‘Does Tuesday the twenty-third work for you?’ Inés reads the message as she’s making the bed. The date is almost three weeks away. She’d prefer to get rid of her friend’s lump sooner, but she will need some time to complete the job for Ms Bonar and get paid. And Manca might have to get blood taken or other tests done before the operation. ‘Sounds good,’ she types. ‘Will you be paying cash in dollars or do you need the information to make a transfer in pesos?’ ‘Dollars in cash.’ ‘Excellent. My secretary will follow up soon with pre-surgery instructions and other administrative issues.’ ‘All right.’ ‘To this number?’ ‘To this number.’ ‘We’ll have to ask you to bring in part of the payment when you can, soon, to reserve your appointment. There’s a huge demand and it’s not fair to the other patients if a person takes up an appointment and then cancels.’ ‘I understand. That’s what I’ll do and I’m not going to cancel. Would a thousand dollars be enough?’ ‘Fantastic, and in a few days we’ll ask you for another thousand, to reserve the  operating room; they require it from me, so I have to require it from you.’ ‘All right.’ ‘See you soon, you made the right decision.’ ‘See you soon.’ Inés would like to add ‘hijo de puta’, but she knows it’s not okay to call women whores anymore and that the man’s mother – whore or not – shouldn’t be blamed for everything he does. But most of all, until the lump is out of Manca’s body, with the follow-up treatment over, because she has to stay on Dr Ortiz’s good side. 
The arithmetic is simple: she already has enough to reserve the appointment, but she needs to get the rest of the dollars quickly, first for the operating room, then for the operation itself and the follow-up treatment immediately thereafter. She plans to charge Ms Bonar all at once, upon delivery. And she’s going to do it as soon as possible. It would be bad to have to reschedule the surgery. One thing Inés is certain of is that a lump growing inside a breast, at whatever speed her friend’s lump is growing, whatever name you want to call it, with Manca’s family history, is very serious, even if the healthcare system thinks it’s fine to make her wait six months. She doesn’t need to be a doctor to know that, although the doctor seems unconcerned. 
She closes the search windows on her computer. She picks up her mobile phone, clicks to the chat with Ms Pinot Noir, and under the last message she writes: ‘I thought about it, and I’m in. How would you like to proceed?’ She waits. She walks over to the window, looks at her van parked outside – FFF, NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL – and she thinks that it needs a wash. It’s not that dirty, but it bothers her. When she decided to become an exterminator, she never suspected that the work would pull her back down into such dark places. She wanted to kill insects, not people. And if someone has to die, she wishes that Manca’s health wasn’t at stake,  that her friend could be left out of this mess, so that Inés could truly test herself: she would’ve liked to have been able to face this dilemma – whether or not to provide poison to a client who wants to kill someone – without any excuse to justify her decision. Accepting the job or not, without any pressure to say yes, without any outside motivation for committing the crime. Is it a crime? Would she have dared to do it if Manca didn’t have a lump in her breast? She doesn’t know, and she can’t continue with these questions now that she’s said yes to Ms Bonar. It’s done, why worry about it anymore. But in any case, she thinks, she’d have preferred to be alone in this, just her and her conscience, faced with this decision, so she could choose to do it or not, freely, without anything conditioning her choice, and in doing so reveal who she is today. Like when she’s alone in front of the mirror and she calls herself Yours. Because beyond any past or present surnames, beyond the fact that her mother disowned her and Ernesto humiliated her, and her daughter ignores her: Who is Inés Experey? Is there still anything of the woman she was before, some original essence from the time when she felt disrespected, cast aside, betrayed, unloved, unfuckable? Just her and her decision. But life dealt its hand and left no room for these philosophical questions, as often happens when life asserts itself. Or when death does. There’s a lump in her friend’s breast and, if she doesn’t take care of it, she doesn’t think anyone else will. Not even Manca. 
As she waits for Ms Bonar to respond, she calls the chemical company that manufactures the pesticide Bonar wants and she places the order. She goes ahead and does it because she has no doubt that the job is confirmed. She adds a few other products so that the propoxur will seem less conspicuous. Inés usually places her orders once a month, generally in the first week of every month, and  she already did so, but she doesn’t think it will seem too unusual. If anyone asks she’ll say that a competitor in the area retired and handed off some of his clients to her. Or that she’s getting ahead on orders because she wants to take a holiday and leave a replacement fumigator. Or because she wants to lock in the price before any future increases. That, the matter of locking in the price, is the one they’ll most readily understand, and no one would be able to object to that. 
She looks at her phone. Ms Bonar still hasn’t seen the message. Double grey ticks. She waits. Now the woman is online, but she has yet to read the message. Inés begins to feel anxious, cursing the fact that she’s now beholden to this device she used to be able to ignore, wondering why the woman hasn’t read her message if she was in such a hurry before; why would someone who tosses a thousand dollars on the table like it’s nothing all of a sudden refuse to answer. She realises that she’s already feeling the way she knew she would if she let herself become wrapped up in these social networks and messaging apps that demand instantaneous responses: intolerance to non-immediacy. 
Then, because she knows she’s a recovering addict, she turns off the phone and finishes tidying the house. Maybe, she thinks, by this time of day, Ms Bonar is already drunk and her response time is slower, as a body full of alcohol tends to be. Let the woman answer whenever she wants to and, when she does, may the single tick indicating that Inés has not yet received the message irritate Bonar as much as those double grey ticks irritate Inés now. Since Bonar is the one in such a big hurry to murder someone. Inés’s fire has already burned itself out. But, and as much as she tries to convince herself that the other lady should care more, she immediately realises she’s fooling herself, because even without that fire, Inés can only wait as long as Manca’s body can wait, until the  thing growing inside her friend expands its lethal power and destroys her. 
And no one knows how long that will be. 
She turns her phone back on. There are no new messages. 
Clearly, the woman is manipulating her, and she, for the moment, has no choice but to let herself be manipulated. 
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Okay, I already knew that flies copulate. Copulation is necessary for reproduction. There are no storks swooping in to deliver baby flies brought over from Paris. But I never expected to find scientific studies on the sex life of these insects. I’d never have imagined so much interest in the subject. Whatever floats your boat. I was researching for my company – FFF NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL – when I first came across an article entitled, if I remember correctly: ‘Flies Enjoy Sex.’ (they enjoy it!). I laughed, thinking it was a joke. Or fake news, as they say now. No joke, not fake, an article by a real researcher for a Spanish scientific journal, claiming that ‘male fruit flies manifest a pleasurable experience when they ejaculate’ (fuck me!). That a fruit fly, with its tiny body, can ejaculate, and that a person could successfully see it, even with the advances in microscopes and latest generation lenses, was truly shocking. But that a scientist could state, unabashedly, with academic sobriety and confidence, that the insect enjoyed doing it, sounded like science fiction to me. The article said that research found a substance called corazonin, which is responsible for initiating the process, and something about a red light,  and something about if they don’t manage to ejaculate they try to satiate themselves with alcohol, and that this could help study human addiction (what?). I didn’t understand a word, it was too much for me. Flies, unsatisfying sex, alcoholism: I found the conclusions, at the very least, questionable. How we got from a fruit fly’s ejaculation to alcohol to substance abuse in humans I didn’t understand even after reading the article three times. And that brought me right back to my initial suspicion: it was a joke or a fake.
A while later I came across another article that cited research from the University of Toulouse, published in the prestigious journal Science. The investigation studied fruit flies and their ability to transmit ‘culture’ to each other. How, you ask? By watching each other copulate! (What an obsession, my God!) This other paper feels like even more of a stretch: if a young female fly observes their mother mating with a pink male, they will end up preferring mates of that colour and reject the green ones (take that!) Incredible. And they talk about ‘mother-daughter’ transmission, saying that ‘mothers always want what’s best for their daughters and so they teach them which males to copulate with’. The mothers teach their daughters who to copulate with? Who’s ever heard of that? It would be insane to talk to your daughter about who to have sex with. Talking about sex in general with a daughter is embarrassing (or disgusting) enough. And I’m not just saying that because I didn’t get along with mine and now I don’t see her at all. But what mother would ever think to tell her daughter what kind of male is a better lay?
Promiscuity aside, in the case of Laura (ex-Lali) the example I set by selecting her father, sending the message that he was an adequate male, red, green, or whatever colour, was the worse advice I could’ve given  her. Because even supposing that Ernesto was once good in bed (something I no longer remember), he was bad in every other way: as a father, as a partner, as a housemate, he was only barely more or less adequate as a provider even though he forced me to hoard money for myself for expenses that he wouldn’t have approved of (my cache). I could just barely get him to fix a leaky tap or change a burnt lightbulb but I doubt he ever washed a single dish, something considered women’s work in my day. I could change a flat tyre better than him. So what was the lesson for the females that descended from us? That the male must make love (screw) well? Is that really all there is? I guess if he’s going to do everything else poorly, I’ll take it. Even though it’s a quality more important in a one-night stand (or a fling) than a husband: at home, it’s better to have someone who knows how to change a lightbulb. The best thing we can teach our daughters (the women we birth) is not to make the same mistakes their mothers made. Because anyone who doesn’t recognise they made a mistake is either lying to themselves or is in denial or is about to make a mistake soon (Plaf!)
That study cited in the Science article, signed by a male journalist, concluded that ‘social pressure in partner preferences is something common in humans’ (I’m listening), ‘when we see someone as a sex symbol, even if we wouldn’t normally desire them, they become more appetising to us’ (appetising is a plate of food, not a sexual partner). ‘Choosing a good mate is difficult (I hear you) and genes condition us to follow the inclinations of our society’ (inclinations?). Toward the end of the article a scientist from the University of Toronto seems like he’s going to say something important but all he comes out with is: ‘Although, some studies may indicate the importance of being in line with the group, sometimes  a different male (he doesn’t mention a different female) can be more attractive, like when a new boy comes to school and all the girls (he doesn’t mention the boys) think he’s sexier than the ones they see every day’ (boom, lights out, BANG!). I put the journal down. 
The scientists may be wrong, obsessed, or just a bunch of perverts, but the sex lives of flies seems to interest them endlessly. Manca even turned up one day with an article. She came across it in the waiting room of a dentist’s office. She wasn’t waiting to see the dentist but spying on an unfaithful husband having an affair with the orthodontist who put braces on their children. He was there playing the role of exemplary father taking care of his kids’ teeth and, when he went into the office, after an over-effusive welcome from the dentist, Manca knew he’d be a while with the kids (four, what a brave mother!). So to pass the time without drawing attention to herself, she picked up the first magazine she saw on the table. She sat blinking at the pages, leafing through them at random until she came across a report that had originally appeared in the journal Nature. If it hadn’t been for the full-page photo of one fly on top of another one, Manca would’ve flipped right past, but ‘I thought of you, Inés’, and she read two lines and knew I’d be interested. She casually slipped the magazine under her jacket. When the unfaithful husband came out with his kids, she stood up ready to follow him. As she was leaving, the magazine fell; one of the kids – the last in line – looked at her but Manca, without missing a beat, picked it up, waved it at him, and put it back under her jacket, raising a finger to her lips. The boy smiled. It’s possible that the receptionist witnessed the episode as well, but if so, she didn’t say anything: who’s going to make a scene over a magazine that’s been pawed at a thousand times in some waiting room. 


I read the article Manca brought me, to humour her more than anything, about how ‘fruit flies can teach us to avoid unnecessary effort during sex’. Once again the fruit fly. Once again sex. According to the report, they are favoured by labs because ‘This type of fly reproduces quickly and allows the analysis of changes or mutations, making them ideal for use in genetic studies.’ Let’s recall that Nobel Prize winner who dedicated his award to this insect (professional fly voyeur). Male flies, according to the report I still have, can smell a chemical substance called pheromones, which is left behind by other males during mating. This substance serves in the animal kingdom to warn of danger, mark territory, or detect a mate (the mate as territory or as a danger, that was interesting). Males have learned to tell if a female is likely to be open to their sexual advances, or if exerting energy trying to seduce her would be a waste of time. ‘Promiscuous male flies initially court all the females, but are rejected by the ones that have already mated’ (are there promiscuous female flies? If you’ve already mated, does that mean you can’t mate again?).
Up to there, the report wasn’t the worst I’d ever read. But a few lines down it started talking about dopamine, and in a few more paragraphs about addiction (you’ve got a match!), and then flies as a way to combat pests that pose a threat to crops, and et cetera, et cetera, and give the poor flies a break. I got lost again. If I still have that magazine it is exclusively out of affection for Manca. 
Sex, addiction, pest control, genome sequencing: they ask too much of flies. 
We can’t expect a fly to help us select a mate. 
We can’t expect our mothers to do that either. 







14
Chorus:
‘Abandoned, with no man in your marriage bed,
poor woman, now an exile from this land
you are driven away without rights.’
Medea
I used to be able to pick well, but my radar has been broken for a while now. Oh, I’ve always chosen terribly. I don’t choose badly, I don’t choose at all, there aren’t any guys I like. The same thing happens to me, they start talking and I have no words. They start talking and I start screaming. I like every almost guy I meet. Me too, as long as they keep their mouths shut. I don’t have a daughter to advise on who to fuck. I don’t either, thank goodness. How did we get to fucking, I thought we were talking about a lump in a breast? No idea. Is one thing more important than the other? Everything matters. That study about red or green males must’ve been done by men. You think? Maybe there was one woman on the team, but I doubt they listened to her. It’s the presumption  that makes it hard, at times, for any woman in any field; that keeps women from speaking up and from being heard when they dare.5 Are all men presumptuous? No, some aren’t. There are presumptuous women too. True, and they’re impossible. It’s hard to advise a daughter on what type of man is best for her. Why does it have to be a man? It should be the partner that’s best for her. We’re talking about mating, about procreation to promulgate the species. You sound like the Lion King and we’re not animals. Yes, we are. Telling a daughter what kind of man she should choose is as bad as telling her she has to have children. Mothering, we call it. Just giving birth is enough to promulgate the species. A sperm bank is enough too. Let’s get back to the lump. What a shame. Women (representing here the female position) are subjects of a history that produced specialised knowledge, the bedrock of everyday life, tenders of roots, emblems of community, responsible for all genetic diversity left on the planet, experts in socialisation and the building of intimate bonds, proficient in the non-bureaucratic aspects of life, inhabiting the safety of the domestic space while also politicising it, gifted with an imagination unimpeded by prevailing norms, skilled in the art of survival.6
For me, survival isn’t enough. Survival is everything, if you don’t survive there’s no chance of anything else. We’re also talking about pleasure, we should teach them to enjoy it. Talk to our daughters about pleasure? Mine would run away if I tried. In my case, to talk to her about pleasure, I’d first have to know how to feel it. But you have a partner, don’t you? Yes, so? There are many ways of feeling pleasure, everyone has to find theirs. The possibilities are endless. Give me some clues, would you, no one ever taught me anything. You have to explore. I’ve been exploring for years. I’m Dora  the Explorer, but nothing. What do you want me to say, it’s hard to explore new ways of achieving pleasure. I got tired of so much exploration with no discoveries. A hand will do the trick. I agree, if you don’t need affection and you want to avoid pain and emotional collapse, there’s nothing like a good hand. Enjoy it. Even Manca knows this and she only has one of them. A hand will never leave you at the altar. A man will. If a man leaves you you’re exiled. What are you saying? I’m not saying it, Medea says it. No, the chorus says it, they have an opinion on everything. We are the chorus. No, we’re the Assembly. That’s what I’m saying, it’s the same thing. No it’s not. Yes it is.
Let’s put it to a vote. 
I don’t think Medea had a very good support network. No one to stop her, poor woman. Poor woman? Who knows what female friendship was like back then. ‘Abandoned and exiled’, the chorus called her, because her husband never slept in her bed again. My husband and I sleep in separate beds. In my case we sleep in different houses. We sleep together, but we don’t have sex. Have sex or fuck? It depends. I had a lump in my breast and now every time I’m due for a mammogram I fear the worst. I’m not afraid of it but I hate when they smash my boobs in that machine to take the X-ray. Medea’s pain, that’s real pain. Are you talking about the pain of killing her children, or before that, when Jason leaves her for Creusa? He doesn’t leave her for Creusa, he leaves her for a kingdom. Typical. No amount of pain can justify what she did. No one’s trying to justify it, but we should, by now, be able to understand it. I might be able to kill someone if they smashed my boobs hard enough. Can being left by a man really be that painful? Being left, period, it can’t feel nice to be left by a woman either. It’s probably the same. No idea, I’m not brave enough to try  it, just like Inés. It’s the heartbreak over not being loved anymore that’s the problem. If my husband were to leave me, or to die, I’d stay single. I agree, I’d get by just fine with or without a hand. My husband left me and I get by just barely. In my case, I left him. I keep looking but I can’t find a man I’m attracted to. Me neither. You have a husband. I can have a husband and still look. I look but don’t find anything. You’re not looking hard enough. I look level with the ground. I have much more fun with my girlfriends than on a date with any man. But you don’t go out with a man to have fun. What do you go for, then? To fuck. To have sex.
Let’s put it to a vote. 
You can fuck a woman too. For me, there’s something missing. I’d love to have a woman as a partner, but there’s that one thing missing and there’s no remedy for that. Have you tried? No. I have, and I still like the other equipment when it comes right down to it. What are you calling ‘the equipment’? Dick. Penis. Cock is good enough for me, I tried it, I liked it, no need to look any further. I hate cockdependence. I’m looking for something else now. What? Conversation, laughter, taking a walk through some unfamiliar city, travel, talking about something that moved me, telling someone my problems and having them listen to me without trying to solve them quickly and move on to something else. You no longer feel sexual desire? No, is that bad? It’s not good or bad. It’s terrible, you should go to a sex therapist and see if they can reset you! Can we be reset? Yes, of course. No, it’s hormones. And what happens after the sex therapist resets you? You’re right back where you started: trying to find a man, a woman, a hand. (…) Many affairs are less about sex than about desire: the desire to feel desired, to feel special, to be seen and connected, to compel attention. All these carry an erotic frisson that makes us feel alive, renewed,  recharged. It is more energy than act, more enchantment than intercourse.7
Never in my life was in such a bad place as when I felt enchantment like that. I agree, when you’re enchanted you can’t think. When it comes to sex, better not to think. That’s bad advice to give your daughter. It’s bad advice to give anyone. I disagree, turn off your brain and just enjoy it. The amnesia of desire isn’t an unpleasant experience, it reduces anxiety. And that’s not nothing. Anxiety gets such a bad rap these days. A very bad rap.

 
	5 Rebecca Solnit, Men Explain Things to Me, Haymarket Books, 2014, p. 4. 

	6 Rita Segato, La guerra contra las mujeres, Editorial Prometeo, 2020, p. 114.

	7 Esther Perel, The State of Affairs, Harper Collins, 2017, p. 27.
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Manca is outside the address Inés wrote down for her. The main goal is to make contact with the housekeeper. Maybe even get a look at Mr Bonar, if she’s lucky enough to find him home today. And she’s feeling lucky, after that ride with her arms around Inés. She comes to a halt several metres from the house where, less than twenty-four hours prior, her friend received an offer that was controversial to say the least. The home is now completely silent, no movement is detectable. Like the calm before the storm, Manca thinks. 
And she’s not wrong, because an hour later, a woman comes walking down the street pushing a stroller. She’s on the other side of the road from Manca, who posted herself opposite Ms Bonar’s house to have a strategic view. The woman seems unimportant at first but begins to take on new significance when she stops at the very house that Manca is watching. The woman could be irrelevant to the investigation but Manca is a professional so she takes out her phone and, as she pretends to send a message, snaps photos of the young mother and baby, just in case. 
Outside Ms Bonar’s house, the woman waits to be let in. Manca continues to snap photos: in profile, from  behind, bending over the baby. A housekeeper wearing a uniform leans out the window and says that she’ll be with her shortly. Manca doesn’t know if it’s one of the housekeepers Inés has met before; she’ll take pictures when she comes out to open the gate. Just a few seconds later, the housekeeper walks hurriedly down the front path, rushing – whether of her own volition or at Ms Bonar’s urging – so as not to make the visitor wait any longer. When she gets to the gate, she selects a key from a crowded keyring and opens it. Manca takes more photos, now of the two women: greeting each other, the young woman manoeuvring the carriage over the threshold, passing through the gate, the housekeeper locking the gate and then their backs moving away. Finally, the women disappear. 
Manca lights a cigarette. Inés thinks that she quit, and it’s true that she smokes much less and never around her friend or at the office, but every once in a while she still needs one, even just a few drags. She’s not supposed to, of course, but no one has been able to explain how to quit. She inhales and feels comforted by the tingling in her throat. Especially on days like this, standing in the sun, soaking up the heat, a cigarette is even more pleasurable. Manca suspects that there won’t be much movement outside the house for a while; something about the way the housekeeper greeted the woman and her baby leads her to believe it’ll be a long visit. If it drags on, Manca will have to pee at some point; she noticed a petrol station nearby and she worries that if she waits until she desperately needs to go, until her bladder can’t wait another minute, something important will happen as soon as she leaves. Sure as Murphy’s Law. Something very important. So she decides it would be better to go now. She hops on her motorcycle and heads to the petrol station, prepared to discharge all the liquid she’s accumulated, be it a lot or  a little, so that she can be free for the rest of the afternoon. She hurries, for a while now, as soon as her brain decides to pee, her sphincters think it’s time to open up and it’s hard for her to hold it in. More than once a few drops have escaped and she can’t stand the smell of pissed underwear because it makes her think of old age or of jail, and she still feels young. And, for now, free. 
There are two male attendants outside so she goes directly to the female cashier to ask for the bathroom key. It’s not that she’s embarrassed to inform them of her needs, just that she knows they’d exchange a glance, as if they didn’t piss, then they’d send her to get the key from the cashier anyway, so she saves herself that step. Manca knows how these things operate because she worked at a filling station, one of the only legitimate jobs she’s ever had. And it didn’t last long. The station manager hired women to pump petrol wearing uniforms three sizes too small. Manca complained that she couldn’t move in her uniform but the owner didn’t care: some marketing genius had come up with the notion that women in tight clothes out front would sell more petrol. She never knew if the promise of bigger sales was met, she suspects no one knew. But one day, when a client paid by credit card and she was waiting for his receipt to print, he grabbed her ass and whispered in her ear: ‘Your tight little shorts turn me on.’ She was struck dumb and by the time she was able to react the man had already climbed back into his car and taken off. Manca complained to her boss and he said, ‘I hope he at least left you a good tip.’ To which she responded by punching him in the nose, almost breaking it. She stripped off her uniform in front of her co-workers and marched, half-naked, to get her clothes, put them on, and left. That was the end of her stint as a legitimate employee, which taught her that dignity was more important than a fixed monthly salary. 
As she’s returning the key tied to the grimy piece of string the cashier gave her to unlock the bathroom, Manca gets a call from Inés. She answers but there’s static and her friend’s words are choppy. One of them must have a bad connection, no telling which since all the mobile service providers seem equally inefficient, at least when it comes to the cheap plans she and her friend can afford. She texts Inés: ‘send me a message because I couldn’t hear a word’ and she immediately receives Inés’s response: ‘News?’ Inés is probably the only person she knows who takes the time to write in complete sentences with proper punctuation, which is endearing, but it’s unusual for her to be so brief. Manca sends a voice message with the few details she’s managed to uncover, but as she’s recording it she remembers that she never let Inés know she’d arrived, like she asked her to, and she wonders if that might be the reason for her friend’s apparent irritation. Maybe it wasn’t a weak signal, just a bad mood. Manca takes her time with the voice message, not because she thinks the news is all that important, but so that Inés will know she hasn’t forgotten about her. She describes the woman with the baby carriage, the baby, the housekeeper, and she tells her she’ll send photos so Inés can verify whether it’s the same maid she’s met or a new one. And she sends the photos immediately after the voice message. The double tick marks beside the recorded message turn blue, Inés must be listening to the message as Manca finishes sending the images. They take a long time to send, poor service, the little circle spins forever until the message goes through and, finally, there are double grey checks by the photos as well that turn blue almost immediately. Manca sends another voice message, asking: ‘Is this the housekeeper you’ve met?’ Double blue ticks, but Inés doesn’t answer. She’s not recording an message either. She’s no longer even online. Surely she can’t be so upset  that Manca forgot to tell her she’d arrived, she thinks as she waits. But time goes by and nothing. Strange. All the photos show double blue ticks. She sends a text: ‘Can you tell if that’s the housekeeper you’ve met?’ Inés is online. Double blue ticks. Offline. Then nothing. She waits. Very strange. 
Manca decides to call Inés. ‘Is it her or not?’ she says, repeating the question she asked in the voice message, in a firmer tone.
Inés doesn’t respond, she’s there, she can hear her breathing, but she doesn’t speak. 
‘If you’re not sure it doesn’t matter,’ Manca says to fill the silence, in case Inés has frozen like she does sometimes and all you can do is wait for her to come back. ‘I’m going to stake the place out until she leaves to do the shopping and I’ll find some way to strike up a conversation with her. I’m sure I’ll be able to get some information.’ 
Inés remains mute. She breathes. The call disconnects. Manca looks at her phone, Inés is online, but she still hasn’t responded. Manca is now certain that her friend has been paralysed. It happens, for example, whenever she’s reminded of the day she killed Charo. But she doesn’t think she mentioned anything related to that event. She tries to recall every word, she listens to her own voice message, confirms that she didn’t say anything wrong. Strange. She has no choice but to wait since she doesn’t want to get on the Dragoness and go back to Ms Bonar’s in case Inés calls. She’s good at doing several things simultaneously with a single hand, but driving and holding the phone at the same time would be impossible. 
Minutes go by and Manca begins to worry. She calls Inés again.
‘Are you there? Inés, say something, yell at me, cuss me out if you want to, but talk. Talk!’


Finally, her friend responds: ‘She had a son.’
‘Who?’
‘Lali, Laura.’
Manca doesn’t understand.
‘What are you talking about?’
‘The other woman, who just went into the house with the baby, is Lali.’
‘Lali, your daughter?’
‘The woman I gave birth to, yes.’
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Chorus:

‘Anger is frightening and hard to remedy
when loved ones join in strife with loved ones.’
Medea
What a blow for Inés. Why? To finally have news of her daughter after so much time and finding out that she’s wrapped up in all this. We don’t know that she is wrapped up in all this. And it’s not her daughter, it’s the woman she birthed. Semantics. Semantics are everything. Laura is what she is, no matter what word Inés does or doesn’t use. Inés is what she is too. Laura or Lali? They called her Lali when she was little but she doesn’t want to be called that anymore. Then Laura. I never say it, but I have doubts about motherhood on a daily basis, from the moment I wake up to the time I go to bed. That’s horrible. To me, doubting it seems honest, necessary, and inevitable. What are you talking about? Doubting what? Being a mother, loving it and hating it all in the same day, in the same act, coexisting within the same person. It would be absolutely  ridiculous to give up the power that motherhood has. Every woman is free to become a mother or not and she is the only one who can make that decision because, if she does decide to become a mother, her freedom is intrinsically limited by her responsibility to her son or daughter.8
And what would the man’s responsibility be? The same. You’re joking. Fatherhood doesn’t condition a man’s freedom? No. Yes. No. That’s not fair. That’s the way it is. Let’s talk about what it means to be a mother. A son is something you have for life. A daughter too? I wouldn’t put it in those terms, we could stand to redefine the concept. Responsibility or slavery? Love! Sometimes I dream that I don’t have kids and I feel so relieved. Laura loves hers and she still dreams of going far away, all alone. I mean, while I’m sleeping I feel relieved. Laura daydreams about a dock. I do too, sometimes the feeling lasts for hours, until I realise that the dream is over. Am I a monster? A monstress, in your case. Yes. No! I’m not saying its monstrous, but it doesn’t seem normal to me. What is normal? That if you decide to have a child you should accept you’re a mother and that’s it. Why? But how many of us became mothers without even deciding to? It’s your son, your daughter, and you’re supposed to love them. Supposed to. You do love them, stop kidding yourself. I thought you start loving him once you’ve known him a little while. Knowing her, I have a daughter. The love you feel for a son or daughter is always unconditional. Even if they don’t turn out the way you expected them to? What gives you the right to expect them to turn out a certain way? Unconditional love. Unconditional love even if they disrespect you, mistreat you, reject you? Laura asked Inés to give up the house that should’ve rightfully gone to her and then she never spoke to her again. Bitch. Inés is a bitch, she never  took care of Laura, only pretended to. Like mother like daughter. I don’t think either one of them is a bitch. I love my kids and I enjoy them, but I still ask myself every day what my life might’ve been like without them. I don’t ask myself that question because I don’t dare to consider the answer. In my case, I make a mental list of all the things I would’ve been able to do if I hadn’t had kids. Would you have actually done those things though? That’s counterfactual. It’s absurd and misleading, you’re just blaming them for your failure. Who said I was a failure? Your face says it all. Let’s keep it cordial, please. It’s more comforting to view it as a sacrifice than as a failure. The one area of my life I’m confident about is motherhood. Lucky you. I enjoy it too. Save it up for a rainy day, then. Having doubts about motherhood or even about your child doesn’t mean you’d ever harm them. Who said anything about harming them? Intentional harm, that is, because we always harm them. Our children hurt us too. It’s a natural law. There are mothers who have done extreme harm to their children, even killing them. It’s unnatural for a female to kill her young. Female, young? We kill our sons and daughters in so many ways. Medea doesn’t seem ‘unnatural’ to me. Inés? Ms Bonar? What about Laura? What about Manca? Manca isn’t a mother and never will be. And everyone who’s given birth is automatically a mother? No woman is unnatural if you ask me, everyone is the way they are, with or without children, whether she loves them or hates them. Oh please, some things are just unnatural. Medea! Not to me; it shows another side of maternity, domineering and destructive, but not necessarily ‘unnatural’. Was Medea a woman or a goddess in Greek mythology? She was a sorceress. There you have it. What do I have? Female. Stop, you guys are scaring me. Are you on the list? Welcome to real life. Don’t be stupid. Let’s keep things civil. Responsibility doesn’t imply love. Much less slavery. 


Let’s put it to a vote. 
Who wouldn’t want to be the president, an athlete, an artist, an intellectual? Part of a world that begins when you turn off the oven or the washing machine and stop changing diapers (…) Feminism makes its imperative heard. WOMAN is no longer a synonym for “mother”.9
Tell that to my mother, to her it’s still synonymous: every time I go for dinner at her house she asks me when I’m going to give her a grandchild. Are you even planning to give her one? My mother doesn’t dare ask, she’s too afraid to hear that I don’t want to be a mother and she’ll never be a grandmother. The world is full of nosy people questioning other people’s desires to be a mother or lack thereof. Other women’s desires; if we’re talking about motherhood, it’s women, not people. A trans man can give birth if they still have their female sex organs. I bet my mother, if she could do it over, would choose not to have kids: it was always obvious what a burden we were. I think that mine wants me to suffer as much as she did after giving birth to me. Of course. Don’t be bitchy, your mother is lovely. My mother is lovely to people who aren’t her daughters. The apple never falls far from the tree. But none of our mothers would intentionally harm us. Speak for yourself, I haven’t talked to mine in years so I couldn’t tell you what she is or isn’t capable of. Is motherhood a job? It’s work, of course it is. One of our many other jobs. The disparity between men and women in career advancement is not caused by gender, it’s caused by motherhood. If a woman could guarantee her boss, with absolute certainty, that she’ll never be a mother, she might get the same professional opportunities as a man. I’m not so sure, many bosses are bothered by the fact that  we menstruate. I don’t menstruate anymore. They’re also bothered by menopause. They’re bothered by the female body, period. They don’t have the balls to handle our bodies. They don’t have the ovaries. The tits. Did you sign up to speak? Yes, I did! But it’s not your turn. Most of the people in charge have balls. That’s the problem. Castration? No, revolution! Do I have to smile? Should I unfurrow my brow when talking about the dilemmas women in the workforce face today? I won’t relax a single muscle and I won’t smile and change the subject. Let them accuse me of being an angry feminist. Bitter and pessimistic. Old fashioned.10
Hold on, we all need to relax a little. Never. Why not? We have to admit that things are getting better for women. Have you not heard of ‘Dobbs vs. Jackson Women’s Health?’ The US Supreme Court’s decision to overturn ‘Roe vs. Wade’, which guaranteed the right to abortion, ring any bells? The struggle continues, always. Men can’t be blamed for everything. But for almost everything? There were women on that Supreme Court. Only three out of nine. But one of them voted to revoke the right to abortion. The ultraconservative judge, appointed by a man. Enough about men, they’re distracting us from the point. And what’s the point? Motherhood, the only real difference between men and women. This whole debate is theoretical, because as soon as you hold your baby in your arms all doubts disappear. It’s that easy? Don’t be so naïve. I didn’t feel anything. My doubts only increased. The problem is after you hold your baby for the first time, you never get to put him down again, like he’s become your appendix. So should we all reject motherhood? The world would end. We’re the ones who have to give birth, but motherhood should be a joint effort: men should mother too. That’ll never happen, they’ll always  have some excuse: career goals, personal goals, a hobby, a new woman, a new family, a World Cup match. It’s always something. Don’t they say that the good parts of motherhood make up for all the bad? They say. I don’t know if they say it, or who says it, and whether it’s a man or a woman saying it, but I do know that no, of course not, nothing can make up for all the free labour women provide to the civilised world. It’s not work, it’s love. Enough with the love. Unconditional love. And Santa Claus is real. Don’t be so bitter. Motherhood balances out to a positive experience. Speak for yourself. The scale is rigged to make us think that. I’ll pass. 
Let’s put it to a vote. 

 
	8 Francesca Izzo, Maternidad y libertad, Editorial Gorla, 2014, p. 50.

	9 Florencia Angilletta, Zona de promesas, Capital Intelectual, 2021, p. 177.

	10 Lina Meruane, Contra los hijos, Literatura Random House, 2014, p. 85.
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And in a confusing interaction, Manca ends up walking Ms Bonar’s housekeeper home from the supermarket, after trading phone numbers with her and agreeing to talk again soon. Because before, when they discovered that Ms Bonar’s visitor was Inés’s daughter, once her friend recovered from the shock and was able to express herself from the other end of the line, they agreed that Manca would wait until Laura or the housekeeper left the house and try to talk to them to get as much information as possible. ‘I don’t care to know about her unless it’s relevant, if it could help with what we’re trying to find out,’ Inés clarified. ‘Of course it could help. Laura might be the key piece to this whole thing. Or maybe not. But in any case we have to look into it,’ Manca responded and Inés agreed that she was right. Manca could follow Laura home, maybe finding some excuse to talk to her. She’d have to see. Or she could try to orchestrate a casual encounter with Ms Pinot Noir’s housekeeper. 
Those were the modifications to Inés and Manca’s original plan and fate once again cooperates, because, two hours later, Laura comes out pushing the carriage, and she’s not alone. So Manca has to do an eeny, meeny,  miny, moe between Inés’s daughter and the housekeeper. And the game tells her to forget Laura for the moment and follow the woman with the wheeled shopping bag headed in the other direction. She can only follow one of them. Why did she decide to follow the housekeeper? She doesn’t know. Eeny, meeny, miny, moe, for a while now, has been a ritual Manca carries out even though she knows the outcome ahead of time, starting it off in such a way so as to assure the results she desires, having done it so many times she can accurately guess where her finger will fall. It’s a trick, and she doesn’t fall for it because she designed it herself. So even though she does eeny, meeny, miny, moe, she decides based on intuition, feeling, her gut, and then she plays the game to confirm what she wants it to. Following Laura, if she’s not sure she should approach her – which she’s not – would most likely just lead her to the house where Inés lived before marrying Ernesto, the house Inés’s mother left to Inés’s daughter, without providing them any more information beyond confirmation that Laura still lives there. And she could get that address any time by just asking Inés. Following the housekeeper, on the other hand, holds the promise of more benefits for the investigation. And based on the high turnover rate of Ms Bonar’s domestic employees, there’s the risk that the woman might disappear in a few days without a trace and all her useful knowledge will be lost. 
But there’s something else, and Manca won’t mention this to Inés when she later tells her what happened: the woman, Ms Pinot Noir’s housekeeper, is beautiful, painfully beautiful, exactly like an ex-girlfriend she had before going back to jail, between her first sentence and the second one, but the girl left Manca when she found out about her time behind bars. Because that girlfriend was pretty but she was also judgmental. And a coward,  Manca likes to add. Even though, she has to admit, she was right to be afraid that Manca would commit another crime and land back in jail. Because she did commit another crime and she did return to jail. But her girlfriend wasn’t afraid of what might happen to her in there, or of missing her while she was locked up: ‘I wouldn’t be able to stand everyone knowing you’re a criminal.’ A cowardly argument. ‘Selling a little bit of marihuana isn’t a serious crime,’ Manca said in response, but her ex didn’t agree and so they stopped seeing each other. Manca won’t make the mistake of telling this pretty lady, the one who looks like her ex but who works at Ms Bonar’s house, about her past. That is if she ever ends up having such a conversation with her, some day, when she’s not working; for now she’ll only talk about what she’s supposed to. 
The woman goes into a small supermarket, posh, gourmet, the kind Manca would never set foot inside because she knows they’d charge an arm and a leg. The housekeeper is surely following instructions from Ms Pinot Noir, who must’ve told her to go to her favourite shop. Manca parks the Honda Wave a short distance from the store and goes inside just as Bonar’s housekeeper is leaving her wheeled shopping bag at the front and taking a supermarket trolley. The girl moves down the aisles and Manca follows her. But, suddenly, as if she’s forgotten something, the girl spins around, almost crashing into Manca. They exchange the obligatory ‘Sorry’ / ‘It’s fine’ and each continue on their way. Manca observes the girl from where she stands, pretending to select a jar of jam more expensive than all the beer she and Inés drank last night put together, as the girl returns to her wheeled shopping bag at the front of the store. She takes out the mobile and wallet she forgot to remove, places them in her trolley, and retraces her steps. Now the woman walks  determinedly down the aisle toward the first item on her list. Manca follows her at a safe distance so that the girl won’t crash into her if she needs to rush back to the front again for something else she forgot.
The first thing Ms Bonar’s housekeeper places in the supermarket trolley, of course, is wine, three bottles, expensive. Then she adds: a wedge of cheese, a bag of walnuts, and a few cleaning supplies. With her back to the supermarket trolley, the housekeeper stops to read the label of a spray that promises to remove soap scum. Manca sees her opportunity and she takes it, quickly snatching the wallet from where it lies beside the girl’s mobile in the top part of the shopping cart. She slips it into her pocket. By the time the housekeeper has placed the soap scum remover into her cart, Manca is studying the cookies on another aisle, trying to choose the cheapest packet, because she doesn’t eat cookies but she can’t walk out without buying anything. Ms Bonar’s housekeeper moves toward the cash register without realising that she’s missing anything. Manca heads to the front a few seconds later, with her purchase in her hand, and gets in line behind the housekeeper as she unloads the merchandise onto the conveyer belt and the cashier begins to scan the items. The girl hears the total and searches for her wallet – calmly, at first, then increasingly anxious – and when she confirms that it’s not in her cart, she leaves her place in line to walk, panicked, almost running, down the aisles in hopes that it might have fallen somewhere. Manca, once again, follows her, this time openly. 
‘Let me help you. What does it look like?’
‘Brown, old. It only has cash inside, luckily. My cards are back at the house. But it has all the money my boss gave me for groceries and she’ll fire me if I lose it. And I just started this job not even two weeks ago.’


‘Don’t worry,’ says Manca, confirming that the woman is not the housekeeper Inés met the last time she fumigated.
‘I think someone stole it. It’s strange they didn’t take my phone too.’
‘Maybe they didn’t see it. Or you turned around before they got the chance.’
‘How?’
‘Pickpockets are very quick and they’re everywhere.’
‘I didn’t see anyone!’
‘There were a couple of guys in here who left without buying anything,’ Manca lies.
‘Was it them?’
‘I bet it was.’
‘Then I just lost my job.’
‘No, you lost your wallet, not your job. Let me help you. I’ll cover the purchase and you can pay me back later.’
‘The thing is I’m broke; and my boss isn’t going to pay me until the end of the month. I’ve only been working there a little while.’
‘I’m not in any hurry. I just got paid for a job I did. I fix computers, which luckily break all the time so I always have cash,’ says Manca, who couldn’t fix even the simplest appliance on the market. 
‘Really? I’ll give you my phone number, my address, everything, and I can pay you back in a few weeks.’
‘Sure, no problem.’
‘I swear.’
‘You don’t have to swear. Your word is good enough for me.’
‘You have my word. I’ll pay you back.’
They walk to the cash register and Manca adds her packet of cookies to the woman’s purchase then pays for everything. 


Outside the supermarket, Manca takes down Ms Bonar’s housekeeper’s phone number and they agree that the girl will call her as soon as she gets paid so she can return the money. Now Manca needs to find out about the woman’s boss, Laura, and the poison. So she pretends she’s going the same way as the housekeeper, hoping to turn up some useful details, casually, in conversation. She strolls right past the Honda Wave as if it didn’t belong to her and the two women walk in silence as Manca evaluates different ways to lead the conversation the way she wants it to go, discarding them all as too obvious; she doesn’t want to give herself away. The girl looks at her and smiles, but doesn’t say anything. 
‘So, new job? How’s your boss?’ Manca asks when the silence begins to feel uncomfortable.
‘Better than I’d expected from what they’d told me.’
‘Who told you?’
‘At the agency, my co-workers.’
Manca waits for more details, but the girl is shy or just quiet. ‘One of those bosses no one likes?’ she says, trying to prompt her.
‘Yeah, no one wants to work for her.’
‘Word gets around,’ Manca says. She waits for the girl to elaborate but it doesn’t seem like she has anything to add so Manca offers her a cigarette. The girl accepts and takes a deep drag, as if she’d been dying to smoke for hours. 
‘You’re not going to smoke?’
‘They’re bad for me and I just had one.’
‘You don’t mind that I…’
‘Not at all. I love watching you smoke.’
The housekeeper smiles. It’s obvious that she needed the cigarette. Ms Pinot Noir surely doesn’t let her smoke, not even in the garden, Manca thinks. She can tell from the girl’s expression that she’s almost more grateful for  the cigarette than for having her supermarket purchase covered. And Manca is going to take advantage of that gratefulness to help get the information she needs. 
‘Maybe they were exaggerating about your boss.’
‘I don’t think so.’
Manca juts out her chin and raises her eyebrows, as if saying ‘tell me more’. She repeats the gesture. The girl, finally, takes the hint.
‘They say sometimes she gets into a rage and she might fire you for any little thing and not even pay you for the days you worked. Imagine if I’d gone back saying I’d lost the money she gave me.’
‘Hard to work for someone like that.’
‘Very hard, and I need the work. I have to pay for the room I rent, send money to my family. So I took the job. I’m going to count to ten every time the lady gets mad so she has no reason to fire me.’
‘Maybe she’s having trouble with her husband?’ Manca asks, emboldened by the fact that the conversation is slowly moving in the direction she wants it to.
‘She doesn’t have a husband, she’s all alone,’ the woman answers. 
Manca is taken off guard; this contradicts the information she was given. Maybe the man already left Ms Pinot Noir, took off with the other woman before this housekeeper started working for her, but Bonar still wants to get him back, Manca thinks, trying to make things add up.
‘That’s better though, right? Less work. If it’s just her…’
‘It’s still a lot of work, it’s a big house. And the woman changes her clothes all the time, although she told me to send almost everything to the dry cleaner’s.’
‘Your boss must be very fancy.’
‘She works in television. She isn’t in front of the  camera but she dresses up anyway. I bet there are a lot of handsome men at the TV station.’
‘And pretty ladies.’
‘I have to run errands for her sometimes, like this one. But she hardly eats.’
‘Just as long as she doesn’t have a ton of guests over, that’s a lot of work,’ says Manca, trying to bring the conversation around to Laura and her relationship with Bonar.
‘She had guests today. A friend. She’s been by before.’
‘And did they drive you crazy?’
‘Not at all! I just had to heat up milk for the baby and make coffee. Pretty easy…’ the woman says and it seems like she’s about to add something else, but she stops.
Her hesitation intrigues Manca, who shamelessly presses for more. ‘Pretty easy, but…’
‘Well, I got the feeling things were maybe a little tense between them. But they didn’t make me work too much.’
‘Why did you think that?’
‘Something strange happened. But… who knows… what do I care.’
‘No, come on. I love a good drama between women who pretend to be friends but secretly hate each other.’
‘I don’t think they hate each other. I wouldn’t go that far. But it was strange. At one point, my boss went upstairs and came back down with a box full of photos. They started looking at them together and after a little while she started crying and her friend tried to comfort her. And they’d warned me at the agency that the lady cries every once in a while. Especially at night.’
‘You think she’s crying over an ex-husband? Or a dead husband?’
‘I don’t think she’s a widow. There would be photos of the husband. You don’t just erase all traces of your husband when he dies.’


‘So an ex-husband then. You would erase all traces of an ex-husband.’
‘Well, eventually. But you’d think there’d still be something of his in some closet, a razor, a man’s deodorant. But nothing. And she wouldn’t be that upset over a divorce that happened a while ago, would she?’
‘Maybe. Some women take a long time to heal after those kinds of things.’
‘If that’s what happened her friend shouldn’t just sit there comforting her, she should try to cheer her up. Tell her to put those photos away and go out to find herself someone new.’
‘You’d be a better friend to your boss than the ones she has.’
The woman hesitates again. Manca suspects that she has more to say but doesn’t want to reveal all her boss’s secrets to a woman she barely knows.
‘What is it? You can tell me. If you want to. I promise I’ll take it to the grave. But I understand if you don’t trust me.’
‘No, it’s not that,’ the girl says, blushing. 
Manca knows that she’s almost there, that Ms Pinot Noir’s housekeeper is now embarrassed for making Manca feel like she doesn’t trust her even after Manca lent her the money that was stolen from her and gave her the cigarette she was dying for. She just needs a little push.
‘Don’t worry, it makes sense, we just met.’
Manca’s manipulation tactics work, the girl starts talking. ‘Well, her friend went to use the toilet before she left and my boss stayed with the baby. I went in to bring them a new bottle, the boy’s mother had asked me to heat the milk up extra warm so it wouldn’t get cold on their walk home. She waits to give it to him when he gets fussy. So I went in, the woman was still in  the bathroom, and I set the bottle on the table. My boss was looking at the baby and as I was walking away, she put the bottle in the baby’s mouth, shoved it in. I said: “Careful, it’s very hot, ma’am.” She turned and glared at me. I thought she was going to tell me off. But instead of saying anything to me, she spoke to the baby: “Drink the boiling bottle this hija de puta wants you to have.” I wasn’t sure if she was talking about me or the mother. But it seemed strange that she’d talk to the boy that way.’
‘Strange, for sure. Was she joking? Could you see her face?’
‘She didn’t look like she was joking. Then to top it off the mother came back right then and my boss started playing with the boy, all fake, like she was covering up for something. Strange. She handed the bottle to the mother and said “Here you go, hope Dante enjoys it.” And the boy started crying, because he’d already seen the bottle. And Ms Bonar was saying that her friend had to give it to him, that she couldn’t just let him cry, and the mother was saying no, that she’d give it to him once they got outside.’
‘And who won?’
‘Ms Bonar. I think Ms Bonar always wins. But she added a splash of cold water first. And she said to the boy: “See how nice I am?” She didn’t say hija de puta again, but she was referring to what she’d done before. The mother either didn’t hear her or pretended not to. Because if that was her being nice I definitely don’t want to see her mean.’
A few yards from the house the girl stubs out her cigarette and throws it away. 
‘Your boss sounds very strange,’ Manca says.
‘All I care about is getting my check at the end of the month. Imagine if I wasn’t able to pay you back, I’d die.’


‘Don’t worry, that lady’s got more money than she knows what to do with.’
The girl seems surprised by the comment and Manca notices, so she adds: ‘I imagine. She sounds like the type.’
They reach Ms Bonar’s house and the housekeeper says once again that she’ll call as soon as she gets paid so she can return the money. Manca smiles, says ‘no rush’, even though she might be the one to call first, either for more information or because the woman is so painfully lovely.
She starts walking back to the main avenue wondering about the connection between Ms Bonar and Laura. It seems increasingly unlikely that Susana Bonar hired Inés without a specific, darker, secret, motive. A motive that remains unknown. What if the woman’s not even planning to poison anyone? What if she and Laura are just trying to frame Inés? But why? So that she’ll get sent back to jail? What does Bonar have against the baby and why does Laura let the woman manipulate her? What does Laura feel she owes Ms Pinot Noir? So many questions without answers. But, the question that might be most important in this case, the key: when the woman called Laura an ‘hija de puta’, was it just a random insult, or was Inés the puta she was referring to? Because maybe the housekeeper took it as an insult but it was really a reference to whatever they were planning because Laura and Bonar both agree on one thing: Inés is the puta.. No offence to the putas, Manca thinks, not wanting to drag any unwitting sex workers into this mess, but they’ve already been dragged into it and she has to work with what she’s got. If Manca’s suspicions are correct, daughters can be dangerous. It’s a lottery, the daughter fate deals you, and Manca feels lucky not to have any daughters at all. She doesn’t imagine her own mother would’ve had too many complaints; Manca loved her and they shared  her father as a common enemy. Inés had it worse, based on what she says and how things seems. In both directions. Why are whores and mothers always blamed for everything? Why blame Inés, Inés’s mother, Laura, or any mother, or any whore for that matter, for how the sons or daughters they birthed turned out, she wonders. And she has no answer because she’s not a mother and because no mother would be able to answer that question anyway.
Better to concentrate on the task at hand, she thinks, and she starts walking faster. From a distance, she sees the bus that will take her back to the office pull away. She slows down, knowing it will take a while for the next one to come, since it’s a notoriously slow bus line. She reaches the bus stop and as she waits she goes over the questions raised that afternoon. It can all be summed up in a single concern: what are Laura and Ms Bonar up to? Whatever it is, Manca has to make sure that they don’t harm her friend or place her at risk of being sent back to jail. Manca went in, got out, went back in, got back out; she did it, it can be done. But she doesn’t think Inés could handle another stint behind bars.
The next bus arrives, she lines up behind the other passengers, and just as she’s about to get on, a motorcycle drives by and she remembers that she left her Dragoness parked outside the supermarket. Scatter-brained. Today is her lucky day, if she’d caught the previous bus she’d already be halfway to the office by now. She hurries back to her motorcycle, amazed that she could’ve forgotten about the closest thing she has to a daughter. She’s heard stories of mothers forgetting their children at the grocery store, at school, on the beach. It can happen, she doesn’t judge. She’d like to write about the consequences of giving birth. But everyone would tell her to shut up since she’s never given birth herself. That she should write about life in jail or about motorcycles, or having  a dead hand. As if a person can only talk about what they are, were, know, or suffer. But she’s never been good at writing. It’s one thing to tell an entertaining story to a circle of friends in the prison courtyard and another thing entirely to string together word after word, sew one sentence, one paragraph to the next, mending any holes. It’s not for her. She’s more oral, even enjoys setting the scene. Writing, no; she has plenty of energy but not enough patience.
But she thinks Inés should write something, she’s good at it. And she has experience giving birth. 
Who better than Inés Experey to write about mothers and daughters. 
No one. 
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There are flies and then there are flies. And black spots that flutter in front of your eyes, that look like flies, but aren’t. I learned a lot from the book on entomology that the library girl gave me, on the inside. I try to avoid naming that place and I only use the term ‘prison’, which isn’t as common in the circles I move in. Because it pains me to use that other word, the one more commonly used (jail). It’s like a punch to the gut every time I hear it (jail). ‘Prison’ is somehow more poetic; we hear ‘prisoner’, ‘prisoner to your love’, in countless songs, talking about prisons that are nothing like the one I was locked up in. Or, maybe they were. There’s a song by Silvio Rodriguez that’s called ‘The Prison’. I learned about it late, thanks to Manca, because I was with Ernesto when Cuban trova music was popular and the most revolutionary thing about Ernesto was his name, he got lost if you put on anything other than Credence or Genesis. ‘You can leave behind the prison / the prison of man / but the prison of insomnia / lingers, lingers.’ Manca sings it to me whenever I tell her I haven’t been sleeping. The prison of insomnia. The two words mean the same thing (prison = jail), but ‘jail’ sounds so vulgar, so obvious. 


Also, I quickly learned ways around explicitly stating where I was without lying. Prison, for example, is very depressing, and depression is something people can more readily accept. You’re invited somewhere for empanadas, someone asks you about yourself, because there are rude people who will ask you not only about your present but about your past, just as you’re putting a bite into your mouth, demanding to know who you are, what you’ve done with your life, even though they didn’t even catch your name. I try to be polite, always, and instead of responding ‘What the hell do you care’ or ‘I was busy killing my husband’s lover,’ I say, ‘Oh, I don’t like to dwell on the past. I just got out of a very bad place, dark, but thankfully I’m much better now,’ and immediately everyone assumes that I’m talking about depression, not prison. They even sound a bit similar. And people are embarrassed so they change the subject, so as not to make matters worse. Because people are so hypocritical; they ask ‘How are you?’ expecting you’ll respond: ‘Good, thanks.’ But if you say ‘So so,’ or, worse, ‘Not doing too well,’ they’ll cough, look away, try to slip out of the conversation without following up, as if you’d never said anything. The worst are the ones who say ‘Nice to see you!’ instead, a trick they probably learned in some sales course, pronounced as an excited exclamation rather than a question so that you can’t even respond to. So, to avoid embarrassment for myself and others, I mumble about my past as a ‘depressing time’ and, without actually lying, I dodge the bullet. 
That other word (jail), is too horrible, it stigmatises you for life. Some words are like that, infecting you like a virus (jail, murderer), (mother).
Prison. 
Sometimes I find myself singing Silvio Rodriguez’s lyrics, which I’ve appropriated and made my own.


Prison moves away
Prison fades
But the prison of dawn
lingers, lingers. 
The word ‘fly’ can be interpreted different ways, as a noun or a verb. With all my free time inside I learned about the different kinds of flies, each one unique not only in appearance but also in personality, eating habits, mannerisms, tastes, and preferred habitat. Like us, all different. I was obsessed with learning about flies in as much precise detail as possible; as a mnemonic trick I tried to associate each variety with a person I knew. Sometimes that person would come to me readily and sometimes it wouldn’t. But it was a fun game that helped me pass the time. I laughed, not hysterically, but as much as a person can laugh alone in a cell, staring at the ceiling, wrestling with insomnia, whenever I managed to put the right person’s face to a specific fly. 
The gadfly, for example – whether male or female it’s always tábano in Spanish, a masculine noun with no feminine or gender neutral option – reminds me of my mother. The gadfly is my mother. Or my mother is a gadfly. Or was. I know that Socrates, when he defended himself in the trial for his life, also referred to himself as a gadfly (according to what they taught me at the National Institute of San Isidro) saying his arguments were like the stinger that pricked the ‘sluggish horse’ to rouse it (the sluggish horse was us, the ‘us’ of that time that implied only men). But I disagree with Socrates, who I don’t think truly understood the gadfly. It’s true that it does sting, but that’s all it does. And once it stings, it dies (kaput), so it can only sting once. It expends all its energy in one go and then it has nothing left. All the male can do is drink  plant juices and then it dies immediately after copulation, making it clear what it was put on this earth for (sorry, Socrates). The female doesn’t die after sex and it has a very advanced mouth organ, sucking the blood of mammals to gather proteins to feed its eggs, good mother that she is. She deserves her own name, tábana. I imagine my mother hadn’t had sex with my father (or with anyone) for a long time; I don’t blame them, I’m grateful. But, in her own way, she did suck our blood. My father escaped in time. I had to wait until I married Ernesto, going from bad to worse. I was accustomed to silent mistreatment, which probably explains why I was so submissive all those years. They gave us self-esteem workshops in prison (depression) where they taught us to detect violence and cut ties, to identify toxic relationships. I found the study of flies more helpful, to be honest. 
Sometimes I think that I was a gadfly too. I was, I’m not anymore. In some ways, the gadfly is the black sheep of flies (again, sorry, Socrates), because it bites, and it hurts when it does. There’s always someone in the family who misbehaves, someone who you don’t like and you’d prefer to deny your relation to. Generally inoffensive creatures, flies have that one relative who leaves behind not only welts, but an unbearable odour as well. ‘They’re family,’ my mother would say when I complained about a distant aunt, never suspecting how much I complained about her. Or maybe she did. That’s why I gave the gadfly my mother’s face. And I’d bet, for her, the gadfly would have my face. Flies had their fifteen minutes of fame as one of the plagues of Egypt in the Bible, Exodus, Chapter 8, where they played a starring role. It’s not that I’m all that Catholic or that religion is important to me (and
they didn’t teach me that story at the National Institute of San Isidro either). I heard it from the evangelical ‘sisters’ inside. They weren’t in my cell block, but I’d run into  them sometimes when the library girl came, and one day one of them saw me researching flies and came up with the Bible in her hand, opened it, and read to me about the fourth plague. I was surprised to learn that God sent gadflies to descend on the pharaoh, his court, his people, their homes, and that he only spared Moses and his friends. But, I guess they’d earned it. There’s always a favourite in every family. Egypt awoke one morning covered in horseflies. Everyone all bitten up and in pain. God pardoned them or agreed that if the pharaoh did I don’t know what the horseflies would disappear, but the damage had been done. I’ve never been bitten by a horsefly and, if I were, I’d know what to do: wash the wound, then place ice and ammonia on it so it hurts less. If I survived my mother, I can survive a horsefly and its poison. 
My favourite fly, the one I reserve the most affection for, is the common fly, the one that buzzes around inside the house. That’s why, because it’s a friend, I gave it Manca’s face. It’s the most synanthropic insect I know. In this case the exotic word applies: it lives in perfect harmony with us, never doing any harm to anyone, just buzzing around all day and settling down to sleep near food at night. I think the fly the French writer with the Indochinese lover was observing was a common fly (I don’t kill them).
Fruit flies, on the other hand, despite the scientific interest in them (an almost perverse obsession) I find annoying. So tiny and insistent; as soon as it gets hot they’re everywhere. Maybe that’s why I’ve never been able to put a face to them. Irritation is a weak emotion, they’re annoying but uninspiring. But even so, annoying or not, face or no face, I wouldn’t build the little traps for them like they show on YouTube, where they put sugar water or leftover fruit in a jar, cover it with cling  wrap, poke holes in it, and the poor little flies hungry for sweetness fall in and can’t get out. A sadistic method, no matter how irritating they are, as sadistic as the French writer watching a fly agonise like a spectator with front row seats. Killing, or watching something die, only if there’s a reason. Even flies. 
The flies that live in pipes and drains bother me less but I know that a lot of people find them disgusting (disgust is an inspiring emotion). I understand why my clients are grossed out by the bugs that have been crawling around toilets and sewers, but they barely move or bother us at all so it’s best to just ignore them. It felt right to put Laura’s face to the drain fly. Not Laura’s face now, because I don’t know what she looks like now (or I didn’t until Manca sent those photos). But Laura’s face as a teenager, which I did know well (Lali), always lying around in her room, eating too much junk food, with no ambition, lethargic (like this fly). Laura would stay shut up in her room for days on end, exchanging only a few monosyllables with her father when he banged on the door. And of course he’d throw it in my face: ‘See, she talks to me.’ Like with sewer flies, it would’ve been best to leave our daughter alone and not complain. I suspected it at the time and confirmed it years later when I learned about the drain fly – although by that time I no longer had any contact with Laura. I didn’t enjoy being her mother. Birthing her was easy, she came out in just a few pushes; I mean after that, ‘nurturing’, as they say now, our life together. They were very hurtful in that house and I don’t mean only Ernesto. I am only a mother on paper, because motherhood is a life sentence (but I don’t feel like a mother anymore). 
Like what happens to the fruit fly in the YouTube videos, you go in through a little hole thinking you’re headed for something sweet and then you’re trapped  and you can never get out. Everything else in life has an expiry date, or can be undone. Friendships fade, contracts are terminated, yogurt goes off, a marriage breaks up. Even someone like me who used to believe that marriage was for life can accept that. I put my blood, sweat and tears into it. Well, the blood wasn’t mine. Marriage always has an expiry date, even if they forget to put it on the packaging, and even if two people remain under the same roof until death does them part. If they would just tell us ahead of time, let us know there’s an end date before we sign that conjugal contract, we’d see that it’s not a matter of love or effort and we wouldn’t have to beat ourselves up over it. Motherhood, on the other hand, when does it end? Don’t mothers have the right to retire too? It’s exhausting. Even more so if you’re raising a girl who turns into a woman you have nothing in common with. You peer into a face that looks just like yours but you repel each other like oil and water. In spite of the differences between us, I wouldn’t want Laura to know that I’ve matched her face to the drain fly. Why pile on any more harm? 
I reserved Charo’s face for my least favourite fly: the cannibal fly (emotion: hate). The female of this species, cunning and calculating, lays her eggs inside a mosquito. When the mosquito bites a human, the eggs penetrate our skin, where the larvae grow for six weeks, inside our bodies, inside of us. That was Charo, a cannibal fly who got under our family’s skin. The other women who buzzed around my husband – my ex-husband – were gadflies, fruit flies, or fat timber flies. Harmless, in the long run. Not Charo. Charo was a cannibal, growing ever larger inside our marriage until her abomination burst forth into the light of day. I didn’t use a fly swatter, but I did settle the matter (BANG!). I’m not asking for forgiveness, just to tell my version of why I did what I did  and explain why Charo is, for me, a Dermatobia hominis. 
I love tachinid flies: parasites that live on other insects and feed off of them, robust, brightly coloured creatures which are technically competitors since they’re used in pest control (FFF NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL). They are noble, hard-working, and they protect the environment. I gave them the faces of a few inmates when I was in that depressing place. Another fly I respect are the robber flies, innate predators: they watch and observe and, only when necessary, they attack their prey as it passes by; they are good hunters, easily trapping everything from other flies to bees. That’s why they’re also called killer flies. This variety makes me think of Ms Bonar: a mature robber fly will hunt down another insect, grip it firmly between its spiny legs, stick its sucker into it, and fill its prey with an enzyme that destroys it from the inside, then it absorbs it. They remind me of Ms Bonar because of the way they stalk their prey and trap them, stick their spines into them, and devour them. They deserve to wear her face. Killer flies have long whiskers and large eyes that allow them to calculate the size of their prey; if it’s too large, they won’t waste their energy, an enviable pragmatism. Although I doubt that Ms Bonar feels like any prey is too large for her. I have no idea what the whiskers are for but they make them look strange and sinister, yet beautiful. Like the glass of pinot noir in my client’s hand. 
But, beyond my affection for the housefly and my respect for the tachinids, my favourite fly, the one I admire the most, which I place on the highest pedestal of flies, is the blue bottle. It belongs to the group of the so-called flesh flies, but this one deserves another, more beautiful name all its own: ‘Blue’, a poetic word that invokes its beauty and elegance. Its iridescent wings shimmer and change colour depending on how the light  hits it as it flutters like a butterfly over rotting flesh. This could be anything from a steak left out of the fridge to a dead body. That’s where my admiration for them comes in, because they leave us clues about death, they date it, helping us determine not who killed the person or why, but when and in some cases where. Then, from there, the forensic investigators can take over and do their job. They are seen as allies by forensic entomologists, who they aid in their work, and, unlike many species of flies that remain silent, they have the best buzz of any diptera. Incredibly hard-working and tireless, they are capable of laying between five hundred and two thousand eggs that will hatch the same day. The odour that attracts them repels humans; what to us is putrefaction, smells to them like food. Smell, our innate sensor, is greatly undervalued; for centuries – before there were sell-by dates on packaging (or marriages) – it protected us from eating something that could end our lives. But we should really stop to evaluate a so-called bad smell before we complain about it. I remember a tray of meat once fell out of my shopping bags in the boot of the car and was left behind when I unloaded everything and it stayed in there, hidden, for days. The smell is what tipped me off. I opened the boot in search of the source and a dozen blue flies swarmed out. They knew it before I did. I have no idea how they got inside the closed boot, attracted by the scent of bloody meat; there’s no question that they’re intelligent, but they’re also escape artists. So there they were, the Houdinis of the animal world, working their magic. 
When the thing happened with the meat, Ernesto refused to ride in the car for several weeks, saying it still smelled rotten even after my meticulous cleaning, and that he felt sick as soon as he opened the door. Ernesto was always squeamish (the
moron). He never changed a  single one of his daughter’s nappies or wiped her spit up. He would let me know about it, as if Laura’s (Lali’s) poo and vomit pertained exclusively to me, or as if it smelled like roses to me. Sometimes, when he didn’t have the nerve to ask me again, he would go through a whole charade, pretending he was going to do it, getting out the wipes, the changing pad, or whatever he thought would be enough to make it look convincing, then he’d say he felt dizzy, that he might faint (throw up if you have to, just clean her butt!) and he’d hand me the wipes and rush out of the room (oh, Ernesto, I couldn’t even count on you to throw up when you said you would). In one of my future reincarnations, I’d like to come back as a blue bottle. They work always for the greater good and never take credit. Thanks to them – and other insects that aid them – we’re not tripping over dead animals every time we go out for a walk in the wilderness or cut through a vacant lot. 
(I, Inés Experey, in another life, if there is one, would like to be a blue bottle). 
Many nights during my ‘depression’ I dreamed of blue bottles; I dreamed that Charo’s body was left inside my ex’s car (our car) but that, unlike in real life, no one ever found out. So Ernesto and I went on with our lives, we slept side by side in our bed, we laughed, we were happy, we bought a new, better, more modern car, with leather seats, and left the old one to fill with dust, cobwebs, and the smell of rotting flesh, abandoned forever in the garage of that hotel where the two lovers met for the last time, shortly before the blue bottles began to dispose of the evidence. The dream, recurring in different variations, was often a mishmash: sometimes Laura showed up, sometimes my mother, sometimes it was only Ernesto and I. Charo was always there. I wouldn’t dare to say it was a nightmare because there were very happy parts: I’m certain that, if someone were to have taken a picture of  me as I slept, I would’ve had a smile on my face. But after I woke up, for days following that dream, Charo’s face would haunt me, still beautiful even with the bullet hole in the centre of her forehead like a bindi, blue bottles glistening all over her body like shimmering sequins on the wig, headdress, and crown of an Egyptian pharaoh. 
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‘I don’t like it, Inés. Before we do anything else, we need to work out the connection between Ms Bonar and your daughter.’
‘Between Ms Bonar and Laura.’
‘It’s doesn’t smell right.’
‘What does it smell like?’
‘Fishy, like a lie. It doesn’t sit right with me that they know each other.’
‘Why?’
‘It’s hard to believe so many coincidences: that the woman would hire an exterminator who’s not from her neighbourhood, that instead of buying rat poison at the hardware store, she asks you for a special pesticide, that she figured out who you were right away, that she immediately presents herself as your ally, that she proposes this plan on the anniversary of the event that sent you to jail. Should I go on?’
‘…’
‘…’
‘What’s your worst hypothesis?’
‘I worry that these two women are conspiring to do you harm.’


‘And what harm could they do me?’
‘They could turn you in for the illegal sale of poison and land you back in jail. Isn’t that harm enough?’
‘Why would Laura want to do that? I never heard from her again. We haven’t had any contact since she came to ask me to sign the papers for the house. She doesn’t know anything about me. I’m dead to her.’
‘You were dead while you were locked away in that tomb. Now you’re out. Maybe she’s afraid you’ll interfere in her life.’
‘I didn’t interfere when I was her mother, I’m not going to interfere now.’
‘Not directly. But maybe she doesn’t want her past to come back to haunt her since she hasn’t told anyone about it. Or no one except Ms Bonar. The right to be forgotten, the lawyers call it.’
‘I’m the one who could benefit from being forgotten, not her.’
‘Or maybe you could both benefit from it. She probably wants to forget too.’
‘…’
‘There’s nothing wrong with her wanting to forget, Inés, but I’m worried she might be out for revenge.’
‘Revenge for what? I didn’t do anything to her.’
‘Not doing anything is doing something.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘Every daughter blames their mother for something. Even if it’s just not being there when she thought you should be.’
‘We always lived together.’
‘That’s not necessarily being there.’
‘True.’
‘And let’s not forget the little boy in the stroller: Laura might be afraid you’ll turn up wanting to be a grandma.’
‘That would be insane. I retired from motherhood, I  can’t be a grandmother.’
‘I’m not so sure. Your mother was a better grandma than a mother.’
‘But I’m nothing like her.’
‘There’s also a good chance that she wants you locked back up just because she’s an asshole.’
‘She was always a bit of an asshole as a child…’
‘You see? Anyway, whatever Laura’s reasons, I don’t care. What I care about is whether there’s something else going on.’
‘And why would Ms Bonar be helping her?’
‘That’s what we need to find out. What connects them. That could be the key to confirming my theory: either they’re closer friends than they seem or Ms Pinot Noir owes Laura some favour. Or the lady is a jerk too, that’s a very possible alternative.’
‘Jerks attract jerks, it’s a law of nature.’
‘Like opposite poles of a magnet.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Until I can get some information on the connection between them I don’t want you to answer any more of that lady’s messages.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Too late, Manca.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Don’t scare me.’
‘Don’t be scared, but I said yes.’
‘You’re shitting me.’
‘No.’
‘Why did you rush into it like that? Why didn’t you wait for me?’
‘I was going to say yes no matter what.’
‘Weren’t you going to think about it? Weren’t you  going to let me investigate a little so you could make the right decision?’
‘It is the right decision: we need the money.’
‘Not if it puts your life at risk.’
‘We can’t put your life at risk either.’
‘I’m confused.’
‘You have an appointment with Dr Ortiz to remove the tumour.’
‘Now I’m even more confused.’
‘In three weeks. The earliest they could do it.’
‘How did that happen?’
‘I had to pay him.’
‘No way. I’m not going to accept money that puts you at risk, and I’m not going to pay a corrupt doctor to do a job he should do for free at the public hospital.’
‘We’ll minimise my risk, we’ll be as exacting as a surgeon, we’ll erase all traces, they’ll never be able to link anything to me. And as for paying that doctor, a broken system that only offers treatment once you’re already dead creates corrupt professionals and patients with no other choice but to shut up and accept it. The transitive nature of corruption.’ 
‘It’s three thousand dollars, Inés.’
‘Plus two thousand for treatment.’
‘How do you know that?’
‘I went through your drawers.’
‘You spied on me?’
‘…’
‘You’re treating me like Ernesto and that, coming from you, is an insult. But didn’t you say you didn’t go through drawers anymore?’
‘Force majeure.’
‘…’
‘I’m going to ask Ms Bonar for five thousand dollars, Manca.’


‘Don’t do this for me. I won’t to be responsible for you going back to jail.’
‘And I won’t be responsible for that lump in your boob killing you.’
‘You’re not responsible for anything, much less the delay in treatment.’
‘But I can fix it and I’m going to.’
‘You’re putting yourself in danger.’
‘You dying would be worse.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘I’m not planning on dying, Inés.’
‘We’re all going to die someday. But that lump will kill you first. If I let it.’
‘…’
‘I already ordered the poison from the chemical company.’
‘Wait a few days. Give me some time.’
‘Do we have it?’
‘The healthcare system thinks so, if it’s offering me an appointment six months from now.’
‘The healthcare system doesn’t think, it doesn’t work. Fuck the healthcare system!’
‘What a dirty mouth.’
‘…’
‘I like that dirty mouth.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Wait, Inés, let’s think about this a little more.’
‘The decision has been made, Manca.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘You’re so stubborn.’


‘You’re so stubborn.’
‘Well I’m going to look into Laura’s connection to Ms Pinot Noir right now. We have to get to the bottom of it.’
‘The day’s over. Wait until tomorrow.’
‘The night is long. I bet she’s still living in the house she inherited. Do you still remember the address?’
‘Of course, but don’t go today.’
‘There’s a lot that can be done without going over there, calls, internet searches.’
‘Sleep, rest…’
‘Look who’s talking.’
‘I’m going to rest too.’
‘And put off handing over the poison for as long as you can. Agreed?’
‘…’
‘Agreed, Inés Experey?’
‘I don’t agree, but I’ll do as you ask.’
‘Promise me.’
‘…’
‘Promise me.’
‘Okay, I promise.’
‘If you break your promise you’ll go to hell.’
‘We’re doomed anyway, Manca.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘And thank you. Seriously, from the bottom of my heart.’
‘You’d do the same thing for me.’
‘Yes.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Wait, Inés, have you already confirmed the amount with Ms Bonar?’


‘Not yet.’
‘Then ask her for eight thousand. It wouldn’t be fair for you to give it all to that bum Ortiz and be left with nothing.’
‘You’re right.’
‘…’
‘Better yet I’ll ask for nine because there will be some expenses.’
‘Okay.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Say ten, Inés, a nice round number, so you have room to negotiate if she tries to talk you down.’
‘She won’t.’
‘Everyone does.’
‘Not her, she’s desperate.’
‘Better.’
‘…’
‘Ask for ten anyway.’
‘All right, I will.’
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That night, Manca, ignoring Inés’s advice, decides to go and check out Laura’s house. She’s not tired and she’s afraid that things will begin to move quickly now that her friend hastily accepted the offer. An initial reconnaissance mission will save her unending internet searches, which is the part of her job she likes least. She finds it boring and can muster no enthusiasm for it even though, unfortunately, she knows it’s unavoidable in these times; useful, even if it makes her drowsy. 
She made sure that Inés gave her the address but promised she wouldn’t go until morning. She lied. A half-lie anyway, because she didn’t lie about what she was going to do, just when she would do it. Manca in turn made Inés promise that she’d wait to deliver the poison and all she can do is hope that her friend wasn’t lying, like she is. They’d had a long conversation in the office, over beers at the end of the workday, spelling some things out clearly while leaving others merely insinuated. Although Manca can’t discard the possibility that the things she thinks were insinuated were merely products of her imagination. But she lets herself dream and now, alone, she recalls how she felt when Inés showed so much  concern for her, to the point of risking her own life. That she would look through her drawers, something seemingly despicable, made her feel cared for and gave her hope that, maybe, Inés might love her the way Manca wants her to. Even though her friend didn’t say it, even though she hasn’t told her how she feels. She can’t recall anyone, in her whole life, who was ever willing to do as much for her as Inés. And she can’t recall because it’s never happened. Not her mother, not her sisters, her nieces, none of her partners – men or women. Not even Rody 2, who is the best of her family by far. If Inés’s motivation isn’t love, what is love, she asks herself.
She is delayed getting there. Two level crossings slow her down by a few minutes, a cigarette at a traffic light takes a few more. Three drags, the maximum she allows herself for every cigarette since she was told she had to quit. Smoking is getting expensive, in many senses. At that time of night there is little traffic in the suburbs of Buenos Aires; no one honks their horns when she ignores a green light and remains stopped, without moving through the intersection. As she puts out her cigarette against the pavement, the light changes back to red. She looks around for a landmark to guide her. She’s close to Ms Bonar’s house but it’s dark, she doesn’t know the area, and she has to check her phone to see where to go. She sees her position on the map and realises that she took a wrong turn somewhere along the way. The story of her life: faced with two options she always chooses the wrong one, she thinks, and she corrects her route. 
When she estimates that she’s nearing her destination, she parks the Honda Wave beside a lamppost, locking it up in case the neighbourhood warrants such measures and begins walking. She checks the address and confirms that she’s only two blocks from Laura’s house. She looks at the street numbers: 522, 524, 526,  the one she’s looking for will be on the other side of the road since it’s an odd number. Better to keep her distance. She’s almost there, but before crossing the final intersection she stops short. Despite the dim light, something catches her eye: beside a sycamore, in front of a bakery, sits the van with FFF, NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL on its side. She is not surprised. This is surely the real reason, not rest, that Inés insisted Manca wait to visit Laura’s house. Why didn’t her friend just tell her she wanted to come? Why didn’t she suggest they go together? Why does she always hide her feelings? All her feelings? Did seeing the photos of Laura affect Inés more than she’s letting on? Has the possibility of being a grandmother touched some latent nerve? Inés holds everything inside, Manca knows, she censors her feelings, snuffs them out. Like a man, Manca thinks, and she immediately retracts the thought because Rody 2 is a man and he shares everything he feels, right down to the pain of an ingrown nail. That’s the kind of man Manca likes, the kind who’s not afraid to show their ingrown toenails. But she likes women more. What she doesn’t understand is why she fell in love with a woman who acts like the kind of man she doesn’t like. Unfathomable.
She creeps up to the van, afraid her friend might be crouched inside; she can’t see much since the lamp that should illuminate that part of the block is burnt out. Manca turns on her phone light and, at the risk of ruining everything, she shines it in the window: no one there. She backs away and scans the darkness for her friend. She spots Inés behind an old chinaberry tree leaning to one side in front of Laura’s house, the house she must’ve gone in and out of so many times as a child. She’s sitting on the ground, legs crossed, with her eyes fixed on the only lighted window. Inés couldn’t have had much of a head  start, but Manca has the feeling that she’s been sitting there for a while watching the life of that family. That family that could be hers. 
Manca watches Inés from the opposite side of the street, the outline of her silhouette blending with the shadows. She wonders if this is the first time her friend has returned to this place after so many years, at least sixteen. Until a little while ago, she’d have bet money that Inés had never been back to this house, but now, seeing her like that, curled in on herself, smaller, she questions that certainty. She looks like a little girl playing hide and seek in the dark. Or waiting her turn to play. She almost looks like she’s shaking. Or sobbing. No, Inés doesn’t sob, Manca tells herself, ever. So she must be shaking. Manca considers whether to approach Inés. She doesn’t know what to do; she’d like to go over and hug her friend but she doesn’t feel she has the right to interrupt such an intimate moment. There must be some reason Inés didn’t include her, there must be a reason she wanted to save this moment for herself alone. 
She looks for a good place from which to take in the scene without interfering, moving parallel to her friend on the opposite side of the road, Inés on the odd-numbered side, Manca on the even-numbered side. If someone were to draw an imaginary line, they’d both be perfectly perpendicular to the house, directly aligned with the centre of the illuminated window. The room they can see is an eat-in kitchen; at one end is a screen door – probably the same one Inés’s mother hung cotton balls from to deter flies. Manca has heard her friend tell that story so often over the years that she sometimes gets mixed up and thinks she saw those cotton balls herself. Like what happens with Inés, who almost feels like she was there when the soda siphon severed Manca’s tendon. From her position, Manca sees exactly the same thing as  Inés: a family, seemingly happy, sitting around a table, a daily ritual, like in any home. Except hers. Except Inés’s, even when she was married to Ernesto and they had a daughter – the same daughter they now watch through the window – in spite her friend’s efforts to keep up appearances. This is surely a very different scene to what Inés experienced in that very house, during childhood and adolescence, when her father left, before she married Ernesto and moved out. What they both see, Inés from her position a few yards from the window, behind the tree, and Manca, farther back, intruding on her friend’s intimate moment, is a young woman, a man who looks to be about the same age, a teenage girl, and a baby in a highchair all happily enjoying dinner. The teenage girl says something and the couple laughs. The baby throws things on the floor and the father picks them up over and over without losing his patience or his smile. The teenage girl plays with the baby to coax him into eating a little more. Laura – the only person in the scene they can put a name to – takes a dish from the oven, serves the plates, laughing so hard at the stories the girl tells that she has to put the dish down so it doesn’t fall. 
Manca lights another cigarette, but she doesn’t smoke it. She just needs to have it in her hand, lit. Inés doesn’t budge from her position; if it weren’t for the fact that she’s trembling, you could say she was as still as the tree that shelters her. After a little while, the man picks up the plates and takes them to the sink. The young mother cleans the baby’s hands and face covered in baby food – Manca guesses, based on the colour, that it’s butternut squash, although she can’t be sure at this distance – it takes her a long time because they let the baby feed himself and he’s a mess. She finishes cleaning him up and the man comes over to help her take him out of the highchair. The teenage girl comes in holding a skateboard,  and she shows them something, maybe a sticker, maybe something she drew on the board to personalise it, like Manca’s Dragoness. The girl gets on the board and acts like she’s going to skate through the kitchen; Laura stops her with a firm gesture, but without losing her smile. Both she and her husband seem to never lose their smiles, even though they have no idea they are being watched. The teenage girl plays with the baby who’s peeking over his mother’s shoulder, then she gives Laura a kiss, pats the man on the back as he washes the dishes, and disappears into the house, probably going to bed. With the baby in her arms, Laura fills a bottle with water and then gives the man a kiss on the lips and leaves the kitchen. The man finishes rinsing the last plate, puts in on the drying rack, wipes his hands, raises his arms with fists closed and stretches from side to side, then turns out the light and disappears. 
Inés sits watching the darkened house. Manca sits watching Inés watching the darkened house. There are no lights on in any of the windows facing the street. Maybe Inés can imagine what they’re doing and where they are in the house since she knows the layout but Manca has no idea. The yowl of a cat in heat rings out through the night. As if cued by that external sound disrupting the quiet like a roll of thunder, Inés leans on the trunk of the chinaberry to help herself stand. Manca tosses her unsmoked cigarette onto the ground and stamps it out, thinking of that movie where a soldier on the front line is discovered by the enemy thanks to the lit ember of his cigarette; ever since seeing it she is always careful not to let her bad habit give her away. Whether she’s smoking it or not. Her friend seems to be having a hard time standing, sitting so long with her legs crossed must’ve made them go numb. Inés shifts her weight from one foot to the other as if waiting for the pain to subside.  She slowly begins walking toward the van, but she trips on a loose paving slab and twists her ankle. Manca has the instinctive urge to rush over, but she stops herself. Inés quickly gets her balance and begins walking again. Manca ducks into a doorway to make sure she won’t be seen as Inés crosses the street and disappears around the corner. She picks up the cigarette she stubbed out a few minutes prior and she waits without leaving her hiding place. She twirls the unlit cigarette between her thumb, index, and middle fingers, biding her time. She’s about to step out of the doorway, when the FFF NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL van drives by. She could almost swear that Inés is rubbing her eyes, and not out of tiredness. If it weren’t for the fact that her friend never cries, Manca would say she was drying her tears. She follows the van with her gaze until it’s swallowed by the darkness leaving only two red taillights, growing ever smaller. 
Then she walks back to the Dragoness and goes home to rest. 
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Ms Bonar gets home after working almost all night. The TV station she produces for was a madhouse: huge breaking news stories and, what was worse, huge egos. She no longer has any patience for egos. She once did, plenty. But she paid her dues, doing the undignified: attending to the absurd requirements of celebrities and stars. It was part of her job, but now she has assistants who are supposed to handle those tasks. They even attend to her ego, Susana Bonar’s. But sometimes the guest thinks he’s such a big deal, so far above other mortals, that she should attend to him herself. That’s why, despite her assistants, she’s exhausted. The nightly news show interviewed a rock star who never gives interviews to anyone, ‘I only do it for you, Susana, you know that,’ and in exchange for his kindness he demanded everything from an imported whisky she only obtained through a contact at the airport Duty Free Shop, to bunion cream for his feet. ‘This tour’s killing me, Sue.’ And she wanted to respond: ‘Rest in peace,’ but of course she smiled and said ‘You’re immortal.’ The only thing she cares about, at that time of night, is whether the new housekeeper has got hold of her wine. She tosses her purse onto the  sofa and goes into the kitchen, slipping out of her shoes along the way. The table is set with a plate, silverware, an empty glass. First mistake: the fork is on the right, the knife on the left with the blade facing out. But she can’t be mad because to one side is the bottle of pinot noir she asked for and the corkscrew, so for today she can let the silverware placement slide. The food is in the microwave, just as she wrote in her instructions. She leaves everything written down, so the maids can’t argue that she said something else. This new one, the latest one who started a few weeks ago, seems competent enough, hopefully she’ll last, she thinks, but immediately she realises that it doesn’t matter because she’s won’t be around anyway. She heats the pork loin, uncorks the wine and serves herself a generous glass. She takes a sip. Tomorrow she’ll close the deal for the poison. She wants to get it over with was soon as possible. When she does, they will finally be even. She has no doubt that the fumigator is going to do what she asked her to. She’d guessed that Inés Pereyra would be easily manipulated as soon as she started looking into her, and confirmed it upon meeting her. Experey, that ridiculous new surname cost her several days of searching, but with a little effort she finally found her. The legendary producer Susana Bonar spent years dealing with people much more difficult to manipulate than this exterminator lady, and there was no turning back for her now. It was all a matter of money, how many bills she needed to stuff into the next envelope. Everyone has a price. And money is not something she’s lacking. 
After putting Dante down – he took a little longer than usual – Laura finally gets ready for bed. It was a long day, but seeing Guille so happy makes up for the exhaustion. She starts to hope that her daughter might turn back into  the girl she was before what happened with Timo. Javier is already in bed, with the lights off, so Laura tries to make as little noise as possible. She leaves the door open a crack so she can see enough to move around by the light from the hallway. She takes off her shoes. She unzips her dress, slips it off, hangs it over a chair. She removes her bra and puts it in her dresser; she carefully opens a drawer and feels for a nightshirt, she’s hot so she chooses a light one. She thinks she hears Javier murmur something. She looks at him, he must’ve been dreaming. She walks to the bed naked, about to slip the shirt over her head, but Javier murmurs again. She stops to listen. What? she asks. Come here, he says. And adds: Like that, naked. She smiles, drops the shirt on the floor, gets under the covers, and slides over until her body connects with Javier, who, she now discovers, is also naked. 
Susana Bonar’s housekeeper is in her room, but she knows that her boss has just got home because she hears her come in, kick off her shoes, pull out a chair, uncork the bottle of wine the stranger paid for earlier that afternoon, open the microwave, close it, open it back up. She hears every sound from her room right off the kitchen. But the sound she’s listening for in the night isn’t Ms Bonar, it’s the hot water heater roaring to life. She hopes the lady doesn’t take a bath so the thing won’t turn on. She hates being reminded that the appliance is in her room, and it makes her anxious. A while back, a girl from the employment agency died due to a gas leak no one noticed from a hot water heater that was inside the maid’s quarters, where she slept. She didn’t know the girl, but her co-workers mention her from time to time. There’s a little altar with her photo in the bathroom of the agency where they leave things for her: little cards,  flowers, figurines of different saints. It seems the woman was widely loved. The owner of the agency complained, saying that a client might ask to use the powder room and the altar didn’t look professional. But everyone objected and so the altar to the dead girl remained. As soon as she arrived to Ms Bonar’s house and saw the hot water heater in the maid’s quarters, she remembered the altar and almost walked out. But she needed the work so she stayed. She sleeps with the window open just in case. She doesn’t care about mosquitoes or bats and she’s not going to mind when it gets cold either, if the lady doesn’t end up firing her before next winter. Dying would be worse. 
Inés has a strange feeling as she gets ready for bed, her body is heavy and she has chills, like she’s getting sick. Sitting in the wet grass was bad for her, she thinks. Today the fly in her eye drove her crazy, it was impossible to suppress it with her energy focused on other things. As she undresses and puts on her pyjamas – she needs to sleep in something warm – she opens and closes her eyes two or three times, she flutters her hand in front of her face, rubs her eyelids with the tips of her index fingers, until the black spot finally disappears. But, it immediately returns. Too many questions swirling around in her head for the fly to stay away. Laura has two children? Both from the same father? Or was the girl with the skateboard his daughter but not hers? That could be it, she tells herself, so many families these days are… She can’t think of the word, struggles to bring it to mind, and feels relieved when it comes to her: ‘blended’. The girl looked too old to be Laura’s daughter so that must be it, she concludes, his daughter from a previous marriage. She gets into bed and begins tossing and turning as she tries to settle in for the night. She curls up. If not, then  the girl with the skateboard is a daughter Laura had right after the incident with Charo. Or not right after but soon after. Maybe she looks older than she is, that could be it too. Then did Laura already have a daughter when she went to see her in prison? Maybe that’s why her mother left Laura the house, so that she and the girl would have somewhere to live. No, the girl with the skateboard must be the man’s daughter. Inés turns onto her back, opens her eyes, looks up at the ceiling, imagining Laura’s life immediately after ‘what happened with Charo.’ She knows some things and can only suppose others. Laura was left all on her own because her parents – she and Ernesto – were locked up awaiting trial, denied bail. Inés assumes responsibility for that but she doesn’t beat herself up over it, they’ve each had their share of misfortune. That her mother, Laura’s grandmother, took charge of her was no guarantee of anything. Who knows what the girl did, left to God’s will, Inés thinks, who knows what she might’ve got wrapped up in, who she might’ve kept company with. She thinks, she can’t stop thinking. She spirals from one hypothesis to another but never lets herself even consider the correct one: that Laura was already pregnant when she lived at home with her, that she gave birth the same day Charo died. She has no idea because no one ever told her. Laura didn’t mention it when she went to see her in prison. And she never saw her pregnant, or never noticed. So the possibility that Laura was pregnant when they lived together is outside the realm of possibility. Inés closes her eyes and sees Laura’s house, her house: it looks the same, better maintained, but the same. In the image she evokes as she tosses and turns, the kitchen window lights up in flashes. When the light comes on, she sums up what she can see inside like this: ‘My daughter is happy living the life I’d have liked to live.’ But she immediately swaps ‘daughter’ for ‘Laura’ and reformulates the sentence: ‘Laura is happy living the life I’d have liked to live.’ The woman doesn’t seem like a person who needs to kill anyone, not even her, she thinks. She also doesn’t seem like she would care whether Inés was free or behind bars. The girl is another person, she has another life. She had her reasons for banishing Lali, as they’d called her. Just as Inés banished Pereyra and Lamas. Inés couldn’t disturb Laura’s happiness, even if she wanted to. And she doesn’t want to. She turns over onto her side, she curls back up. She tries to think about something besides Laura and her children. She tries to focus on poisons, lets her brain make free associations of ideas and words: rat, rat poison, pesticide, sanity, dosage, dependence, permethrin, warfarin, deltamethrin, granulated, granules, powder, diluted, boric acid, certificate of importation, The National Food Safety and Quality Service, carbamates, injection, spraying, baiting, internal haemorrhage, nervous system collapse, cholinesterase, chlorine, chlorpyriphos, methomyl, licence to distribute, boric acid, propoxur. Propoxur, that’s what she ordered, the poison that Bonar wants. An unusual order for Inés, who never buys propoxur because it’s too toxic, it can only be ingested since spraying it is prohibited and it has to be handled with special equipment. It’s sold exclusively to professionals and she is a professional, which is why she’s allowed to acquire it. Even though she’s being careful, it could still raise a red flag. Methomyl isn’t something she ever buys either, but for other reasons: it’s used to kill flies, and she doesn’t kill flies. Tomorrow she’s going to tell Ms Bonar her price, for the product and door to door service. Ten thousand dollars is a crazy price considering the cost of the poison, but that’s the amount she needs to get rid of the lump growing in Manca’s boob with some left over for them after. If Ms Bonar wants it, she’ll have to pay the price. And Inés thinks that she will. She’ll tell her that she can deliver it in a few days, even if she has the poison sooner, so that she can keep her promise to Manca and give her time to investigate. The looming weekend will provide the perfect excuse for the delay. She could even ask for a week. If Ms Bonar pressures her to do it sooner, she’ll consider it. And if she’s wrong and the woman wants to pay less, as long as there’s enough to get rid of that damned lump, she’ll consider it. 
Despite her exhaustion and desire to crawl into bed, Manca makes one last stop, a short distance from home. She parks her motorcycle in front of her house, goes to the bathroom – for a while now her bladder seems more like a housetrained pet who can hold it when there’s nowhere to go but pees as soon as it gets outside – and then she goes out again. She crosses the street to ring Rody 2’s doorbell – in addition to being her cousin he’s also her neighbour. Although it’s late, she guesses he’ll be awake: he stays up watching television until all hours in the kitchen, something that elicits constant complaints from his wife, who locks the bedroom door so that he won’t wake her up when he finally decides to go upstairs to bed. Which means Rody 2 ends up sleeping, most nights, on the beat-up sofa outside the kitchen. So Manca knows that, asleep or awake, she’ll find him downstairs. She decides against using the doorbell, to avoid enraging his wife, and instead raps on the window with her knuckles. Rody 2 pauses the show he’s watching, peeks through the curtains: at that time of night, it’s either his cousin or a burglar. He opens the door but Manca doesn’t step inside, asking from the doorway: ‘Do you know anything about skateboards, Rody?’ ‘Skateboards?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘I know a little about them and I love them, they’re not my specialty but I can handle anything with wheels.’ ‘And  what about ramps, skate parks? If I needed you to find good skate spots in a certain area, to go and try to make friends with a certain skater in particular who I need information from, could you?’ ‘Of course.’ ‘And if it’s a skater girl?’ ‘If you have one, I could do it.’ ‘I do.’ ‘Okay.’ ‘Could you do it without making anyone suspicious, I mean.’ ‘Of course, that’s what I mean too. You give me the info and when you say the word I’ll be there doing ollies with the best of them.’ ‘Doing ollies?’ ‘Jumping up with the board, skater slang, cuz.’ ‘So you do know.’ ‘I told you I did.’ ‘But at your age won’t you stick out?’ ‘Is that ageism? You know I’m only a few years older than you.’ ‘No, I just want to make sure the job goes smoothly.’ ‘I’ll take someone with me, we’ll make it look like we’re father and son.’ ‘Father and daughter, better yet; if you’re going to have to talk to a girl, it would be better to go with a daughter.’ ‘You’re right.’ ‘Do you have someone you can ask?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Can you get started as soon as I give you the information on the skater girl? It’s urgent.’ ‘I can. How long do I have?’ ‘As long as it takes me to check social media and get the name of the girl and stuff like that.’ ‘Okay, let me know.’ ‘Thanks. Now go upstairs to bed before your wife kicks you out.’ ‘I have one episode left to finish the season. And Bety already locked the door.’ ‘Her loss.’ ‘If this keeps going on, it might mean the end of us.’ ‘Marriage versus streaming.’ ‘Streaming has more and more to offer. Marriage…’ ‘Less and less. I’ll send you the information over WhatsApp.’ ‘Done.’ Manca crosses the street exhausted. She’ll look for the information that Rody 2 needs tomorrow, her mind and her body can’t take any more today. She lies down in bed fully clothed. Before she closes her eyes, she sits up and makes a note on her phone: CONVINCE INÉS TO WRITE SOMETHING ABOUT MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS. OR ABOUT MARRIAGE AND STREAMING. She turns off the phone and turns off the light. End of day. 
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Chorus: 
‘But please go in and bring her here
out of the house. Repeat our words. 
They are spoken from the heart.’
Medea
I don’t understand why she wanted to go alone. It was a private moment. Returning home, after so many years, is a very emotional, intimate experience. That’s exactly why she should have gone with someone. I wouldn’t dare to even walk past the block I grew up on. I wouldn’t feel anything at all. Apparently Inés does. It’s not Inés’s house. How do you figure? She renounced her inheritance. I’m not talking about assets I’m talking about emotions. Does she feel something for that house? Maybe not for the house itself, but renouncing your inheritance doesn’t mean renouncing the life you had. So then neither. She lived there until she was married. So? Her home was the house she set up the way she wanted to when she got married. Her home is the house she has now. The  life she wanted was the one she had with Ernesto. That was a fantasy. Even if you leave, your family home is always the place you came from. Exactly. Didn’t Rilke say that childhood is the true motherland? Motherland isn’t the same as home. Isn’t Rilke cancelled? Not as far as I know. Let’s check. I don’t want to go back home or to my childhood. Much less the house I had with my ex. Me neither. I don’t want to go back to Rilke. Why? Just in case. You have to have some sense of belonging. Your homeland? No way! Says who? My home is all the houses I’ve lived in. No, the past needs to stay in the past, my home is all the future houses I’m going to live in. Are we better off on our own in a new home? Are we better off on our own? Ask Inés if she’s better off now. That’s not necessary, it’s obvious. Don’t speak for her. I speak for the collective. Are you on the list to speak? It is in a house that one is alone. Not outside it, but inside. (…) One isn’t alone in a garden. But inside the house, one is so alone that one can lose one’s bearings.11 I feel lost inside my home. I feel lost outside. I can’t find my way home because I don’t know where it is. Bachelard said that one’s home could be used as an instrument to analyse the human soul. How many men are we going to cite today: Rilke, Bachelard? What, now we can’t read men anymore? We read them with a magnifying glass and only if they don’t have a criminal record. Who doesn’t have a criminal record? Inés has one. I mean what man. I read women. Don’t be ridiculous, we’re not going to do what they did to us for so many years. Centuries. Revenge is a dish best served cold. We’re not out for revenge, we’re here to demand our rights. Okay, but a little revenge wouldn’t hurt if you ask me. Let’s call it compensation. Let’s get back to the house because we’re getting off topic. The home houses our  intimate lives. I’d be glad to get evicted. It’s our place in the world, more than that, an entire cosmos. Another one who read Bachelard. Read Marly Bulcão instead. Is she any good? She’s one of his followers and she’s a woman. But she read Bachelard. It was another time. Why are we cancelling Bachelard? No idea. Do we even have to have a home? No, we can be nomads. Maybe if we’re on our own, but with kids it’s harder. Children need a place to grow up. Let them grow up on the road. They need to go to school, socialise, play sports. We have to protect their childhoods. Childhood can be a form of hell too. I was happy in my home as a girl. I lived in fear. My parents hated me. I hated my parents. The home belongs more to the mother than the father. Really, says who? It’s true in Inés’s case, her mother kept the house. And then they skipped a generation and the granddaughter inherited it. But there were no male heirs on that side of the family. Laura has a son and a daughter who will inherit equally. The twenty-first century male. That’s why we need to read women. What does that have to do with it? It has everything to do with it. 
Let’s put it to a vote. 
When I was eight years old, my mother cut a piece out of a dress I had been longing to wear to a friend’s birthday party. She grabbed a pair of sewing scissors and sliced the part of the dress that would have covered my heart if, as she said, I had one.12 What a beast! The mother was the beast. She must’ve been fed up. Fed up or not, she was too harsh. Inés was harsh too. She is harsh. But she was trembling today. Was she trembling over the house or her daughter? I think she was trembling over her mother. Maybe she was trembling over her grandchild. Her grandchildren. We don’t know. She wasn’t trembling, she was sobbing.  She was trembling and sobbing. It’s clear that the house brings up some trauma for her. Motherhood can be a trauma. But she wasn’t a mother in that house, she was a daughter. Inés loved her father and hated her mother. You can’t love a father who abused you. Who said anything about abuse?! The man left, doesn’t that constitute abuse? No, it’s abandonment. Abandonment is abuse. Not exactly. You can’t love a father who abandoned you. Yes, you can, I did. There has to be a limit. Love has no limits. Define love. Romantic love or the other kind? What’s the other kind? The kind that doesn’t hurt you. That’s not love. Love is not your shitty emotional education. No insults, please. Anything can do harm if wielded incorrectly, love included. Is there an instruction manual? Can you put me down to speak? Maybe it’s a matter of dosage: a little bit of love is good, too much love, bad. Like poison? Zero love, I’d die. I don’t need it. Nothing will count as love if we have to have such a precise definition. I don’t ask for love, I ask for a home. To be truly free, a woman has to own her body and her home. Let’s go with that. Bodies and homes of our own. Our bodies are our homes. But sometimes it rains and without roofs our bodies will get wet. I want a true, real home. I want that home. I want any home. I can’t find mine, the place where I can be happy. Happiness is too much to ask, with or without a home. I don’t know what I want. Or could it be rather that I didn’t want to live in any of them, any one at all, because what I really hated wasn’t the apartments but myself?13
Should we put it to a vote?

 
	11 Marguerite Duras, Writing, trans. by Mark Polizzotti, University of Minnesota Press, 2011, p. 1.

	12 Vivian Gornick, Unfinished Business, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2020, p. 31.

	13 Natalia Ginzburg, ‘A Place to Live’, in A Place to Live, and Other Selected Essays, trans. by Lynne Sharon Schwartz, Seven Stories Press, 2003, p. 111.
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Manca thinks I should write something about mothers and daughters. I said: Me, write? Yes, she said. She overestimates me because I’m good at conversation: if I have to tell a story, I tell it well, with details, the events all in order, the characters outlined in depth, I set up the climax, add tension, suspense. But from there to writing a book there’s a big difference. And, also, so much has already been written about mothers and daughters that what would I, Inés Experey, have to say (write) about it. When I complain to her about Laura and my inability to feel like a mother, Manca says: ‘Write your biography, then.’ She thinks she’s fooling me, she thinks that I don’t realise that she’s trying to force me to face my past by writing about the biggest failure in my life: motherhood. From start to finish, for me as my mother’s daughter, and me as my daughter’s mother. For so many years I was so focused on Ernesto and my relationship with him, I wasted my energy, my knowledge, my emotional wellbeing, my time; I threw away years of freedom for that obsession. Like so many other women. But, without doubt, motherhood was and is (for me at least, others are more fortunate) much more conflictive, brutal, absurd,  even worse than my relationship with my husband/ex-husband: many women have been fooled by a man, but not so many have been rejected by both their mother and their daughter. 
I’d prefer to write about flies. Or about flies, females, and fumigations, like the initials of my company name. Even though there has been a lot written about insects already. And luckily not everything is like the French writer delighting in the death of a poor little fly as a metaphor for her creative process and the art of writing. Is writing an art? I have my doubts. Because anyone can write, you give them a keyboard, say go ahead, and one day they publish their text, the book circulates a little, they beg some bookseller to take it on consignment, snap some photos for Instagram, they gift it to an aunt and launch it at some third-rate book fair, but whether it’s art I’m not so sure. Writing is very democratic that way: anyone who wants to write can write. But how many of us can paint a portrait that looks just like the person sitting for it? How many of us can play a solo by Bach or Mozart? How many of us can sculpt a David or a Venus de Milo? Those are artists. People who write, not always. Not me, for example. It might be because I read so little these days, fiction hardly at all. 
But diving into this adventure of writing, even though I haven’t yet decided whether or not I want to (selling poison comes much more easily), as I warm up my hand, I first did some research to avoid any possible similarities to other texts so no one could turn up later saying I copied them. Because that’s the risk today: no one is safe from some poet who’s written an ‘Ode to the Blue Bottle’ showing up shouting ‘Plagiarism!’ And then you have to prove that their fly is not the same as yours, that you have your own flies, that other people do too and that anyone is allowed to write about certain  topics – wars, viruses, sports, nuclear reactors, volcanic eruptions, or flies. At the end of the day no one owns flies. Not even me.
And it turns out that one of the most famous books in the world is William Golding’s Lord of the Flies. I’d heard of the book, or the movie, I can’t remember, but I read a synopsis on the internet to refresh my memory and that was enough to give me an idea. Then I clicked to Wikipedia and what a disappointment to discover that the novel’s title is a reference to the devil. Beelzebub, one of the names he goes by, means precisely that: the lord of the flies. There’s some debate about whether it’s because in Hebrew the term for ‘heavenly dwelling’ sounds just like the word for ‘flies’, or because the flies were attracted by the rotting meat that sat in the temple of some god. But what is certain is that Golding picked that title for his book to talk about the cruelty of humans, in this case a group of English schoolchildren after a plane crash leaves them stranded on a desert island, making their own rules. All boys, not a minor detail. Some of them mount the head of a boar on a spike dripping with blood and a cloud of flies gathers. Flesh flies no doubt. Blue bottles, if we want to be less sinister and more ‘poetic’ or ‘artistic’, since we’re talking about writing. Those boys deserved the lord of darkness (could I be the lady of the flies?). 
I also found (by googling) a novel by a Cuban writer and poet, Elaine Vilar Madruga, which references these same insects in the title: The Tyranny of the Flies. It’s a story about three siblings who live in a house under a family dictatorship. The older girl feels sexual attraction to things (yes, things: a camera, a chair; people are strange, even more so in books), the middle boy collects dead animals (peculiar, too), and the littlest girl doesn’t talk but she paints like the gods and her head is full of flies (like the wild boar of the English schoolboys). The siblings have a mother  and father compared to whom Ernesto and I would be models of childrearing, affection, and care. The best part of that house are the flies. As is often the case. 
Even Manca made a contribution to my literary education. In her efforts to encourage me to write, she gave me a novel (I don’t read novels, Manca): Like Flies from Afar, by one Kike Ferrari. Manca doesn’t read either, not even the instructions on how to use her appliances, but she went to the bookstore and asked for ‘one about flies’, and the bookseller said: ‘The fly as a metaphor, right? I’ll bring you one of the best crime novels of the year.’ Manca didn’t know how to answer the thing about the metaphor, but the man went away to look for the book and left her there, wondering whether something called a ‘crime novel’ could possibly be good for either one of us (keep the pigs at bay). But before Manca could come up with an answer, the bookseller returned waving a copy and saying ‘noir, very noir’. From there the conversation turned to the plot and she immediately accepted his recommendation: violence, cocaine, blue pills (the bookseller winked, what an idiot), paramilitary groups. ‘If it’s not useful for FFF fumigations it might help with FFF investigations,’ she said when she handed it to me. I have it on my night table, underneath A Fly for the Prosecution. How Insect Evidence Helps Solve Crimes, by M. Lee Goff, my favourite book. 
And there’s more, the internet is endless, and I don’t even know anything about the deep web. There’s a book called Flies, by Hans Olav Lahlum, but I doubt a Norwegian author will come to the other end of the world to accuse me of plagiarism. There’s The Fly by Gemma Pasqual, which seems to be about school bullying so there’s no risk there either. And there shouldn’t be any problem with Susana and the Fly Hunters, by Pío Baroja, because later on the author removed the reference to  flies from the title and left only the name of the protagonist, whose father, a painter obsessed with hygiene and illnesses transmitted by insects, was suffocatingly overbearing (another one worried about the ‘cholera and plague’ that the French writer talked about). There should be no issue with Revenge on the Fly, by Sylvia McNicoll, about a ten-year-old orphan. Nor Flies, by Agustín Pery, which seems to be a thriller set in Mallorca and I don’t know anything about Mallorca. Sartre has a play, The Flies, and even though he died a long time ago the rights aren’t in the public domain yet, but I don’t think his heirs or executors will care about such insignificant competition. I’m more worried about White Fly, Dead Fly, by Ana Ojeda, because based on the synopsis I read I have a lot in common with the protagonist, who resists getting old and talks nonstop without saying anything. Although I talk less these days. 
The internet is an infinity of books and not even I, Inés Experey, channelling all my obsessiveness, could fully explore that universe. Books that will be read by many, books that will be read by very few, books that won’t be read by anyone at all. Everything has already been written: about women, about flies, about death. The only way to be original is to say the same thing in a different way. When I decide to write something, I’ll start with my own fly, the one that’s part of my body, all mine and no one else’s. It’s a special fly, the black spot that has been with me for years, something real and in motion, no matter how much they say it’s just dead cells. I’ll argue with anyone, there’s nothing more alive than my fly. 
That’s how I take her and that’s how I treat her. 
We’re family. 
In writing about flies, maybe I’ll end up writing about mothers and daughters. 
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‘Good morning, Ms Bonar.’
‘Inés…’
‘Are you busy, ma’am? Sorry to call without sending a message first, I can’t get used to asking for permission to call someone.’
‘Don’t worry, I was expecting to hear from you. Give me minute, I’m just seeing someone out.’
‘…’
‘Okay. I’m back. A call is better than a message for a delicate matter like this anyway.’
‘I guess so.’
‘So tell me.’
‘I looked into the propoxur. I can have it by the middle of the week or a little later. I don’t want to commit to an exact day because it isn’t up to me, but I estimate that I could get it to you by the end of next week. Does that work?’
‘That works. I’ve waited so long already that a few more days won’t change anything.’
‘…’
‘They say revenge is a dish best served cold.’
‘…’


‘Are you there?’
‘I’m here. I’d prefer not to know the details. I’ll sell you the poison, you do whatever you want with it.’
‘As you wish.’
‘There’s still the matter of the money to settle.’
‘What are you thinking?’
‘I have to charge for more than just the product. I have to charge for my risk, because in doing this I’m risking my reputation, my livelihood, my freedom.’
‘I understand completely.’
‘This product is sold only to professionals and the purchase is registered with the wholesaler, indicating who bought it, how much, lot number, et cetera. My name is going to be stamped right there. And I’m not allowed to sell it to anyone else. I’m breaking the law by doing so.’
‘I know. Don’t worry, no one will know where I got it. They won’t even know that the poison passed through my hands. What I’m planning to do…’
‘Excuse me, ma’am, but I told you that I don’t want the details.’
‘None?’
‘None.’
‘As you wish, I just wanted to assure you that it’s for a good cause.’
‘Good or bad, it can’t leave a trail. If it gets traced back to me, I’m going to be in a tight spot. You know my situation, where I’ve been.’
‘That’s why I picked you.’
‘And that risk has a price.’
‘How much?’
‘You would be paying for the product plus my risk.’
‘The product, plus your risk, plus my own peace of mind. How much?’
‘Because if things go wrong, even if I end up getting off, I’ll have to get a lawyer. And that costs money.’


‘How much?’
‘…’
‘Tell me the amount and let’s get it over with.’
‘Ten thousand dollars.’
‘All right.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Done deal?’
‘Done deal. I’ll make the payment upon delivery. Or do you need me to transfer some of it now before you make the purchase at the wholesaler?’
‘No, all in cash. I don’t want to leave a trail.’
‘Right. Just let me know a day ahead of time so I can have the money ready.’
‘I’ll let you know. It will probably be Thursday or Friday of next week.’
‘I’ll be counting down the days.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Anything else?’
‘Not for now.’
‘Until then.’
‘Until then.’
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As soon as she gets up, Manca starts looking for the information she deems necessary for the case. She starts by searching social media. Even though the task bores her, she’s glad it’s increasingly unnecessary to pay an expert: everything is there, on her phone screen, just a click away. The investigation leads her from one social network to another, one profile to the next, checking who liked a photo, who responded, who is tagged in the comments; allowing her to glean crucial information and draw conclusions that, in the past, she would’ve had to pay an informant to obtain. She’ll still ask her trusty hacker to verify dates, names, relationships, employers, in a more professional way, as only he knows how. But the guy probably won’t be able to add much to what she already knows, aside from financial details, such as credit scores which, to Manca and for this case, are of little importance. 
She starts her search on Facebook, hoping to find Laura’s profile. She knows the social network has fallen out of fashion, dead or dying among young people, but Laura is just old enough to still use it. She types ‘Laura Pereyra’ into the search bar. There are several people  with that name, with a middle name and without, with a second surname and without. She discards the ones who live in other countries and the ones who don’t seem to be the right age. There’s a Laura Pereyra who died a while back, but her profile remains active because her friends, relatives, and other mourners continue to leave messages on her wall as if they think they might be able communicate with the beyond via the metaverse. Manca doesn’t believe in the beyond, much less one mediated by Lord Facebook. She loses several valuable minutes to morbid curiosity before she’s finally too horrified by the comments and moves on. 
After the final filtering of possible candidates, three viable options remain: a tango singer, a veterinarian, and a child psychologist. The tango singer has been on tour for weeks in the Patagonia with a bandoneon player and she saw Laura herself in the suburbs of Buenos Aires last night, through her kitchen window. The veterinarian has two daughters, one girl on each side of her in several photos holding new-born puppies of different breeds. As a comment to the group of photos, Laura Pereyra wrote ‘my babies and my fur babies’. So it’s not this Laura either. But it seems very likely that the child psychologist is in fact Inés’s daughter. Her profile picture looks similar to the woman Manca saw outside of Ms Bonar’s house and through the window; she looks to be around the age that Inés’s daughter would be. And Manca could swear that the profile picture was taken in the small garden where she and Inés hid to spy on her, or rather Inés in the garden and Manca across the street. She thinks it’s probably Inés’s daughter but she can’t know for sure since there’s no indication that she’s married with two children. Her profile has not been updated and she seems to use it mainly for work. In her ‘About’ section it says that she’s a child psychologist and that she works, or worked, at the  Aurora Boreal School, and Manca wonders who would pick that name for a school in this city where no one will ever witness that natural phenomenon. Her posts are all calls to attend talks on education, some given by her, others by colleagues, articles related to childhood and teenage development, a bicycle in pretty bad shape for sale, and not much else. The last post is from about a year ago: a broken heart emoji, with tons of comments below it, all as brief and cryptic as Laura’s message: more broken hearts, crying face emojis, random words – so sad, always with us, sending love, our guardian angel, lots of love to you and Guille. It’s clear that there was some loss but no one specifies who it was, as if the people commenting on her wall don’t dare to mention the name. Or maybe those comments were deleted, she thinks, because she notices some confusing jumps in the conversation. Just as she’s about to switch to another post, a name jumps out at her: Susana Bonar. She checks the comment, three broken hearts. She clicks on the name hoping to access the profile of the woman who started all this insanity in the first place. But Susana Bonar’s account has been deactivated. 
She leaves Facebook and tries Instagram. She’s pleased to find that Laura’s account is public, so she can scroll it for a long while. Evidently, this is the site she reserves for personal use, posting photos of her children and partner: Guillermina, Dante, and Javier, as she captions several of the pictures. Javier and Guille must have accounts of their own because she often tags them. The baby doesn’t have an account, thanks to the Patron Saint of Social Networks, Manca thinks, and she makes the sign of the cross to the god she doesn’t believe in. She clicks from post to post and stops on one of the more recent pictures of the teenage girl holding a skateboard and blowing out birthday candles. She tries to count them, but the  light from the little flames blur together and it’s impossible. Laura captioned the photo ‘Another turn around the sun, happy birthday, baby, I love you,’ and she added a bunch of red heart emojis in case the words weren’t sufficient. Because on social media, Manca learned as soon as she started searching them for work, words are never enough, and in decreasing order of importance first come photos, then reactions, and, much lower down, words. The girl is tagged in several of the comments as @guillepg. She wonders what the ‘pg’ stands for as she clicks to her profile and confirms that it’s her: the picture doesn’t show her face but Manca thinks it’s the same skateboard she saw last night. She would’ve been less sure, in fact, if it had shown her face, since she didn’t get a good look at her. To Manca’s disappointment there’s nothing on the girl’s feed and her history only shows a photo of a female football player that Manca doesn’t recognise, wearing a jersey for a team she’s never heard of, but she takes a screen shot to send to Rody 2 along with other pertinent information. The girl doesn’t seem to use the account much; she probably just looks at other people’s profiles and only makes random posts from time to time, like today, when she uploaded the photo of the football player for some reason. Manca clicks back to Laura’s profile and realises, thanks to the numbers in the top right corner, that the picture of the girl’s birthday is not one photo but several. She studies them one by one. Photo of the teenage girl standing over the cake holding the baby, photo of the teenage girl when she was a baby, held by a very young Laura, photo of the teenage girl and several friends blowing out candles on another cake at a different celebration, photo of @guillepg on a skateboard ramp. She takes a screen shot of that last photo and zooms in until she can make out a name on a sign in the background: SkateParkFun. She sends the photo to Rody 2, both the original and zoomed-in version, the picture of the football player she’s never heard of, and the one of the skateboard that the girl uses as her profile picture. Then she returns to Laura’s profile to find pictures that show Guillermina’s face and she sends those too. She’s not going to say anything to Inés, but she thinks the girl looks like her, much more than she does Laura. Genes, she thinks. 
Feeling satisfied that she has enough information on the girl, Manca now looks for a photo of Laura’s partner: she finds a shot of the two of them hugging at sunset in the hills of Córdoba (#Calamuchita) with a comment: ‘I love you @javiguiraldes, nine years of love and many more to come.’ But if they’ve been together nine years, the girl can’t be this man’s daughter. She goes to Javi’s profile: @javiguiraldes, but it’s private so she can’t access it. She sends a message to her hacker asking him to explain how to get into a private account or, if it’s too complicated, to hack in and send her screenshots of the posts. That’s going to cost her, unfortunately. But his profile description has some interesting information: ‘Javier Guiraldes, computer technician, in love with Laura, dad to Guillermina and Dante. Nine years of love.’ Manca likes that the man openly states that he’s in love, but she doesn’t understand. The girl is clearly older than nine, so they either had Guille before they were in love, or they broke up and got back together, she thinks. She returns to the birthday post, looking through the names of the people who commented under Laura’s caption, one by one, from the first, at the top, to the last, on the bottom. And that very last comment is an interesting one: Susana Bonar commented with a broken heart emoji and then, as a response to her own comment, a regular heart and a message: ‘Sorry, this is the heart I wanted to send for the birthday girl, I clicked the wrong  one because I use the broken heart so much and I refuse to wear my glasses. I tried to erase it but IG won’t let me! Here’s the heart I meant to send. Happy birthday, dear Guille!’ Laura responded to that post with three hearts, and Bonar responds back with six. They must be close; it seems like Bonar is having a hard time and Laura is trying to help her through it. But that post from Bonar is the last one, as if her comment caused everyone else to go silent, as if there were something left unsaid. Manca clicks to Bonar’s Instagram: it’s a professional profile, pictures of the celebrity guests on her television program. She might not even manage the account. There are no signs of her husband, or any family members, no vacations; if there were, before, she’s taken the time to erase them all, Manca concludes.
She can’t get any further with this part of the investigation. Now she’ll have to wait for a response from the hacker and see what Rody 2 can find out at the skate park. She stands up, walks around the table to stretch her legs. She’d have a beer but it’s only mid-morning. She opens the fridge to find it empty of beer or anything else besides a hunk of hard cheese she’ll either have to grate or just throw out, half an apple, some spoiled milk. She puts the kettle on to make herself some mate. As she waits for the water to reach the right temperature, just short of boiling, she looks through the small window facing the neighbour’s garden wall and the few stems of night-blooming jasmine that spill over the top. The sun doesn’t reach them until noon, and so, fooled by the shade, they are still open at this hour. She counts them: five enormous white flowers, just beginning to close. And she remembers how she wasn’t able to count the candles on Guillermina’s cake. How many were there, she wonders. Her eyes fixed on the night-blooming jasmine, she thinks again about the girl’s birthday post, turning it over in her  mind. Why is she still thinking about it? It doesn’t matter, she tells herself, the hacker will take over now. She tries to shake the feeling, having already spent too much time on social media, her eyes irritated, her head aching. She understands how the virtual world could be very detrimental to someone like Inés, so obsessively meticulous, and she’s glad her friend hasn’t given in to the temptation. But the nagging doubt about that picture won’t go away, as much as she wills it to. And she knows she has to go back to it or she won’t be able to concentrate on anything else. She clicks through her phone and finds Laura’s post about Guillermina’s birthday. She studies it for a while, not sure what she’s looking for. The kettle begins to whistle, but Manca doesn’t notice. She scrolls through the photos one by one, reads the comments. Finally she realises that the source of her disquiet isn’t in the photos or in the messages; it’s the date that her friend never mentions, never writes down, the date that she tries not to even acknowledge. The day Inés killed Charo. 
She pours some of the boiling water out of the kettle and adds some more cold water, because if there’s one thing Manca hates in this world it’s burning her yerba. As the water reheats, she goes over the surprising facts: @guillepg was born the same day that Inés killed Charo. What year? She doesn’t know. 
Can fate be that cruel?
Yes, of course it can, she tells herself.
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Rody 2 has all the information he needs: a photo of the park where Guillermina skates and the time of her skateboarding lessons, obtained when his cousin’s hacker unlocked the girl’s dad’s account. Or Laura’s husband. Or both. Manca still doesn’t know if he’s the girl’s father; it’s one of the things she expressly asked him to find out. The other is the girl’s age. The rest, ‘anything you turn up will be helpful, Rody, you know’. But he doesn’t know because Manca told him very little about the case, sending him in almost blindly, saying only that she and Inés were trying to trace the connection between Laura and a Ms Bonar. And he didn’t understand what skateboards, skaters, and ramps had to do with it, but he didn’t ask. His cousin must have her reasons for sending him to SkateParkFun, he thinks, and he prides himself in the fact that she uses him for the cases that matter most, precisely because Rody 2 – he refers to himself in the third person – doesn’t ask, he just gets it done.
The hacker has sent screenshots with dated photos of the girl’s first skateboarding lessons and Rody 2 trusts that they’ll stick to the same schedule this week, betting on Guillermina’s predictability and his own good luck.  So he shows up that morning at SkateParkFun with his daughter, although he has no children. The girl in question is a neighbour who got suspended from school and, according to her mother, ‘has too much time on her hands’. He hired her to pretend to be his daughter so as not to arouse suspicion hanging around the skate park. He needs to interact with the girl named Guille, if possible in this first encounter, since Manca told him it was fairly urgent. But, beyond the fact that he’s there for work, Rody 2 has always been interested in skateboarding and, now that Manca reminded him of this interest, he regrets never having pursued it. 
Unfortunately, he also knows that it’s not the time to start now. ‘An overgrown child,’ his wife would say, adding another complaint to her long list, in a marriage that’s hanging on by a thread, pretending that they sleep in separate beds only because one of them wants to watch TV and the other doesn’t. Showing up to the skate park with a board in his hand, ready to throw himself down a ramp filled with kids, would’ve garnered attention, might’ve even raised concern. He understands; there are a lot of strange folks around, perverts, and any questions about his intentions would’ve made it harder to do the job his cousin asked him to do. So he’s there with the girl playing the part of his daughter, who is not at all interested in skateboarding, who thought he was joking when he offered her the job. Rody 2 curses the unfairness of it, ‘God gives bread to the toothless.’ But he’s going to pay her, a lot, so she better hide her disinterest. He promised Manca that the task would be carried out ‘to perfection, as always’. The girl isn’t the only person he hired, and two older boys from the neighbourhood also have parts to play; they will make their triumphant entrance, if all goes well, at just the right moment. 


Rody 2 and the daughter who’s not his daughter arrive at the skate park at the specified time. Before setting out he’d had to lend the girl a pair of his wife’s trainers because she’d turned up wearing combat boots, proving her total lack of athletic knowledge. There’s no one at the skate park yet, Rody 2 wanted to get there early so as not to risk arriving after the girl named Guille had already left, and miss the opportunity to complete the assignment he’d prepared for so carefully. They don’t have a skateboard since it would have constituted a major expense, and the SkateParkFun website advertised rental boards for beginners, saving Manca some precious pesos, which she can surely put to better use. 
Around ten o’clock the skateboarding instructors arrive and start setting up the equipment. Rody 2 approaches them to ask about a class for ‘his daughter’. ‘Girls come to skate here, don’t they?’ he says even though he knows the answer. ‘Not many, but they’re always welcome, we’re happy to have more,’ the instructor answers and Rody 2 isn’t sure if his response is sincere or if he’s just being politically correct. The girl, the daughter who isn’t his daughter, trails behind, lagging, but picks up her pace when he shoots her a dirty look. He has to pay for the class; if Guillermina doesn’t come, it will be a waste, but it’s unavoidable: they’d be too conspicuous sitting there watching without participating. And to be honest, Rody 2 likes the idea of hearing an expert teach skate tricks. If he pays attention, he thinks, maybe one day, whether his wife likes it or not, he can practice what he learns today, added to what he’s already looked up out of curiosity, and become a skater late in life. 
The instructor assigned to the daughter that’s not his daughter greets them, introduces himself, and points out the parts of the board and how to position it: nose in front, tail in back. He explains the function of the sandpaper  covering the wood. He turns the board over and shows her the trucks, bearings, and wheels. Lastly, he gives a mini lesson in maintenance ‘for when you have your own board’. Rody 2 listens intently; his fake daughter, on the other hand, is paying more attention to the other students beginning to arrive than to the information the instructor is making an effort to transmit in the short time they have. The instructor pauses to ask a question and it becomes clear that the girl is distracted. Rody 2 answers for her and simultaneously gives her a small but firm slap on the back of the head, reminding her that she needs to do her job. He immediately regrets it, aware that ‘these days’, women can report ‘almost anything’ as gender violence. It’s something talked about often by the men he knows and he once made the mistake of making the comment to Manca when she was describing one of her cases. He immediately regretted it. His cousin became so furious she was almost unable to speak, ‘are you a total moron?’ and so now he doesn’t say it anymore, although he still thinks it. But the slap came out automatically and the girl doesn’t seem to be offended. The instructor, on the other hand, stops his lesson to stare at Rody 2 disapprovingly, but without a word. ‘Just a friendly little tap, to keep her on track, please, go on, go on,’ Rody 2 says, trying to downplay the issue. The girl, for the first time that day, finally begins to play her part and, to his surprise, she’s sharper than he expected. She smacks Rody 2 right back and says: ‘We always do that, a display of affection. He does it to me, I do it to him. It’s how we show our love.’ Rody 2 admires her resourcefulness, but he looks to the instructor to gauge whether it’s helped or only made things worse. The young man doesn’t seem convinced by Rody 2’s excuse or his daughter’s explanation, but he continues with the lesson anyway.
Just as the instructor asks the girl to follow him so that he can show her the different parts of the park,  Guillermina appears with her board. ‘Show time,’ Rody 2 says to himself, on red alert; and even though his focus is now on Laura’s daughter, he follows the instructor and the daughter that’s not his daughter so as not to raise suspicion, while keeping one eye on Guillermina at all times. He has to be careful not to stare, so no one takes him for some pervert or peeping Tom, as she gets on her board while the instructor points out the halfpipe, mini ramp, quarter pipe. Rody 2 wishes he could split himself in two so he could pay as much attention to his job as to the instructor’s explanations, all while feeling drawn to the skate ramps like a magnet. Finally the instructor concludes the lesson, hands his supposed daughter a board, and invites Rody 2 to take a seat. The girl gets on the skateboard, just as the instructor taught her, and begins to move with considerably more difficulty than Rody 2 expected even for a beginner. He’s annoyed, convinced that, even at his age, he could do much better and even feels embarrassed by that daughter who’s let him down, as if he were actually her father. The thought does cross his mind that she’s such a bad skater because she’s a girl, but he immediately banishes the notion, not only because he knows Manca would chew him out, but based on external evidence: Guillermina skates as if she’d been born atop a board. 
Laura’s daughter is in fact in a more advanced class than she should be based on the short time she’s been practicing the sport. From what Manca and the hacker found out, she’s only had the board for a little while and this is only her third or fourth class, but it’s clear that the girl had skated before, or she’s simply a natural and picked it up quickly. It must be that, Rody 2 decides, a combination of innate talent, enthusiasm, and drive. Guille looks skilful and natural as she does ollies, kickflips, and other tricks, blessed with  all the talent his daughter is lacking, he thinks again, forgetting that there’s no actual family relationship between him and the girl he brought to SkateParkFun. Little by little, the park fills up with other skaters there to show off their moves. But all the other skaters are boys. Rody 2 laments the fact that his daughter is the worst one by far, as he watches all the cool tricks on display. He learns the name of some of them: nose grab, pop-shove-it, frontside ollie, backside ollie, switch ollie, kakie ollie, nollie. The ramps are crisscrossed by kids gliding along smoothly, coming and going, turning, sliding, like dancers with no music besides the sound of wheels on concrete and the smack of the board landing after a perfect ollie. 
Rody 2 is so engrossed in the scene that the time slips by quickly. He notices that some of the kids are starting to leave and the instructors are putting things away as if the classes were almost over. He fumbles in his pocket and quickly sends an urgent message to the kids he hired: ‘Come now!’ Shortly thereafter, two boys wearing hard expressions stalk into the park like they own the place. Without so much as glancing at any of the other skaters they march straight to Guillermina, stop in front of her, and shove her. The girl stumbles, they push her again and Guille falls down. One of the boys Rody 2 hired shouts: ‘Give me your phone!’ but he doesn’t take it when she hands it to him. Instead, he kicks her board hard, right on the axle, just as Rody 2 instructed him to, while the other boy takes a rock out of his pocket and lobs it at the same spot on Guille’s board. Immediately, the two boys take off running. The entire episode lasts only a few seconds, so quick that the skate instructor, finishing up his lesson with Rody 2’s daughter, doesn’t even notice. The other instructor, who’s putting things away, doesn’t notice either, neither does the one who’s  scheduling new lessons with a few kids. ‘So irresponsible,’ Rody 2 thinks, even though it’s better for him that they didn’t see what happened. ‘They get all bent out of shape over a little tap, but a girl is attacked right under their noses and they don’t even notice.’ Then, as if what just happened hadn’t been part of a plan designed by him, Rody 2 rushes concernedly over to Guillermina, who is examining the damage to her board. 
‘Are you okay?’
‘Yeah, I’m okay, my board isn’t.’
‘Let’s see,’ says Rody 2, inspecting it. ‘What happened? Do you know those guys?’
‘No idea, I’ve never seen them before. It’s like they wanted to steal my phone but mine’s so crappy they got mad and tried to break my board.’
‘They twisted the axle.’
‘I could die, it’s new, I just got it for my birthday.’
‘I just had a birthday too. How old are you now? Way younger than me, I’m sure,’ Rody 2 says.
And he knows it’s an awkward and ill-timed question under the circumstances but, since the girl’s age is one of the two most important things Manca asked him to find out, he decides to try his luck. And he gets lucky.
‘Sixteen,’ Guille answers. ‘It’s going to cost a fortune to fix, if it even can be fixed.’
‘It can, don’t worry, I know about this kind of thing. I’ll go to my truck to get some tools and be right back.’
As Rody 2 goes to get the tools he needs, the girl who’s not his daughter and the two instructors finally realise that something is going on and walk over to Guille. 
‘Don’t worry, Dad will be able to fix it in a few minutes,’ says the girl, winking at Guille.
‘So weird. I didn’t even see the guys. Nothing like that has ever happened as long as we’ve been skating here,’ one of the instructors says. 


‘The streets are rough these days,’ says Rody’s daughter who’s not his daughter. 
The other instructor is inspecting Guille’s board when Rody 2 comes back with his toolbox. 
‘Looks tricky, think the axle needs to be changed,’ the instructor says. 
‘Leave it to me,’ Rody 2 answers and, in under five minutes, to everyone’s surprise, the board is as good as new. ‘Here you go, like nothing ever happened,’ he says and smiles at Guille.
‘Thanks, you’re amazing,’ she responds, relieved. She tries it out, smiling as she confirms that the board works perfectly and then she gathers her things. 
Rody 2 schedules another class that his supposed daughter will never take. The instructor gives him a time and asks for his phone number ‘in case we need to fix any more boards’. Rody 2 is proud of his work and enjoys feeling valued but he gives a fake number; he’s there in his capacity as a private investigator, not as a mechanic, and he has other priorities. They say goodbye and he begins to walk to his truck but then he turns around and calls out to Guille.
‘Would you mind if we walked you home? I imagine those guys are already harassing someone else, but I’d feel better if we could see you to your door.’
‘Oh, that’s not necessary, don’t worry about it.’
‘It’s no trouble. Do you live far?’
‘Ten blocks.’
‘Come on, we’ll take you, seriously.’
The supposed daughter insists they take her home and Guille hesitates but finally agrees. The three of them get into the truck and she gives Rody 2 directions to her house. They make some small talk and then fall into an awkward silence, so Rody 2 turns on the radio.
‘Do you like this song?’


‘It’s shit, Dad,’ says his fake daughter.
Rody 2 frowns at her as if to say, ‘don’t push it’, but the girl doesn’t notice because she’s already searching for another station. 
When they get to Laura’s house, just as they’d discussed the day before, the daughter that’s not Rody 2’s daughter says to Guille: ‘Hey, sorry but could I use your bathroom? I’m about to pee my pants.’
Rody 2 notices that Guille is hesitant so he gestures for his fake daughter to continue with the script; the girl takes some liberties. 
‘Also, I’m on my period and I think I need to change my tampon. My flow is so heavy you wouldn’t believe.’
‘Don’t worry,’ Rody 2 says, ‘you don’t have to say yes if your parents don’t let strangers into the house, we’ll look for a bar or restaurant. The streets are tough, a lot of crime, and we just met. I understand your reluctance.’
Guille is embarrassed that the man who helped her with her board can tell that she’s wary of letting them in. She owes him and this would be a way to repay the favour. And her parents won’t even know she broke the rule about not having strangers over. ‘There aren’t any restaurants around here, you’d have to go back to the skate park. But don’t worry, it’s fine. You can come in.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Sure, yeah.’
The three of them get out of the truck and walk towards the house. 
‘Thanks so much,’ says the daughter that’s not Rody 2’s daughter and she presses her legs together as if she were about to pee her pants.
‘Since we’re here, I’ll go too, if it’s no bother. It’s not urgent but it would do me good because we’re going kind of far,’ Rody 2 says and Guille nods. 
As his supposed daughter goes to the bathroom,  he asks for a glass of water and goes into the kitchen behind Guillermina who didn’t ask him to follow her, but who doesn’t object. The more of the house he sees, the greater chances he has of finding what Manca says he knows to look for, even though he doesn’t know. Rody 2 glances around for something that might be worth reporting back on but it all seems fairly standard, like any ordinary house. Three chairs – wood with plaid cushions – and a highchair around the table, a refrigerator with utility bills stuck to it with magnets, dishes from breakfast washed and drying in the rack, a clean bottle on the counter, facedown, with its corresponding nipple beside it. 
‘You have a little brother or sister?’ Rody 2 asks, pointing to the high chair.
‘Yes, very little, he’s not even a year old.’
‘Your parents really took their time between one and the other!’ Rody 2 exclaims in an attempt to glean more information. 
Guille smiles. ‘Everyone says that. But my parents hadn’t even met yet when I was born.’
‘Oh, wow. How does that work?’
‘Life is strange sometimes.’
‘The stork came early… Here I am talking about storks, in this century. They don’t even tell you kids that story about the stork these days do they?’
Guille laughs. ‘Some people might but they didn’t tell me that.’
‘That’s a good thing, the fewer lies they put in your head the better. Your parents must be nice people. Or, whoever it is that takes care of you.’
‘They’re nice people.’
The girl smiles but she doesn’t add anything else. She pours herself a glass of water, drinks it, and looks at him. 
Rody 2 presses further: ‘The kind of parents your  friends can turn to when they need advice from an adult, I bet.’
Guille remains silent. Rody 2 lowers his head. He feels awkward; he knows he has to keep her talking but he’s all out of ideas. His cheeks burn and he wonders if he’s turning red, which makes his cheeks burn even harder, like they’re on fire. 
Guillermina takes pity on him. ‘Everyone at school loves my mum, not only my friends. She’s the school counsellor.’
‘An important job. What about your dad?’
‘They don’t know him as well but they like him. Javi has been going out with my mum for nine years, a little more now, I was seven when they met. And as soon as she got pregnant with Dante, he adopted me.’
‘What a nice story, what a great guy, your…’
‘My dad, yeah, to me, Javi is my dad, he has always been my dad, even before adopting me. And yeah, he’s great.’
Rody 2 is satisfied, he already has answers to Manca’s two questions but he’d like to go for more. Something about the relationship between Laura and Ms Bonar, but openly asking about her would seem too suspicions. Something so out of nowhere like: ‘Do you know a Ms Bonar?’ might undo all of his careful work. This is what Rody 2 is thinking when the daughter who’s not his daughter enters the kitchen, indicating that it’s his turn to use the bathroom. As he’s leaving, he hears the girl ask Guillermina, ‘Where can I throw this away,’ and he rushes out because he suspects she’s referring to the tampon or something similar and he does not want to know where the object ends up. The girl really wants to make it convincing, apparently. Rody 2 knows he has a while since he’s instructed his supposed daughter to find something to talk about – clothes, music, influencers, or  whatever; not skateboarding because she could mess it up, and to talk, a lot, so he has time to look around the house. It doesn’t matter what they talk about, but she needs to keep Guille entertained, and after what he just heard, he imagines the girls will be talking about tampons and other forms of menstrual hygiene. 
Guillermina gave Rody 2 directions to go straight down the hall to the bathroom. But, instead, careful not to make any noise, he enters each of the rooms he finds along the way. And he takes pictures. He doesn’t see anything out of the ordinary in the main bedroom or in the baby’s room; a normal family, he thinks. A nice lady who everyone loves, a great guy who adopts his wife’s daughter, an adorable baby, extraordinary, in fact, considering the way things are these days. The last room before the bathroom is Guille’s and there he finds something interesting: a gigantic poster, from floor to ceiling, taking up an entire wall. In the centre is Guillermina with one arm around a girl and her other arm around a boy. Guille’s image is made up of two different photos spliced together, seemingly taken at different times and places, creating a collage of a single Guillermina. One half of the poster shows Guillermina in a park with another girl, both wearing sporty clothes, the other one is taken at night, Guille dressed for a school dance, the boy in a suit and white shirt, but with no tie and wearing sneakers. Rody 2 takes several pictures of the poster. He doesn’t imagine it could be relevant to Manca but it’s the only unusual or interesting thing in the house. He examines it carefully, admiring the composition, it’s so unique, fun; if his wife weren’t so angry all the time, Rody 2 would like to make a poster like that for their house, maybe for the living room they never use. On one side he’d be with his wife, wearing sporty clothes, on the other with  Manca, both of them wearing motorcycle jackets. But no, his wife would make fun of him for even suggesting it and Manca would laugh, not about the picture but about him thinking Bety would ever let something like that happen. The boy and the girl she’s hugging must be brother and sister or cousins, he thinks, they look alike. And based on the size of the poster and the space it takes up in her room, it’s clear that Guille loves them both and they’re very important to her. Maybe the boy is even Guillermina’s boyfriend, he thinks. 
Finally, Rody 2 leaves the bedroom and goes to the bathroom, without using it. He flushes the toilet with the door open so they’ll hear the sound of the water running. And then he returns to the kitchen, where he thinks he hears the words ‘menstrual cup’.
‘All done. Ready to go, sweetheart?’ he says and the daughter who’s not his daughter shoots him an expression that says she doesn’t like being called ‘sweetheart’.
‘Let’s go Daaaad,’ she says exaggeratedly, and he has the urge to give her another smack.
On the way out, Rody 2 asks: ‘Hey, when I was going to the bathroom I opened the wrong door. I love the poster. What a pretty girl and a handsome boy. Is he your boyfriend…’
Guille is clearly taken aback by the comment, she smiles but she doesn’t answer. 
‘You’re so nosy, Dad,’ the daughter who’s not his daughter says disapprovingly. 
‘Don’t worry,’ Guille says, ‘my parents are just as nosy.’
‘I might be nosy, but I’m good at fixing skateboards,’ he huffs, and that last comment seems to touch a nerve with Guille.
‘The boy is… my best friend, Timo,’ she explains, her smile fading. 
‘And the girl is his sister…’ he adds.


‘The girl is Tami…’ Guille answers and turns away, making it clear that she isn’t going to comment any further. 
Guillermina shows them to the door and they have no choice but to follow her. She unlocks the gate and holds it open so Rody 2 and the daughter who’s not his daughter can leave. 
‘Thanks for everything, you really saved me,’ Guille says. 
‘It was nothing. My pleasure.’
Rody 2 and his supposed daughter give her clumsy kisses goodbye, like they were already friends, and then they walk back to the truck. Guille watches them from the garden and is about to go back into the house when Rody 2 retraces his steps and calls out to her.
‘Hold on a second. Can I give you a piece of heartfelt advice?’
‘Okay.’
‘Don’t let people into your house to pee even if they’ve fixed your skateboard. For real. I’ve been out on the streets and I know what I’m talking about. You’re good people. But there are a lot of assholes out there.’
Rody 2 waits for a response. Guille, surprised by the comment, nods weakly, unsure what to say.
‘Take care,’ he adds and winks at her. 
Then he goes back to the truck, proud of himself, feeling like, maybe, he might have been a good father in real life. 
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Chorus: 
‘But long life has
much to tell of our side
and of men’s.’
Medea
That skate park was a real sausage fest. Unbelievable. Two female skaters, that’s it. And one of them was a fake. Why should there be more? No one was trying to keep them out, if a girl wants to skateboard, she can. Don’t be so naïve. Maybe no other girls in the neighbourhood are interested in the sport. Oh, please, when a space is all male it’s not because women aren’t interested or aren’t as capable. We are quick to assume girls can’t do many things. Let her try. She might not fully succeed, but let her try.14
There might be women at other skate parks. Doing amazing tricks. There are, sure, but it’s always been a sport we had to break down barriers to get into. In which sport isn’t  that the case? Which profession? Which space? I can list the ones where we haven’t had to: nursing, cooking, until it became super cool to be a chef, cleaning, teaching – especially early childhood education – caring for the elderly, washing and ironing clothes, the informal labour force, other domestic work. Invisible, repetitive, exhausting, unproductive, uncreative — these are the adjectives which most perfectly capture the nature of housework.15 Drug muling, like Manca, mules are usually women. And vice versa, most of the women stripped of their freedom are in jail for selling drugs on small scale. The strategy of dividing the economy up into ‘visible’ and ‘invisible’ sectors is not at all new. (…) The invisible parts were per definition excluded from the ‘real’ economy. But they constituted in fact the very foundations for the visible economy. These excluded parts were/are the internal and external colonies of capital: the housewives in the industrialised countries and the colonies in Africa, Asia and Latin America.16 They colonised us. We have to reverse it. That’s what we’ve been trying to do for years. Even when they’re out of work, men don’t want to fill roles historically assigned to women, there’s a stigma. Not only that, they don’t want those jobs because they pay less. Worse, the few who are willing to work those jobs end up earning more than us. I think any woman who truly wants to play a sport or occupy a traditionally male position, today, with hard work and determination, can achieve it. It’s not about the one exception that breaks the mould, it’s about signalling the injustice of it. The majority of us are not the exception. Earning less or not being able to move up are not the worst things  that could happen to a woman who infringes on male territory. What’s the worst thing? Mistreatment, ridicule, abuse, even rape. Just look at what happened to Guille at the skate park. That was staged by Rody 2. But no one noticed, no one went to her defence. Well, I think you’re all overreacting, that hostile world is going to be a thing of the past, thanks to us. Really? When? Where? Google ‘female skater’ and take a look at the photos that show up: most of them are girls posing with their boards like models, their arms around other female skaters, showing off the clothes they’re wearing. Sexualised. But no one forced them to take those pictures. Don’t be so naïve! Female skaters get sponsors for clothes or shoes but not for boards. It seems logical that the skateboard companies would see male skaters as a safer bet for their investment. I think it’s perverse. We could boycott those companies. Let’s put it to a vote. They wouldn’t even notice our boycott. Male skaters don’t want to buy a board advertised by a girl. I don’t agree, it’s just as hard for them to buy pink clothes and they do that. What man wears pink? Plenty. I don’t think colours are our most important battle. All battles are important to break down stereotypes. Patti McGee in California was the first professional female skater, in 1965. One exception doesn’t prove lack of discrimination. We’re going in circles. Are you on the list to speak? No. You need to sign up. If we don’t repeat ourselves to death, they won’t hear us. Even if we repeat ourselves to death, they won’t hear us. Patti McGee went on television programs and was on the cover of Life as an oddity. Well, she was an oddity. She’s not the odd one, it’s the shitty world we live in that ignores fifty percent of its inhabitants. In Argentina, more than fifty percent. If that’s not odd, what is? We can’t know if other women who tried to become skaters put in the same effort as her. Right, because every man who ever stepped onto a  board has an earth-shattering determination and is super talented! The exception, always the exception. I don’t agree. Don’t talk to me about ‘breaking the glass ceiling’. But that’s the way it is. My grandmother was a doctor at a time when there were no female doctors, my mother was an engineer, my aunt… I don’t care about your mother or your grandmother or your aunt, I care about all the other women who wanted to do something but couldn’t. Me too… Let’s not interrupt each other, get on the list and wait your turn. Any girl who wants to skate today can go to a skate park. I think that if a girl shows up at certain skate parks, even today, in the twenty-first century, they’ll either ignore her because she’s too butch or they’ll stare at her ass. A thirteen-year-old girl from Japan won the gold medal for street skating in the last Olympic games. The Japanese skater must have a name but to you she’s some generic example of her gender and race there to prove the exception. Let me google it: Momiji Nishiya. What are we up against in other areas if it’s this hard in a sport that always aimed to be rebellious and progressive. Aimed to be, as you rightly say. Just try to find a photo of a woman in Thrasher Magazine before Cara-Beth Burnside emerged in ’89. She had tremendous drive and was the first woman to have a skate shoe designed for her, in 1994. Five years after appearing in Thrasher she has her own shoe! Well she also got ESPN to include female skating in the X-Games. What’s that? The most important extreme sports competition in the world. Yes, but a few years later she boycotted the very thing she’d lobbied for. Of course, because the men earned fifty times more than the women in every competition. Fifty times more sounds like an exaggeration. No, it’s the literal and mathematical truth! And did they fix it? Not until 2008; takes men a while to make certain changes. It’s amazing they can even keep a straight face. Lack of shame is a  privilege for the privileged. Nike never sponsored any women until 2015, when they began sponsoring the Brazilian skateboarder Leticia Bufoni. Pinkwashing, don’t let them play us for fools. They can play me for a fool if they want to sponsor me. Do you skate? No, but who couldn’t use a sponsor. We need to find female sponsors. The large fortunes are still reserved for men. The world is full of women who have more money than they know what to do with. Full? Shatter your own glass ceiling. You’re shattering my patience. You can’t even talk about the glass ceiling without sounding like a commercial slogan. It is a slogan. A while back a skateboard company posted a photo of a girl that said: ‘Honey, I hid your skateboard so we could spend more time together,’ and in the caption underneath they asked: ‘What would you do?’ You don’t want to know what the followers of that skateboard brand said in the comments: explicit chauvinist violence. That post is everything that’s wrong with the world. That post is just showing the world as it is. The world is terrible. Social media isn’t the world. But the world has crawled inside it and doesn’t know how to get out. Didn’t we take down the patriarchy? No. What if we take down social media? Okay. Why?
Let’s put it to a vote. 

 
	14 Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Dear Ijeawele, or A Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen Suggestions, Alfred A. Knopf, 2017, p. 20.

	15 Angela Davis, ‘The Approaching Obsolescence of Housework: A Working-Class Perspective,’ in Women, Race and Class, The Women’s Press, 1982, p. 222.

	16 María Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation on a World Scale: Women in the International Division of Labour, Atlantic Highlands, 1986, p. 17.
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‘Why do we need so much information about Laura’s daughter?’
‘To help understand the possible connection between her and Ms Bonar.’
‘And you expected the girl to provide that information.’
‘It’s just one line of investigation, I like to follow several so that one of them might turn up something useful.’
‘And this one hasn’t.’
‘It doesn’t seem like it. But maybe so, because even though we didn’t learn anything about that connection in particular, the information about Laura and the consensus that she’s a good girl minimises any suspicions we had about her.’
‘That you had.’
‘Yes, that I had.’
‘I don’t know what the consensus says, but I always felt like she totally ignored me.’
‘Maybe so.’
‘…’
‘Maybe, if she’s such a nice person, she thinks about you from time to time.’


‘…’
‘The girl turned out pretty well in spite of everything.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘I’ll be delivering the poison to Ms Bonar in a few days.’
‘Give me more time, Inés. Just a little while, a few days.’
‘What for? What are we supposed to do with a poster of a girl hugging her friends? Meanwhile your lump just keeps growing.’
‘The two things have nothing to do with each other.’
‘They have everything to do with each other. As soon as I give Ms Bonar the poison, she gives me the money. And with that money we can reserve the operating room and get that shit out of your boob for good. If Lali isn’t involved, there’s less risk to me. Why should we wait?’
‘To find out more about Susana Bonar. That’s the missing piece. I’ve been searching for more information but there’s nothing.’
‘How can there be nothing?’
‘It’s strange, there’s almost no information about her on the internet, not on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter. Ms Bonar is like a ghost in the virtual world.’
‘And your hacker?’
‘His prices have gone through the roof and I decided to have him focus on Guille and Javi.’
‘Bad choice.’
‘Yes, terrible, but I reckoned that since she’s a prominent TV producer, it would be easy to find out more about her. That’s not the case, which makes me think there’s something strange going on.’
‘And does it matter?’


‘Of course it matters. All of her social media accounts are either deactivated or she uses a fake name. The comments she left on Laura and her family’s walls lead to inactive accounts. It’s as if someone has erased all traces of the lady.’
‘Is that common?’
‘More common than you’d think, some people delete their digital history every once in a while because they made some comment that could be damaging if it surfaced, or took a photo with someone who’s been cancelled, or went somewhere they shouldn’t have.’
‘I’m glad I never had social media.’
‘Maybe Bonar isn’t her real name. It could be her artistic name.’
‘But the lady isn’t an artist.’
‘She’s in the same field.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Could be.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘I’m going to have to scrounge up some pesos and ask the hacker to investigate a little further. He’ll find something.’
‘Why don’t we try to gather some information at the TV station where she works? The old way, on the street, live and in person. I like the idea.’
‘I love that you’re into it but they wouldn’t let us through the door.’
‘I wasn’t planning to just waltz in. There’s probably some place nearby where the employees hang out. My mother used to take walks near the Channel 9 station to see if she could bump into Rodolfo Bebán.’
‘You’re joking. You’re nothing like your mother.’
‘No, of course I’m not.’


‘…’
‘There must be some café where the people who work at the station have their coffee or grab a bite after work. I bet there would be some good informants there if we could loosen their tongues.’
‘…’
‘Why are you looking at me like that?’
‘You’re really into it, Inés. I like that. Your eyes lit up when you started imagining the investigation.’
‘…’
‘And, you’re right. I’ll go take a walk around the TV station.’
‘We’ll both go. I don’t want to be left out of the fun, I’m coming with you.’
‘Again, I love that you’re into it. But I’ll go alone. Ms Bonar knows you.’
‘She won’t recognise me out of context.’
‘Yes she will, you’re very present in her mind right now.’
‘No. Without the sprayers, dressed differently, with sunglasses and a wig, she’ll never recognise me.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘What’s wrong?’
‘Your enthusiasm is starting to worry me.’
‘Why would it worry you?’
‘It scares me, almost.’
‘Relax, I assure you that I know how to pass unnoticed when I want to.’
‘I’m not scared that Ms Bonar will recognise you, that would be unfortunate but we’d be able to solve it.’
‘Then what is it?’
‘Wigs, sunglasses, disguises; wasn’t all that part of a past you left behind?’


‘Until necessary.’
‘It’s not strictly necessary and I don’t want you to revert back to the woman you were before.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘I still am the woman I was before, Manca, even though I’ve changed. That person I was is still inside me so I might as well use it to my advantage. I have more experience now, I know how to look out for myself.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘I wouldn’t kill anyone now, Manca.’
‘I don’t doubt that.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Can you get someone to lend you a wig?’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Can you get one, Manca?’
‘I’ll see what I can do.’
‘…’
‘But we have to take the Dragoness, your van is too conspicuous.’
‘Okay.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘There’s something else, Inés.’
‘What is it?’
‘I want to tell you when Laura’s daughter was born.’
‘I’m not interested. Let’s cancel that line of investigation; it’s not getting us anywhere.’


‘It’s not about a line of investigation. And whether you’re interested or not, I want to tell you anyway.’
‘Why?’
‘Because the girl was born on the day you killed Charo.’
‘The same day? What a coincidence.’
‘The same day, the same month, the same year. That very day.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘You didn’t realise that Laura was pregnant?’
‘Lali was fat.’
‘Nine months pregnant.’
‘That’s impossible.’
‘It’s true, the girl told Rody 2.’
‘That she was born the day I killed Charo?’
‘No, that she’s sixteen years old. I saw the day and month on a post and until Rody 2 confirmed the year I thought the same thing as you, what a coincidence. But it wasn’t a coincidence, it was karma.’
‘…’
‘Laura gave birth the very same day that you… got wrapped up in that mess.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Are you sure?’
‘One hundred percent.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘And what am I supposed to do with that information?’
‘Nothing, maybe just understand what Laura was going through in your home, with you, with Ernesto. I thought you should know. It’s a pretty big thing for two parents not to realise their daughter was pregnant. And  for her to have turned out so well, as everyone says, even with everything she’s been through, it shows what she’s made of.’
‘Are you criticising me?’
‘No.’
‘Whether I was wrong or not, I was trying to save our marriage.’
‘You were definitely wrong.’
‘I was very focused on myself and what was happening with Ernesto.’
‘You must’ve been, if you didn’t notice a belly that big.’
‘So you are criticising me.’
‘Never.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘I wasn’t the only one who didn’t notice. The school never said anything. Ernesto didn’t notice either.’
‘Ernesto is a man.’
‘That’s true.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘But don’t beat yourself up over it, Inés.’
‘No, how did I not see it? It bothers me. How many other things have I missed going on around me? I thought I knew everything. I’m not going to beat myself up over it and this doesn’t change how I feel about motherhood in general or towards my daughter in particular. If that’s what you were trying to do, to provoke me.’
‘Provoke, me?’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘And you said daughter.’
‘Did I?’


‘Yes.’
‘Lali.’
‘…’
‘Laura, that detail doesn’t change my relationship with Laura.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘You get that wig like you promised.’
‘Did I promise?’
‘That’s how I took your word.’
‘Okay, I’ll get it.’
‘Before my enthusiasm fades, Manca.’
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In the bathroom, Inés tries on the wig that Manca brought her. They are very close but this is a private moment, she needs to be alone. Because it’s not just about putting on a wig: it’s a return to the past, to a precise, specific moment, back to the day she wore a wig for the last time, when she disguised herself and killed her husband’s lover. Yours. Charo, because Inés is now Yours, or every woman is.
That first wig was light brown, the colour she’d picked out especially because she thought, back then, that it was ‘the typical Argentine hair’. Now she doubts whether that’s true. She learned the hard way that generalisations are usually false, that it was simply a perception created by her environment, surrounded by light brown hair, where blonde hair was valued, whether natural or dyed, but it didn’t and doesn’t mean that those hair colours represent the entire universe of possible women. Those hair colours are not more ‘normal’ or more ‘beautiful’ or more ‘like her’. Grey, ginger, black, straight, curly, frizzy, shaved, wavy, permed, spiky, greasy, dry, breaking, colour-treated, faded, highlighted, split-ended. The variety of heads is almost infinite, she now knows. 


She’s thinking about all those other women, the different heads she’s known in the last sixteen years – fifteen inside, one outside – when her fly returns. She doesn’t see it in the mirror, it’s in front of her eye but there’s no reflection, of course. It appeared all of a sudden out of nowhere as it always does, floating from right to left, and it won’t be shooed away. But she notices that it seems clearer today, more real. She blinks, rubs her eye, opens it, closes it, opens it again: the fly is still there. ‘Suppress,’ she says as she looks in the mirror, as if she could simply give the order and make it happen, and she continues trying out the new hair, while the fly persists. 
The wig leaves much to be desired, but Inés tries to make the best of it. It’s the only one Manca could get without spending any money, since they couldn’t afford it. ‘Any extra pesos need to go to the hacker,’ she’d said. So her friend asked around the neighbourhood to see if anyone had a wig to loan and they told her that the woman who worked at the bakery across from the plaza used to wear a wig, that she probably still has it and she’d surely lend it out because she’s a nice lady, that she used it when she had to do ‘a treatment’ but fortunately her hair has grown back now. They didn’t say whether the cancer had been cured, because there are certain illnesses people don’t talk about, they don’t ask. But everyone talks about hair. Manca went to the bakery early, with the smell of fresh-baked bread flooding the pavement and beckoning her inside. Thinking it best to appeal to the baker’s sympathy, she said that she needed a wig for a friend whose hair was thinning because she was undergoing treatment for cancer. She said it straight out: cancer. ‘Thinning’ and ‘undergoing’ are Inés words which filtered into her speech as she was preparing it and they seemed to fit. ‘What kind of cancer,’ the woman asked. ‘Boob cancer,’ Manca responded. ‘Breast cancer,’  Inés corrected her when she told her about it later. And Manca responded that she called it a boob, and Inés couldn’t argue with that. Because the word ‘breast,’ she said, makes her think of breastfeed, and Manca does not plan on breastfeeding anyone. Inés, at this point, doesn’t either. If she could go back in time, in fact, she wouldn’t have breastfed at all: her nipples cracked and bled despite the calendula cream she slathered on them at her obstetrician’s suggestion, the baby sucked and sucked but got barely anything. Ernesto was adamant that his baby have ‘mother’s milk’, pretty rich coming from him, with no boobs, saying, ‘it’s the tradition in my family’. He would pick up the baby when she cried and take her straight to Inés, even if she was in the bathroom, and demand that she nurse the child, not caring if she howled in pain. When he wasn’t at home or Inés was sure he wouldn’t see her, she would give Laura a big bottle with much more milk than the girl could glean from her body, to fill her up so she wouldn’t cry to nurse for a long while. Until one day the baby stopped trying to nurse. Giving birth isn’t the half of it, Inés thinks, because then comes the breastfeeding and the mothering, and that, she knows, is much more difficult.
In front of the mirror, she recalls the baker, Manca, and the wig with a hint of concern: she prays that the lie won’t become a reality, that her friend won’t end up having to use a wig when she undergoes treatment. That would be terrible because Manca can’t handle heat; she breaks out into a rash as soon as the temperature rises and her skin becomes so irritated that she can hardly stand it. Inés is certain that Manca would go insane if she had to wear that mop on her head, she’d be scratching nonstop – with her one good hand – which would only make matters worse. It would be a total disaster and they can’t afford another disaster. They have enough on their plate  with the operation and the follow-up treatment without adding an itchy wig on top of everything else. 
Inés finishes arranging the wig, jiggling it from side to side, tucking strands behind her ears, checking that all her hair is hidden, even at the back of her neck. Ready. Her stomach is doing flips but it’s not fear or anxiety: it’s excitement, an electric pulse she didn’t think she’d ever feel again, an almost sexual energy. She lifts her head, pushes back her shoulders, and looks in the mirror with attitude. She likes what she sees: short hair, just below her ears, brushing the top of her neck, in a reddish tone she would never have chosen herself but that feels daring. She tries to push the fringe to one side but it stubbornly returns to its place in a straight line across her forehead. It’s what I’ve got, she tells herself, but she’s pleased and excited by it.
For some time now she’s learned to make do with what she’s got. 
Manca also brought her a pair of glasses, as she asked, and she puts them on. Not sunglasses because her friend said she ‘would look ridiculous and draw attention to herself wearing dark glasses inside a bar’, and Inés agreed. But the glasses, round like John Lennon’s, with orange frames, look absurd, and the prescription is too strong for her eyes so everything is blurry, making the floor, the walls, her image in the mirror, all look like they’re moving. The glasses are much harder to wear than the wig. The wig is thrilling but the glasses pull the floor out from under her. So Inés clips them onto the collar of her shirt; she can put them on when they get to where they’re going. She has enough visual obstruction already with her fly and doesn’t see the point in suffering blurred vision for any longer than necessary. 
Let’s go, Yours, she says to herself, and leaves the bathroom.


She goes into the office and shows her friend the results of the makeover. Manca gives a thumbs up and smiles, happy to see Inés so spirited but worried that so much enthusiasm could be dangerous for her. 
‘Alea jacta est,’ Inés says.

And Manca has no idea what her friend just said, but she lets herself enjoy the feeling of happiness, a scarce resource worth much more to her than anxiety.
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They arrive at the neighbourhood near the television station around noon. After several minutes looking considering options – ‘we can’t afford to pay for a garage or a fine if it’s towed, Manca’– they left the Dragoness parked on the pavement outside a construction site that looked abandoned. They began by going into the pubs, cafés, and restaurants in the area; Inés waiting outside as Manca went in to ask questions and determine whether it was a place the news station staff might hang out. Some responses were warm and friendly, others curt and dismissive. But Manca knows how to get the answers she needs and finally receives the perfect tip: when they have something to celebrate, the news crew goes to drink fernet at a bar four blocks from the station. And today they have something to celebrate, the waitress in the last café tells Manca: ‘Really?’ ‘Really, this morning I ran into one of the girls who always comes in and she said not to expect them today because they’re going for fernet. A co-worker’s birthday, I think.’ Bingo, Manca says to herself. She goes outside to inform Inés and they head directly to the ‘fernet bar’, which the waitress said was cramped and overpriced, ‘a shithole, not to mention  the fernet, which is disgusting, I don’t get what they see in it’.
The two friends head straight there, afraid that if they wait until the news show ends the place will fill up and they won’t be able to get in. 
‘My grandfather drank fernet,’ Inés says.
‘Everything comes back around, my friend,’ Manca answers. ‘And not always in its best version.’
‘We’ll have to try one,’ Inés says and Manca is surprised because Inés only grudgingly joins her for drinks under normal circumstances. 
It’s true that the place is small, long and narrow, with a bar that runs from one end to the other taking up most of the space. For the moment, it’s practically empty so they can choose where to sit, rejecting the bar and taking the only table beside the window.
‘Where are they all going to sit when they come in?’ Inés asks.
‘They’re going to drink on their feet, milling around, as if they owned the place.’
‘And how do you know that?’
‘I don’t know, but I imagine. That’s what I would do if I were them and I felt like I owned the place.’
The waiter brings a menu. Manca orders a fernet with coke, Inés a fernet cocktail called ferroviario. She doesn’t know what a ferroviario is but she likes the name and suspects that her grandfather would’ve taken his fernet
that way. At Manca’s suggestion, they order something to snack on, ‘some peanuts or cheese so the alcohol doesn’t hit us on an empty stomach’. They are working, after all, and they need to keep their wits about them. 
Inés checks the time, the news show should’ve ended ten minutes ago. 
‘Do you think that waitress really knew what she was talking about or was she just trying to show off?’


‘Show off by saying she knows the people who work on the news? She didn’t seem like that kind of girl.’
‘You only talked to her for two minutes.’
‘But I have a special ability to tell what a woman is like. That’s how I discovered you in jail when no one else noticed you.’
Inés doesn’t get the compliment and takes the comment as an uncomfortable reminder. But she doesn’t complain, because what Manca says is true. At first no one talked to her inside; only after she got up the nerve to tell her story, first to Manca, then to the others, did she begin to earn the inmates’ respect. Inés orders another ferroviario. Manca, only halfway through her drink, sees her friend in a new light and she has mixed emotions, pleased and worried at the same time. She wonders what Inés was like before she met her, whether she could ever be like that again, if she dared. She has the feeling that a part of her friend was switched off when she killed Charo, like there’s no current running to a portion of the circuit that makes her who she is. Until recently, she would’ve bet money that this other part of Inés would remain turned off forever. But today, seeing her in that wig, excited, with a new light in her eyes, Manca thinks maybe someday all the switches will flip back on and Inés will once again shine as bright as before. And Manca likes that idea, she finds it appealing but also unsettling. She’s already in love with this subdued Inés, the other version of her is a mystery that has yet to be revealed. 
The laughter filtering from the street gives them a heads up: the action is about to begin. The first to enter the fernet bar, just as the waiter sets Inés’s second ferroviario on the table, is the weathergirl, trailed by a young man and woman, both very solicitous, probably assistants or interns. This woman, the weathergirl, must be the birthday girl because she’s carrying several bags  and is handed a few more by other co-workers, all of which she passes to the bar manager: ‘Hey, sweetheart, can you put these somewhere for me?’ ‘Of course, darling,’ says the man as he stashes the packages behind the bar and immediately confirms Inés and Manca’s suspicions: ‘Happy birthday, gorgeous.’
A few minutes later another group of people join the party. Manca recognises several of them. Inés, hardly any: the anchor woman and anchor man, another guy who looks familiar but she can’t place. Manca informs her that he reports on politics, that he’s ‘a moron’, and that the others are a crime reporter, the sports guy, the woman who covers entertainment, the woman who reports on retirement and pensions. A short while later, after Inés has already downed her second ferroviario, a third group enters and the fernet bar is packed to the brim. A guy they don’t recognise walks in exaggeratedly struggling to balance a cake with candles on it. He sets it down on the bar, after pretending two or three times that it’s about to fall. They all applaud the skit, laugh, order more fernet cocktails. There is still no sign of Ms Bonar and it would seem that they are prepared to sing Happy Birthday without her. Inés signals to the waiter to order a third ferroviario. Manca, focused on the weathergirl and her friends, doesn’t notice, but when the waiter brings it to the table she commandeers it for herself, aiming to keep Inés from drinking too much. 
‘Stop! Just a minute, Petra sent a message saying she’s on her way,’ the weathergirl shouts. 
At this notification, the sports reporter stands to attention and salutes, indicating that this is an order from a superior that must be followed, and everyone else laughs. 
‘Who is Petra?’ Inés asks.
‘No idea,’ Manca replies.


‘Don’t you watch the news?’
‘Yes, but there’s no Petra on the show, as far as I know.’
A few minutes later, Ms Bonar rushes into the pub apologising for being late, but it seems insincere, like she’s always late and doesn’t really feel bad about it, but the rules of courtesy require her to say she’s sorry. Manca gestures to Inés to confirm that it’s who she thinks it is and Inés nods. Then Manca turns Inés’s chair to the side so that she’s not facing the room, and tells her friend to put on her glasses. Inés is not worried about being recognised and she rolls her eyes at the excessive precaution, which she deems unnecessary, but she plays along so that her friend will relax. 
‘Alright, let’s light the candles,’ the anchor woman says.
‘Do you have a light, Petra?’ the culture reporter asks and Ms Bonar takes a silver Ronson lighter from her purse and touches it to the candles, one by one, ceremoniously. 
‘There’s Petra,’ Manca says.
Happy Birthday shouted out of tune, photos taken from different mobile phones – selfies and group shots – cutting the cake, little pieces of vanilla sponge with chocolate fondant icing passed from hand to hand on paper napkins until every party guest has one, more glasses of fernet dropped off full and bussed away empty, laughter, talking, shouting. Manca takes careful stock of every detail although she’s not sure whether anything she’s seen, up to now, serves the investigation. She wrote her objective down on a piece of paper that morning, almost a declaration of principles, and she has it in her pocket to help keep her from straying from her true purpose: ‘Determine whether selling poison to Ms Pinot Noir puts Inés at greater risk than selling it to any other person, either because of the woman’s relationship with  Laura (option currently discarded) or for some other unknown reason.’ She printed it in large letters and highlighted certain key words in yellow: poison, Pinot Noir, Laura. The anchor man begins to tap his glass with a spoon to get everyone’s attention. And, when the noise level drops, projecting his voice like they taught him in his elocution lessons, he asks Petra to give a speech. ‘Speech!’ several others shout, as if it were some kind of a ritual at every celebration, along with her late arrival and the Ronson she used to light the candles. 
Finally Petra – Susana Bonar – speaks. ‘What can I say…’ she sighs as if searching for words she’s repeated so often she’s sick of them. ‘Happy to be here celebrating someone so full of light,’ she says, looking at the weathergirl and raising a glass to her. The girl returns the smile. ‘And to be surrounded by this excellent group of humans we’ve managed to gather over the years, responsible, committed journalists, the best team I could’ve ever asked for.’
‘Damn right!’ shouts one of the people Manca wasn’t able to identify. 
‘I love you guys,’ Bonar adds.
‘And we love you, Petra!’ the anchor woman says. 
‘We love you, Petra!’ several more people shout. 
‘And to top it off,’ Bonar continues, ‘we’re all here together, in this place that’s like our second home, where it rains the very best fernet. Although I prefer a nice pinot noir.’
‘Don’t we know it, Petra!’ the anchor woman jokes.
‘What more could we ask for?’ Susana Bonar says.
‘A raise!’ says the guy who brought in the cake and everyone laughs, Bonar included. 
‘Happy birthday, Carina!’ Bonar says once the laughter dies down. ‘I hope that in the future, when I’m gone, you’ll still invite me to your parties.’ Everyone nods  with expressions of dubious sincerity. ‘And that this turn around the sun will bring you everything you wish for and more. In your professional life and your personal life as well. You deserve it Cari, my darling.’
Ms Bonar raises her glass of fernet inviting everyone to toast, glasses clink all around, as they lean over to reach people farther away, milling around the narrow pub as if it they owned the place, just as Manca said they would. Minutes later, Ms Bonar goes to the cash register, hands over her credit card, signs the receipt, says goodbye, and leaves, making it clear that she’d fulfilled her duty: she lit the candles, said a few words, made a toast, and settled the bill. 
When a few minutes have gone by and everyone is sure that ‘Petra’ won’t be back, the guy who brought in the cake does an impression of her. ‘You deserve it, Cari, my dear, my dearest, my darling. Invite me to your birthday once I’m gone, please! Don’t leave me out!’ the guy says, pretending to sob.
Everyone laughs. Inés doesn’t, and she has to admit that, although she doesn’t feel sorry for Ms Bonar for being laughed at behind her back, she’s doesn’t find their disloyalty funny. Manca doesn’t laugh either, but for other reasons; she’s there as a professional, analysing what she sees with less emotionality. She jots down ‘WHEN I’M GONE’ in all caps on a napkin and shows it to Inés in case she missed the comment before putting it in her pocket along with the slip of paper where she wrote their objective. The young man’s impression tells her that Bonar is not well liked by her news team, much as they might shout ‘we love you, Petra’. She’d wager that Ms Pinot Noir is not well liked anywhere.
The weathergirl – the birthday girl, who they now know is named Cari – is very drunk by now and bumps into the anchor woman’s glass, spilling dark brown fernet  all over her white blouse. Curses, apologies, laughter, and the weathergirl goes to the bathroom to see what can be done about her blouse as the anchor woman orders a new fernet from the waiter, and the party continues. Inés quickly stands up, intending to follow the birthday girl, but she wobbles and Manca throws her a look and gestures for her to sit, saying she’ll go instead. But Inés shakes her head: ‘It’s the glasses,’ she says, as she puts them on the table and leaves without waiting for a response.
When she gets to the bathroom, Carina, with her top off, is struggling with the fernet stain. She stands half-naked in a tiny, sheer bra scrubbing at the blouse without much success. Inés stands at the sink next to her and begins washing her hands. She watches the girl in the mirror for a second and then says: ‘Excuse me for butting in. But you’re going to make the stain set. The best thing to do is leave it alone and then put the shirt to soak all night with laundry soap when you get home.’
Carina nods but doesn’t follow Inés’s advice.
‘If you have hydrogen peroxide, pour a splash of that in too. Then tomorrow wash the whole blouse and set it to dry in the sun inside out. But for now, no matter how hard you scrub, you’re not going to fix it and you might even make the situation worse.’
That comment finally convinces Carina, who stops.
‘What a mess, now it’s stained and soaking wet.’
Inés looks at her, smiles, takes a few steps closer, and reaches for the blouse. ‘Here, let me. Carina, right?’
The girl nods and surrenders the blouse; Inés moves to the hand dryer and turns it on. The hot air makes the shirt dance in her hands as Inés presses the button every time the dryer turns off. The stain is still there but the blouse gradually begins to dry. 
 ‘That’s better,’ Inés says, returning it to her.
‘Thanks so much, you’re the best.’


Carina puts her shirt back on and begins silently buttoning it up.
‘Excuse me for butting in, but I was so surprised to hear the name Petra. That was my mother’s name,’ she lies. ‘Who was that Petra person?’
‘Our executive producer,’ the girl says without looking up from her buttons. ‘The boss, to be exact.’
Carina finishes straightening her blouse and then goes into a stall. The sound of urine hitting the toilet seems endless and Inés decides to talk over it, moving closer to the stall door. 
‘That’s so weird. I’ve never met anyone with my mother’s name.’
Inés has made her best effort, but the weathergirl doesn’t comment; Inés waits a moment, impatiently, then ventures another question. ‘It doesn’t seem like you guys are very fond of her, does it?’
Carina flushes the toilet and exits the stall.
‘We don’t like her at all,’ the girl answers, emboldened by so much fernet.
Inés steps aside so the weathergirl can get to the sink. Inés washes her hands as well. Now Karina watches Inés in the mirror as she shakes the water from her hands and moves to the hand dryer. Inés presses the button to make more water come out of the tap and continues washing her hands. 
The girl seems surprised. ‘How many times a day do you wash your hands?’ she asks.
‘Oh… it’s an obsessive-compulsive thing… how embarrassing,’ Inés pretends to be humiliated. ‘I’m so pathetic. I’m pitiful, aren’t I?’
‘No, not at all, I’m sorry,’ the girl responds, feeling guilty for having embarrassed her. ‘It just surprised me.’
‘It’s fine. I’m OCD, it’s terrible. My skin cracks and bleeds sometimes from washing my hands so much.’


Carina regrets having invaded this stranger’s privacy, but she feels sorry for the woman. Inés notices and decides to take advantage of it, raising her hands to her face as if trying to hold in a sob. 
Carina leans over and gently takes Inés’s hands. ‘Come on, don’t be sad. I’ll tell you a secret. Our boss isn’t named Petra. Her name is Susana. Susana Bonar. We just gave her that nickname.’
Inés sighs deeply, as if trying to compose herself, she smiles. The weathergirl takes a joint from one pocket of her jeans and a plastic lighter out of the other.
‘You could’ve lit the candles yourself,’ Inés says.
‘But how could this ever compete with Petra’s silver Ronson?’ the girl says. She lights the joint, takes a hit, and offers it to Inés.
Inés takes a long drag and has a coughing fit. The girl grabs her shoulder: ‘Are you all right?’
‘Excellent.’
‘She thinks we nicknamed her after Petra Mede, the Swedish comedian and TV host. She looks a little like her,’ the girl says, trying to cheer her up. ‘Do you know who that is?’
Inés shakes her head and hands the joint back. The weathergirl takes another long hit then sets the joint on the edge of the sink to search for an image of Petra Mede on her phone. Inés picks up the joint and takes another hit. Carina drops her phone in the sink and Inés quickly retrieves it so it doesn’t get wet. She dries it off and hands it to her, giggling.
‘I didn’t know who she was either but one of the guys who works with us came up with it, one of those nerds who knows everything, a genius. It got us out of a jam one day when she heard us calling her Petra. Look,’ the girl shows her a photo of Mede on her phone as she simultaneously takes the joint. ‘She looks like her, right?’


Inés looks, nods, and smiles. The girl takes another hit.
‘And what’s the real reason you call her Petra?’
‘Because she’s a rock!’ Carina responds. ‘A heart of stone, petra in Greek, she’s bulletproof.’
‘Her poor husband…’ Inés says, trying to bring the conversation around to one of the things they’re trying to find out. 
‘Petra’s husband? She’s even never dated any guy that we knew of. Or woman either. She’s one of those people who has no time for love, or for sex either I imagine. At least that’s her excuse. Because who could put up with her, no matter how much time she had?’
The girl giggles, sets the joint beside the tap, and hops up onto the counter. She leans toward the mirror to inspect the stain on her blouse and then she stares for a moment at some blemish on her face. 
‘She had a daughter, but she must’ve had her on her own,’ she says as she squeezes a pimple. ‘We never found out if it was an adoption, casual sex, a surrogate, or what.’
‘Why do you say it in the past tense?’
‘Because she died.’
‘Oh, how horrible,’ Inés says, genuinely struck by the remark. ‘That must’ve been terrible for her.’
‘Who knows. I guess so, losing a kid must be awful.’
Inés tries to hop up onto the counter too, but gives up after two failed attempts and sits down on the floor instead. Carina waits for her to settle before she continues. 
‘But Petra is strange, most of the people who work with her every day didn’t even know she had a daughter until she died.’
The girl now hops down from the counter, licks her index finger like she’s about to put out the joint but first offers a final hit to Inés, who accepts. 
‘Petra never shares any details about her private life.  Ever. The station told us she’d be out of work for a few days because her daughter had died and we saw a couple of death notices in the paper: Tamara, I think was her name, Tamara Bonar.’
‘The girl used her last name.’
‘Yeah.’
Inés hands the joint back but leaves her arm outstretched so the girl can help her up. Carina pulls Inés to her feet. She wobbles, gets her balance, then straightens her clothes. The girl sticks out her tongue and presses the joint into the centre of it to put it out. Inés is shocked and laughs. Carina laughs too. 
‘How did she die?’ Inés asks.
‘There were different rumours going around about the cause of death, that she committed suicide, that she overdosed on coke, that she was playing some sex game and she suffocated, that a friend suffocated her.’ Carina tucks what’s left of the joint into her pocket. ‘The version handed down from human resources was that it was a sudden death. The next week Petra was back at work without a word.’
‘Turned to stone.’
‘Petrified.’
‘Petrifying.’
They both laugh. The girl seems to be about to leave so Inés hurriedly gets in a final question. ‘In her toast she talked about “when she’s gone”, what did that mean?’
‘Yes, hooray! She’s leaving! She’s taking a one-year sabbatical. She’s supposed to be interviewing replacements for herself but she’s rejected every possible candidate so far. Stone cold to the core. If she ends up staying I’ll kill myself! But I better go now, my friends are probably wondering what’s taking me so long.’
‘They can’t be that worried because no one came in to check on you.’


‘They’re probably all too drunk to notice…’
‘None of them would win the prize for most considerate co-worker,’ Inés says, laughing.
‘That’s true!’ the girl replies and laughs too. ‘You’re the most considerate one! What’s your name?’
‘Yours. Well, they call me Yours.’
‘Oh I love that. Thanks again for helping with the stain, Yours.’
‘You’re welcome, Cari.’
The weathergirl leaves. Inés stands looking in the mirror. ‘Cari my darling,’ she says and she adjusts her wig. She feels dizzy from the fernet and the joint but she’s lucid enough to understand the importance of the information she’s just received. She goes over it all: there’s definitely no husband, there was a daughter who died, Ms Bonar is looking for a replacement for herself because she’s leaving, supposedly, for at least a year. The pieces are beginning to fit together. She washes her hands again, turns off the tap, turns it back on, lets the water run, washes them again, repeats the ritual one more time, and another, as if she really were the obsessive-compulsive character she no longer needs to pretend to be. But the rote movement helps her sort through her ideas as they gradually settle into place and begin to make sense. ‘Bingo,’ she’s sure Manca will say when she tells her. She laughs. She leaves the bathroom laughing. 
She crosses the bar; the birthday party has dispersed and she wonders how much time has passed since the weathergirl left the bathroom. From across the bar, she sees Manca with a pissed-off look on her face. Her friend has already paid for their drinks and is about to go into the bathroom to get her when Inés appears at the table. 
‘Should we have another fernet?’ Inés asks.
‘No, we’re leaving,’ Manca says, taking Inés by the hand.


‘Calm down, amiga, my trip to the bathroom was very productive. Revelatory.’ 
‘Oh yeah?’ Manca says, playing along so she can get her friend to leave. 
Inés sits down and Manca, so as not to make a scene, sits as well. They look at each other for a few seconds without saying anything. But this time Inés isn’t paralysed, Manca can tell, she’s just trying to build suspense. Once she feels she’s achieved enough dramatic tension, she makes her declaration: ‘I know who Ms Bonar wants to kill.’
‘You don’t say…’
‘I do say, I do.’ 
Inés laughs. Manca is irritated but she can tell that her friend, in spite of the substances in her system, which she can smell on her, is being serious. So she urges her to go on: ‘Who?’
‘Herself.’
‘Where did you get that?’
‘She had a daughter that died. She experienced a terrible tragedy and she’s suffering and she wants to put an end to it. She told the station that she’s taking a sabbatical and she’s looking for a replacement. But I don’t think it’s a sabbatical; it’s permanent leave. She wants to find a replacement first because she’s so obsessive about her work and wants everything to run smoothly, even after she’s buried in the ground. She wants the poison for herself but she was afraid that if she told me it was suicide I wouldn’t have agreed. If it was to kill a lover, on the other hand, I would.’
‘A bit roundabout isn’t it?’
‘Petra is roundabout. I’m trying to get inside her head. And I think that could have been her reasoning.’
‘And why you? Why not get the poison from someone else? Or why didn’t she try to get a gun? Or just throw herself out a window?’


‘Of her two-storey house? I don’t think the fall would kill her. I don’t know. Everyone commits suicide the way they want to, the way they can. Some people take pills, some people shoot themselves, some hang themselves or set themselves on fire. Some people turn on the oven, or throw themselves under a train. It’s very personal. Don’t ask me for a psychological profile.’
‘I’m not asking for all that, obviously, but it needs to at least make a little bit of sense.’
‘Everything that woman is doing makes perfect sense. Suicide is the key to why Ms Bonar is handing out dollars left and right without a second thought: she can’t take them with her to the grave, she has no heirs, she can spend it all going out the way she wants.’
‘That’s true.’
‘Maybe it’s some kind of ritual for her. Maybe she saw it in some movie, or read it in a book, or someone she admires did it that way. She’s not a normal woman; there’s a reason her co-workers gave her the nickname Petra.’
‘They gave it to her?’
‘Yeah, I’ll explain later. But don’t you think my theory adds up?’
‘Maybe… But, again, why you?’
‘Because she remembered me from the news report. And maybe Laura, at some point in their friendship mentioned that she was my daughter and that jogged her memory. It’s true that I was on every news show in the country.’
‘I guess that adds up.’
‘And she wants to buy that type of poison because she doesn’t want to risk someone finding her half-dead, have them call an ambulance, have her stomach pumped, and end up saving her life. She said one shot. And this poison, I assure you, is one shot.’ 


‘You came up with all that in the bathroom?’
‘That and more. Ask me anything. Questions?’
Manca sits processing it all. She admires the strength of her friend’s convictions in spite of the fernet and the marihuana she consumed in the bathroom. ‘Then Pinot Noir is going to kill herself because her daughter died,’ she says, summing it up. 
‘She’s going to kill herself because she can’t bear to go on living, like everyone who kills themselves. And every person has their own reasons for being unable to go on living.’
‘We have everything all figured out, then?’
‘We have everything all figured out, Manca.’
‘And we should let her do it? Let her kill herself?’
‘Who are we to stand in the way of letting someone die if they want to?’
‘We’re not just staying out of the way, we’re making it possible.’
‘Consider it as euthanasia. Helping someone die is perfectly legal in many modern, civilised countries. I don’t judge anyone for wanting to put an end to an unbearable pain. Physical or emotional. A pain that keeps them from being able to take a single step more. And I don’t judge anyone who helps them.’
‘It’s not about judgement; we’re not judging anyone.’
‘No, who are we to judge. Can I have that other fernet now?’
‘Last one.’
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Inés insists on going by herself to pick up the poison and then on to Ms Bonar’s house to deliver it and bring this absurd task to an end. Manca spends the better part of the morning insisting that she should go with Inés, reminding her that there’s still a ‘moderate risk’, as she follows Inés around the office, brings her a coffee, then another, then a cup of mate cocido. The pesticide supplier is not yet open for business and Inés uses the time to arrange her schedule so she can resume her regular fumigations as soon as Ms Bonar is nothing more than a distant memory associated with those ten thousand dollars. Will she ever be only that? Inés hopes so. She doesn’t want to hear any more about the woman, or dream about her, or think about her at all. It will be easier this time than it was with Charo because she is not emotionally invested. And her involvement in the incident – whatever it ends up being – will be secondary. If someone discovers that she provided the poison, she could be considered an accomplice, legally speaking, an accessory to the crime. But, whether or not the thing she’s about to do is wrong, whether or not it’s a crime, whether it persists as a vivid memory or falls into the recesses of her mind, it will be  better for her to proceed alone no matter what, leaving Manca free from any possible consequences. If one of them has to go back inside, the other one should remain on the outside, Inés thinks. Although her friend disagrees.
But even though she disagrees, Manca knows that Inés will not change her mind and that her insistence will only delay the final outcome. And she recognises that some of her friend’s arguments are valid. For example, it might raise suspicions if the person in charge of FFF, NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL went to pick up the poison accompanied by someone they’ve never seen before. Inés has never introduced Manca to any of her providers; she’s never turned up there with any assistant, subordinate, employee, or partner. She’s only ever gone on her own. They are partners, it’s true, on paper, but each have their own clearly defined tasks and areas of expertise: one of them fumigates, the other investigates. Manca has never even considered offering advice on insects and poisons, that’s Inés’s domain. But now the poison in question will be put to a different use, beyond the services typically offered, veering into Manca’s segment of the company, so she feels the right to weigh in on the matter. At the same time, it’s true that they have to be very thoughtful with every last detail, as they have been up to now, and leave as few clues as humanly possible to keep the poison from being traced back to them. So, not wanting to delay things any further, Manca agrees that Inés should go alone, but not without bombarding her with instructions and precautions first. ‘Enough, Manca, I’ll be careful, relax.’ ‘Be careful, very.’
And so off Inés goes to buy and deliver the poison, as Manca paces the office with a disquieting feeling that she can’t seem to shake. Why? It isn’t that she said yes when she wanted to say no. But it’s hard to pin down the source of her unease, something slippery and multifaceted, and  it’s impossible to explain it away with arguments, because she doesn’t even have a theory to refute. Manca tries to suppress her discomfort, like Inés does with her fly, but she’s not good at suppressing things, tending more to magnify, so the discomfort remains. If she had to define it, she’d say it’s the feeling that there’s something fluttering around her head that she can’t catch, that there’s something right in front of her eyes that she can’t see. But it’s definitely not a fly. 
In a lesser degree of importance, Manca is worried that the day will feel endless if she sits there alone in the office, wallowing in a gelatinous swamp of impatience until her friend returns and says that it’s over, that she delivered the poison, received the payment she was promised, and that everything went smoothly. Manca can’t find a way to fill the time; she should get ahead on the work she has to do for the clients she’s neglected recently, like Inés did this morning. But Inés is much more focused and better at disassociating. And before returning to her regular tasks she wants to go back over the information Rody 2 gathered on Laura. He gave her a folder with so many pages in it that she wasn’t able to read them in as much detail as she would’ve liked. The material deserves to be analysed more carefully before being filed away forever. She doesn’t expect to draw any new conclusions after checking it over one final time, but she’s interested in learning about Laura, since she is Inés’s daughter after all – practically family – as much as her friend tries to downplay the importance of their relationship, Manca thinks. She was the one to clear the girl of suspicion, although that was based more on subjective opinions than concrete proof. She opens the folder and begins to read, page by page, without skipping anything, despite her cousin’s repetitions. Rody 2 loves to repeat himself. In the conclusions, he states that the persons of interest, as he observed them, appear to be ‘a model of  what a family should be’. What should a family be, Rody, she asks her cousin in her mind, even though he’s not there to hear, and she continues reading. The summary provided by the hacker also says that Laura is highly respected as a professional and was defined by a neighbour as ‘a ray of sunshine, kind, and generous with everyone’.
She closes the report, her opinion on Laura unchanged. She knows that the information Rody 2 turned up, plus what the hacker provided, would not be enough proof in any case, any real case, but in this one, combined with her own intuition, Manca’s conclusion remains the same, unshaken: Laura wouldn’t harm anyone. The harm she’s done to Inés, if she has harmed her, is within the range of inevitable mother-daughter mistreatment, and the girl wasn’t old enough to be held accountable; the statute of limitations has expired and her history with Inés doesn’t seem relevant to the case.
Manca jumps from one thought to another, worrying about keeping herself busy now that she’s gone over Laura’s file. But it’s her lucky day. Just thirty minutes after Inés leaves the office to get the poison, a few minutes after closing the folder with Rody 2’s report, she gets a message from Ms Bonar’s housekeeper that changes the course of the day. It’s a longer message than necessary, with the woman taking several lines to clarify who she is as if Manca didn’t know, ‘the girl who lost the wallet at the market, who didn’t have enough to pay for the wine, nuts, and cheese that my boss had sent me to get, and I looked everywhere for it but couldn’t find it anywhere, because apparently some guys stole it out of the cart’. Bonar’s housekeeper, who is evidently more loquacious via text than in person, informs her that she’s now able to return the money that was lent to her. Manca is surprised, it’s only just past the middle of the month and it seems strange that the girl would have already received her  wages. ‘Did she fire you?’ she asks in a brief text message, which looks all the briefer under the girl’s long one. ‘Not exactly. Everything’s fine. I’ll explain when I see you,’ the girl answers. 
They arrange to meet in an hour at the café inside the petrol station near Susana Bonar’s house, the place where Manca went to ask for the key to use the toilet the day they met. Beyond the fact that the meeting will help fill the time, the coincidence seems like a lucky break: without meddling, Manca will be near Inés when she delivers ‘the product’. She’s pleased at the prospect, but she also has to let her friend know why she’s leaving the office to be ‘near the scene of the crime that’s not a crime’, so that Inés doesn’t think she went back on her word. So Manca sends Inés a WhatsApp message: ‘Surprise. Ms Pinot Noir’s housekeeper called wanting to pay me back, she asked me to go to the petrol station near the house, on the main avenue, you can find me there if you need anything.’ Double grey ticks. Inés, for the moment, isn’t looking at her messages. And it’s likely that she won’t check them for a while, Manca predicts, maybe not until after she’s made the delivery and received the dollars. Only then, as they’ve agreed, will Inés get out her phone and send a message saying that it’s done. She won’t do what she always does and leave her mobile in some corner of the van, no matter the risk. ‘Moderate risk.’ But this time the fact that her friend won’t see the message for a while doesn’t bother her. She just wants to make sure that if Inés happens to catch her near Ms Bonar’s house after she told her to stay away, she’ll have an excuse so she can’t be accused of meddling. ‘Meddling.’ Where did she get that word? From Inés, of course, such a prissy word. With all the time they spend together, they were bound to pick up each other’s words. So, like a child acquiring the vocabulary needed  to make themselves understood, Manca takes the words she needs from Inés. And she hopes that Inés will take the words she needs from her, fewer maybe but perhaps more useful. She wants the process to be a give and take, because her friend is cultured and uses words that sound nice, but when it comes to calling it like it is, Manca is more efficient. ‘Meddling’ came from Inés, without doubt, because Inés speaks in a way that sounds slightly pretentious and almost humorous, without being ostentatious – another of Inés’s words – but that’s how she speaks and how it comes out. ‘Yuta,’ on the other hand, is one of Manca’s words and Inés makes an effort to use it – yuta in place of puta – because Inés knows that the times have changed and when the times change, words change.
Manca turns off her computer, the coffee pot, and the lights. She straightens her clothes and spritzes herself with the perfume she keeps in her desk drawer then sets out to meet the woman who works for Ms Pinot Noir. She wonders if it’s okay to keep calling her that, now that she knows her real name and has heard her sad story. She’s not sure. Maybe it would be better to call her Bonar or even Petra, she thinks, but she’ll only have to think of her for a little while longer anyway, since this is one of the final tasks she’ll have to complete related to the case. 
She goes outside and gets on her Dragoness. She takes a deep breath, just a little while longer, in a matter of hours this whole odyssey will be over. ‘Odyssey’ isn’t one of her words either, she picked it up from Inés, who at this very moment might be thinking the same thing in Manca’s words: that this shitshow of a horror story of a hot mess will be over soon. 
The odyssey/shitshow/horror story/hot mess that all started when Ms Bonar said to Inés: ‘Dollars, lots of dollars.’ And Inés slipped the envelope into her pocket. 
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When Manca reaches the petrol station, Ms Bonar’s housekeeper is already there. She smiles, seemingly happy, which shoots down the theory of a possible firing.
‘What happened?’ Manca asks.
The girl doesn’t respond. It’s not that she’s trying to avoid the question, but just that she wants to do first things first, starting by cancelling her debt to Manca. So she pulls money out of her purse, a wad of bills she counted out ahead of time, unfolds it, places a bar of chocolate on top, and pushes it across the table. Manca is touched by the chocolate; how long has it been since anyone gave her anything, years? She can’t remember, but she won’t let her emotions get the better of her. ‘Thanks, how sweet!’ ‘The least I could do.’ No emotions, because she’s here today for work. There will be time for other things later. Or maybe not, but this is definitely no time for flirting.
‘It seems that the boss is going away for a while. She doesn’t know how long.’
Manca nods, the stories match up. 
‘She recommended me to a friend who’s looking for a housekeeper, a woman I met a few days ago, a  thousand times nicer than Bonar. And the lady paid me an extra severance, can you believe it? When she fired my co-workers before she didn’t even want to pay them what she was supposed to.’
‘You must’ve done a good job.’
‘I did do a good job, but I don’t think she even noticed in such a short time.’
‘Then she must be feeling generous for some reason.’
‘She paid me as much severance as if I’d worked there a year. She told me to think of it like a bonus.’
‘Dollars, lots of dollars,’ Manca mutters to herself.
‘No, not dollars, she paid me in pesos, but that’s fine with me,’ the housekeeper says, oblivious to the source of these words. ‘Now I have enough to pay you what I owe you and I still have plenty left over to buy some things I need. And some things I don’t need but I want.’
‘Like what?’ Manca says, curious enough to go off script.
‘New bras and underwear. You know how you keep using the same old tattered things to save money, since no one sees what’s under your clothes…’
‘And now someone’s going to see it?’
‘Just in case someone were to see it, but for me too.’
‘To pamper yourself a bit.’
‘Right.’
‘You should, a little pampering is a good thing.’
‘And the best part is I still have work. That’s the most important thing.’
‘Right, without work, who would we be?’
‘Nothing. It’s the little we have, when we have it.’
‘Work beats tattered undies.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Can I get you anything? A coffee? A beer?’
Manca wants to stall for time and try to get some additional information since the woman is so much more  talkative than she was the day they first met. She likes that they’ve begun to trust each other. The conversation about the underwear, also, reminded her how attracted she is to the girl. 
‘A coffee, sure,’ the girl replies. ‘A double shot, maybe?’
‘Of course, anything for you,’ Manca says and goes off to order a coffee for the girl and a beer for herself.
She takes her time getting the drinks as she analyses the situation. Evidently Bonar plans to ‘take a trip’, there’s no doubt about it. And evidently the woman doesn’t care about money because she’s handing it out right and left. Inés’s theory about Ms Bonar wanting to commit suicide lines up perfectly with those two facts. But Manca still can’t shake the sense of unease she’s felt all morning, and she wants to make sure that there’s nothing else going on. She’d never forgive herself if any blind spot in her investigation led Inés into harm’s way. She returns to the table with the drinks and sits across from the woman, determined to get to the bottom of it.
‘And how did she seem?’
‘Who?’
‘Your boss. I ask because leaving like that, from one day to the next, seems a bit odd.’
‘She seems better than ever, can you believe it? As if she were relieved.’
‘But… She’s not leaving anyone behind? Kids, a partner, parents?’
‘No one, that I know of. We already talked about this, don’t you remember?’
‘We talked about a husband, dead or alive. Not about children or parents.’
‘Parents, maybe, I have no idea. But if she had kids they’d live with her, she’s a young woman, they’d be teenagers or in their twenties at most.’
‘And she doesn’t?’


‘Nope,’ the girl says, dryly, not curt, but taken aback because it’s almost starting to feel like an interrogation. 
Manca notices and changes the subject. ‘So when’s your last day?’
‘Today’s my last day. I told the woman I could stay tomorrow too if she wanted. Because my new job doesn’t start until next week. I offered to help her pack and everything. But she told me that it wouldn’t be necessary, that her friend is coming to help her, the one with the baby, the one who came over the day we met, when I told you about the bottle.’
‘Right. They see each other a lot, they must be very close.’
‘I don’t know if they’re close, but they see each other regularly, yes. In the little time I’ve been there she came for a few visits. The boss is going to miss her. And the baby even more. On the way back to the house now I have to get some milk for him.’
‘Why don’t you buy it here?’
‘Because they don’t sell that brand, it’s a special milk, super expensive, the best. I don’t know if it’s the mother or my boss that wants it for him, she spoils that boy. Can I tell you a secret?’
‘Sure, I love secrets and I’m good at keeping them.’
‘My boss adds several scoops of sugar to the milk. She does it in secret, she told me that if the mother found out she’d kill her. She spoils him so bad.’
‘She’s spoiling him and ruining his teeth. If it were her own kid, that’d be one thing, everyone’s allowed to ruin their own kids. But someone else’s kid…’
‘Yeah, that’s going a bit far, isn’t it.’
‘Are you sure the lady doesn’t have kids? Or had them. Maybe, who knows, some tragedy,’ Manca ventures, at the risk of the housekeeper shying away again, but the shock of imagining a dead child works in her favour. 


‘Oh, don’t say such things. Why would you think that,’ the girl says, making the sign of the cross.
‘Those things happen…’
‘No, no, there would be photos, some evidence somewhere in the house. A child doesn’t pass through your life without leaving some trace.’
‘There are some things people don’t talk about, that they try to hide.’
The girl thinks for a moment.‘The only thing is the box of photos that she looked at with her friend.’
‘See, there you go, that could be it,’ Manca says, not understanding how she forgot about the box. 
The housekeeper seems to be weighing something in her mind. Manca lets her take her time.
‘You know, now that you say it, it does seem like there’s something missing with that woman. I’m not saying a child, but maybe like she wanted to be a mother but couldn’t. I don’t know. Sometimes I’ve had the feeling that she was playing at being mother to that baby.’
‘Right, she picks him up, spoils him, feeds him a bottle with sugar.’
‘She doesn’t feed him the bottle, it’s for the walk home.’
‘Didn’t you tell me that she tried to feed it to him and she talked bad about the boy’s mother?’
‘But that was only the one time. It didn’t happen again.’
‘Was it maybe jealousy?’
‘Who could say. Anyway, it’s none of my business anymore. Well, it was never any of my business. Give me a minute, I’ll be right back.’
The woman gets up to ask for the key to the toilet. Manca stares out at the parking lot where two cars and a motorcycle are filling up at the pumps. There’s not a lot of movement on the avenue and so she notices when, at that precise moment, the FFF NON-TOXIC PEST  CONTROL van drives by in the direction of Ms Bonar’s house. Manca feels a pang in her stomach, nothing unexpected has happened but the weight of the moment pounds in her veins. She didn’t catch sight of Inés but she knows she’s in there, driving, with the poison in the passenger’s seat and her mobile who knows where. Now time is really going to feel endless. 
Ms Bonar’s housekeeper returns from the bathroom and sits back down. ‘Should we have another cup of coffee?’ the girl suggests.
‘I had a beer,’ Manca answers automatically. ‘But I’ll join you in another coffee, sure.’
Manca, absorbed with what she knows is about to happen at Ms Bonar’s house, takes a moment to react and the girl goes to order the drinks. After seeing Inés’s van drive by, Manca can’t think about anything except the meeting happening at that very moment between her friend and that woman. She’d prefer to be alone so she could slip away and keep a lookout until Inés leaves with the job done. But she knows it would be bad for Ms Bonar’s housekeeper to get home and witness the drop off: the fewer traces, fingerprints, or eye-witnesses the better. So she makes an effort to focus, to remain present and keep the girl with her a little longer.
The girl returns with two cups of coffee.
‘This coffee will do me good,’ says Manca, who would very much prefer another beer. ‘How much do I owe you?’
‘This one’s on me.’
‘Thank you. I love that you’re not in a hurry to get back.’
‘The girl looks at her phone.’
‘Until the lady sends me a message, I’m not in any hurry, I can’t go back until then. Those were her instructions.’


‘Why is that?’ she asks, even though she knows exactly why.
‘She didn’t say. I reckon she’s meeting a secret lover.’
‘Beautiful, if that’s it, that’s beautiful. Nothing like a forbidden love.’
‘Oh, yeah, I’m seeing my forbidden love this Sunday…’
‘See, you did need new underwear.’
‘Well, I’m not sure I’ll show them off right away, on the first date.’
‘And why not?’
‘So that he takes me seriously.’
‘Are you for real?’
‘Some men are like that.’
‘You don’t need men. I mean, not the kind of men who judge you for what you agree to do or not on a first date.’
‘Wanna hear about it?’
‘Sure.’
‘I’m going out with my cousin’s husband.’
‘Ah, showing your panties on the first date, no way, but your cousin’s husband, that’s fine. Controversial. And not because the man is married but because he’s married to your cousin. Screwing over family is crossing the line.’
‘My cousin always screws everyone over.’
‘Well, in that case.’
‘You never went out with a married guy?’
‘A married woman, yes,’ says Manca, who at this point in life prefers to place all her cards on the table. 
The girl seems surprised by the response, she smiles nervously. Manca doesn’t make it easy, holding her gaze as she waits for a response. She’s too old for nervous glances, evasive manoeuvres, or muttered comments. She keeps staring at the girl until she’s forced to respond.
‘Oh, right, right, that’s fine with me…’


‘It’s fine with me if you want to go out with a married man too. Think about your cousin, in any case, that’s what I say. I have a cousin, Rody 2 is his name, I wouldn’t touch his wife with a ten-foot pole. Not only for Rody 2’s sake but also because she’s extremely unpleasant. My poor cousin, he deserves a better life. I could introduce you to him if it doesn’t work out with your cousin’s husband; you’re not related to either of them, and I’m only related to him by blood, not her.’
‘Maybe, I’ll see how it goes on Sunday and I’ll send you a message.’
The girl’s phone vibrates against the table and she picks it up to confirm that it’s the message she was expecting from Ms Bonar.
‘All right, I can go back now.’
Manca feels a new pang in her stomach, she should be relieved or even happy: if the girl can go back it must mean that Inés has already delivered the poison and picked up the dollars. But she won’t be sure it’s all over until she sees the FFF NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL van drive by in the opposite direction. 
The two women stand and go out into the parking lot. Manca stops beside her motorcycle. She tries to get a glimpse of Ms Bonar’s house but there are too many obstacles. 
‘Well, thanks again,’ says the girl. 
‘You’re welcome again,’ Manca answers and the girl laughs. ‘Can I ask you a favour?’
‘Yes, of course.’
‘Send me a message when you leave the house, to let me know everything’s fine.’
‘It’s going to be fine.’
‘I know, but I like to be sure.’
The girl doesn’t fully understand the request, but she nods and thinks she might even do it, it won’t hurt. She  leans toward Manca, unsure how to say goodbye; Manca takes the initiative, leaning in to give the girl a kiss, lingering for longer than normal with her lips against her cheek. When she finally pulls back and looks at her, the girl smiles awkwardly and leaves. 
Manca is annoyed. ‘At my age,’ she says to herself. She waits a few minutes before she puts on her helmet, adjusts the strap that Rody 2 added to her steering wheel, and settles onto the seat. And just when she finally turns on the Dragoness, Inés’s van drives by. Manca pulls out of the parking lot, lowers the motorcycle onto the street, turns, accelerates, and follows the van at a prudent distance almost like the other night when they both watched through the window of what had been Inés’s house. 
And she escorts her friend back home. 
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‘So then it will be Laura who finds her dead tomorrow.’
‘I think so, when she gets there to help with her supposed packing. Because for the moment, the lady is alive. And the housekeeper already left the house, she just sent me a message.’
‘Why is she letting you know?’
‘Because I asked her to, because I’m good at my job.’
‘It would seem that Ms Bonar has arranged everything very meticulously. She made sure she’d be alone for the ceremony. It’ll be tonight.’
‘Or early in the morning maybe.’
‘Tonight, Manca, she’s not going to risk the poison not having taken effect by the time Laura or whoever comes to find her.’
‘I bet it will be Laura.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Everything went well with the delivery, Inés?’
‘Everything just as expected. I rang the doorbell, she took a while to answer, she leaned out of a bedroom window, not hers, the other one that’s always empty.  She pointed to her phone, like she was on a call she had to finish. She took a little longer and I leaned against the van while I waited. The sun was nice and I almost nodded off.’
‘The sun has been very nice lately.’
‘Then, when she came down she already had the envelope in her hand. She gave me the dollars, I gave her the poison.’
‘She didn’t invite you in?’
‘No, almost better though, quicker.’
‘But riskier, what if someone saw you.’
‘There was no one on the street, relax.’
‘I’m not going to relax.’
‘I’m telling you it’s fine.’
‘Okay. What else?’
‘I didn’t have the nerve to say much, just, “goodbye” and “you’re welcome” in response to her “thanks”. She told me that the bills had already been counted and were bound with a seal from the bank. And I wasn’t going to check right there, at the door. So I left. I didn’t think it proper to say “good luck”, or “enjoy”, or “let me know if you have any trouble”. Much less continue with the lie about her supposed husband’s lover who she wants to kill. Since we already know there’s no husband and without a husband there’s no lover. But she didn’t even say anything.’
‘She had her poison, she didn’t need anything else.’
‘Right.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘It’s sad, isn’t it? Surviving a child must be so hard, it would kill me.’
‘How do you know, you’re not a mother, Manca.’


‘But I can imagine.’
‘Can you imagine a pain you would never be capable of feeling?’
‘We’ve all felt pain before.’
‘Yes, but every pain is different. They should come up with different names for them. The pain of being left, the pain of being lied to, the pain of losing a child, the pain of losing your job, the pain of being told you’re going to prison for fifteen years. One word can’t be expected to encompass all the pains of the world.’
 ‘I don’t know how much it would affect me if Laura died. Lali, in a way, is already dead.’
‘Inés…’
‘I can imagine it, but feeling it is something else.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘I don’t think that I’d want to kill myself, I know that much.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Everyone is unique.’
‘Every pain is unique, Manca.’
‘…’
‘And if Ms Bonar doesn’t want to go on living, who are we to impede her.’
‘Who are we, exactly.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘If you don’t mind, Inés, I want to be on hand to monitor the situation when Laura goes over. She’ll call an ambulance, or maybe even the police. There might even be a huge scene. It’s not going to be easy for Laura. I think it would be good to be around just in case.’


‘I don’t understand, do you want to be there for Laura or to see what happens?’
‘Both.’
‘It’s like you’re the mother.’
‘I’d do the same for anyone. Or almost anyone. But in this case I’m more concerned about any possible investigation: it’s in our interest to know how things are going, if the police get involved or not, if they start talking to neighbours and looking for witnesses, if they take Laura in to give a statement. There are certain details that could matter to us later on and it’d be better to know ahead of time.’
‘…’
‘You’re okay with me going then?’
‘Sure, go ahead. But you have to take the second payment to your doctor first. It would be better for you to go instead of me this time because he needs to give you information about the operation.’
‘Yes, of course, I’ll do that first thing. Laura never goes to visit Bonar in the mornings, she always goes in the afternoon, after she gets off work and picks up the baby from daycare.’
‘So then the baby’s going to be there when she finds Bonar dead.’
‘The baby’s going to be there, yes.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘An unfortunate situation.’
‘Like so many.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘By next week that lump will be out of your body, can you believe it? That’s a very fortunate situation.’


‘It would seem so.’
‘We’ll have to celebrate.’
‘I’ll hold you to it.’
‘…’
‘What plans do you have for tomorrow?’
‘Back to normal, I’m going to resume my fumigations in the afternoon, after I run some errands. For now I only have one house scheduled, I moved the rest to next week. I’m fine on time, I don’t need to rush, and this whole thing has wiped me out. But one of my clients called all worried, the one who lives near Bonar, actually. She moved recently and had a problem with roaches but now it seems she has a moth emergency.’
‘I hate moths. They make those holes in your clothes and there’s no fixing them.’
‘I’ll have to see if it’s clothes moths or food moths.’
‘I didn’t know there were two kinds.’
‘Yes, some moths feed on natural fibres, others on nuts and flour.’
‘You know so much, amiga, I admire you.’
‘It’s what I do.’
‘Well, there are a lot of people who do things they know little or nothing about.’
‘That’s true, Manca.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Then should we meet here after your fumigation, Inés? So I can tell you what happened at my end, the news about Laura, and we’ll celebrate?’
‘The celebration is for after that damned lump is gone.’
‘A pre-celebration then.’
‘Okay, tomorrow we’ll pre-celebrate.’
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Just after midday, after she’s visited her doctor, Manca is outside Ms Bonar’s house, her Dragoness parked beside her. It’s early, but she thought it best to arrive well before Laura so that she could evaluate the situation. And to keep any neighbour from worrying about a stranger sniffing around, up to no good, she pretends that her motorcycle has a problem and she’s trying to fix it. In her pocket is the instruction pamphlet that Dr Ortiz gave her with information on the things she has to keep in mind until the day of the operation. She skimmed the instructions, precautions, and orders for lab tests; she’ll read it carefully once the Bonar issue is over. She hates that doctor; he doesn’t fool her, no matter how concerned he seems, he’s benefitting from a system that’s too slow to be effective. She bets he has a whole list of desperate patients he can charge for private interventions that should be covered by public healthcare. Manca would report him for profiting from their misfortune but what he’s doing probably isn’t a crime, even if several of his patients die along the way. 
She lights a cigarette, takes the two or three drags she allows herself, then stubs it out. A little while later  she lights another. Dr Ortiz would kill her if he saw her, corrupt as he may be; if Inés could see her, she’d do the same. But she’s nervous, the situation warrants it. She’ll quit smoking again tomorrow. Just after she lights the third cigarette – the third? she’s stopped counting – Laura appears. She’s walking down the side of the street where Manca is standing and she’s still far away, but it’s definitely Inés’s daughter coming towards her pushing the baby buggy. When she’s almost level with her, Manca sticks her head into the motorcycle engine and pretends to be working intensely to fix it. She wonders what Laura will do when Ms Bonar doesn’t answer. No one can predict how another person will react in the face of death. How they themselves will react, either. So all she can do is wait, patiently.
Laura walks towards Susana Bonar’s house. She has mixed feelings. On one hand, she feels sorry for Susana, has for months now, ever since Timo’s death. How many months has it been? Almost a year? At times she dreads this meeting, but she feels she has a responsibility to the woman and she won’t abandon her. It’s not a professional responsibility, but a personal one. Although the two women have never been friends themselves, Guille and Timo were always inseparable, starting in preschool, and that friendship filtered through to the mothers on some level. So she visits the grieving woman, she listens silently even though she doesn’t agree with many of her arguments, almost none of them. She gave up hope of making her see things differently a long time ago. Javi worries that Bonar will make Laura feel guilty even though she’s certain that she did the right thing. But sometimes she wonders, how could she not wonder when things went so wrong. The fact that Susana Bonar is going away for  an unspecified period of time, she has to admit, is a relief, it’s like a weight has been lifted. She thinks it will be good for both of them. She just has to cross the street for the last time, ring the doorbell, go inside the house, listen to Susana, let her play with Dante, say goodbye, and then leave. Given that this is their last meeting for a while, she worries that the woman may start blaming her again. She thinks they’ve moved past that phase, but today, if Susana starts blaming her, she’ll let her get it out of her system. The woman is still suffering greatly and she should be allowed to say her piece before she leaves. Laura will be able to handle it. She steps off the pavement and tries to lower the buggy onto the street, but a wheel gets stuck in a drain cover. She shimmies it from side to side but can’t seem to get it unstuck, Dante fusses. A woman trying to fix her motorcycle nearby comes to her aid and in a single movement, despite some physical disability that impedes her from using one of her arms, the woman manages to free the wheel. Laura thanks her and crosses the street. Dante turns around to look at the lady with the motorcycle. The woman makes some funny face and the baby laughs. Now Laura is outside of Susana Bonar’s house. She rings the doorbell and waits, for the last time. 
As soon as she hears the doorbell, Susana Bonar finishes the rest of her wine, rinses the glass, and sets it on the counter to dry. She hardly drank at all today, practically nothing. She wants to be fully lucid until she gets to the airport. She won’t get there early this time, something unusual for her since she always likes to arrive at the check-in counter three hours before take-off, with no airline employee yet in sight. But today she doesn’t have the extra time, she needs everything to be precise, like clockwork, the best production she’s ever put on in her  life. Once on the plane, she’ll have time to drink that champagne they pass out in first class. And anything else she wants. She’s thinking about trading the pinot noir for cocktails until she gets sick of the Singapore slings that Joseph Conrad and Somerset Maugham loved so much. It’s not that she’s a fan of those writers, she hasn’t even read them, but one of the many shows she produced – not the most successful, but one she enjoyed a lot – was a series that toured luxury hotels around the world. The show featured Raffles Singapore, and they told the story of the famous people who had stayed there, with special emphasis on what they each drank. She liked the place so much, the atmosphere and the drinks, that she vowed to go visit one day. And that day has finally come. Today. Who would ever think to look for her in Singapore, fifteen thousand miles away? And if someone does find her, among all those people, all those tall buildings that scrape the sky, all those shops and interconnected megamalls down infinite avenues, so much money, it would be unlikely that they’d be able to extradite her to Argentina. There’s no agreement between the nations, something she already checked with her lawyer. The doorbell rings again, and she is pleased by Laura’s impatience. Let her wait. She looks at herself in the mirror, she fixes her hair. With the utmost serenity, she goes to the door. The three suitcases packed with everything worth taking are lined up in the entrance hall. As for the rest of the stuff in the house, she left express instructions on what to do with it. The photos from her gallery wall of celebrities will go to a sort of hall of fame they’re setting up at the station. The furniture will be divvied up among her staff; she brought in photos and a list and in a matter of minutes everything was claimed. If possible, the house will be sold when there’s a buyer willing to pay what it’s worth. The offers she’s received so far were shamelessly low. She’s not in any hurry and she doesn’t need the money. Her notary wrote up a financial power of attorney for the sale and transfer of title which she signed, just in case. And not much more. She opens the door to her final goodbye. Laura is standing on the other side. And Dante in his buggy, of course. 


Inés is about to reach her client’s house but she doesn’t remember the exact time they agreed upon and she curses herself for not writing it down, she has too many things in her head. She doesn’t want to get there too early, because she knows the woman does massages and reiki and alternative medicine and she wouldn’t like to ring the doorbell in the middle of a session, interrupting some therapeutic process. She also doesn’t want to encounter another half-naked patient. So she pulls over and sends a message to confirm the time. The woman responds immediately: ‘I was expecting you.’ ‘Perfect,’ she replies. ‘I’ll be there in five minutes.’ She’s about to put away her phone when a message from Manca comes in: ‘Bonar’s alive, she just opened the door for Laura. Sorry, amiga, but this revives the theory that they’ve planned some way to stitch you up, and that worries me. I’ll stick around.’ Inés reads the message twice, it’s not what she was expecting. ‘Relax, maybe she just decided to take an extra day and die tomorrow,’ Inés writes and sends the message. This time she doesn’t put her mobile in the glove box in case her friend wants to communicate something else; setting it instead beside the gear shift before she starts the van. Even though she told Manca to ‘relax’, Inés is not relaxed. She doesn’t think they need to revive any theories, but she doesn’t like that things aren’t going the way she thought they would. In any event, she still believes that Laura is incapable of hurting a fly, not because her neighbours and  co-workers said it, but because, mother or not, she knows her. ‘I know her as well as if I’d birthed her,’ she thinks, and she laughs, because it’s an overused expression, but in this case it’s true, she did birth her. They’re similar in that way, neither one would hurt a fly, she thinks. Yours, Charo – that was another story. The correct hypothesis, she’s sure, is that Bonar is going to commit suicide. But since it’s not up to her, to Manca, or to anyone else to determine whether someone should go on living, they also can’t decide when someone should die. Where did they get the idea that it had to be this morning? Let Ms Bonar kill herself whenever she pleases, she thinks. In the meantime, she has some moths to kill. 
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To the layperson, moths are moths. But no. There are, at minimum, clothes moths, flour moths, grain moths, paper moths, and pantry moths. There are even some moths which, inexplicably, eat synthetic material. People who like to use poetic names for insects (like me) call grain moths ‘golden’; flour moths, ‘Mediterranean grey’; and the ones that eat nuts are ‘Indian moths.’ In all cases they are Lepidoptera that have adapted to live with us (the word synanthropic was never put to better use). They can adapt but we can’t, and they’re one of the insects my clients are most afraid of because they attack their prized possessions: the sweater they brought home from a trip to Peru, the blanket their grandmother knitted for them, a Persian rug purchased when the exchange rate was one to one – one dollar equalled one peso – (if we’re talking about attacking prized possessions, I could’ve put Charo’s face to the clothes moth).
A female moth lays between one hundred and three hundred eggs that take one or two weeks to hatch and become larvae; they breed in summer, but if a room is well-heated their procreation period can be extended, so all of us ladies who turn on the heat at the first sign of  a chill – and the few men out there who are sensitive to the cold (like witches, they really do exist) – are even worse off when it comes to moths.
The ones that feed on pantry items can take over kitchens. They vary in colour, ranging from brown to black. And, although it sounds false, it’s not the adult moths that do harm but their descendants (their
daughters): yellowish white larvae that look like worms and can spin webs inside a hermetically-sealed storage container filled with raisins. Or in an unopened packet of rice. Magicians, sorceresses, contortionists, we never know how they get in, we never know how they get out. 
The most hated ones, the ones that make holes in our clothes and forever ruin our best sweater, are yellowish or silvery in colour, with a certain sheen to their wings, solid, without spots. In this case it is also the larvae who do the damage (damaging daughters). They won’t turn up their nose at any fabric but their favourites are: silk, wool, leather, and feathers. If the article of clothing has sweat or food stains, that’s where they’ll attack first; a primordial piece of advice is to never put away clothes from one season to the next without first washing them. And a final detail to keep in mind: these moths like to live in dark closets or wardrobes but their preferred habitat is carpeting (is there anything filthier than a wall-to-wall shag?). 
As a rule of thumb, beyond differences in colour and size – food moths are smaller – if a moth flies out of a bedroom closet or wardrobe it’s a clothes moth and if it’s fluttering around the kitchen it’s one of the other kind. It’s as simple as that because it’s almost impossible for them to switch locations, for one very obvious reason: they breed and make their homes wherever their food is. 
But whatever kind of moth we’re talking about there’s one thing to keep in mind: they are pests and should be dealt with accordingly. Scientists insist that  they should be encouraged to leave instead of exterminated because, like bees, they help pollinate plants. They respond well to chemical products in different formats and modes of application – from aerosol sprays to little traps that can be hung from a clothes rack to mothballs – but in all cases the smell is unpleasant and toxic. (Also, the smell of mothballs reminds me of my mother, meaning the potential for contamination is compounded by an olfactory association that could leave me grumpy for several days.) Home remedies may serve to discourage moths but do not eliminate them: camphor, pepper, lavender, mint, cloves, rosemary, eucalyptus, laurel. People make cloth bags for these aromatics or tuck them directly into the pockets of the clothing items. Lemon and orange peel can also be used to keep moths away, making sure that the peel does not come into direct contact with the clothing to avoid stains. There are people who hang orange peel cut into spirals as decoration in the kitchen, killing two birds with one stone (BANG). Sprigs of bay laurel can be used to good effect by infusing oil with the leaves and using it as a kind of ‘varnish’ to paint on to doors, windows and drawers, always in moderation to avoid staining clothes. Out of all the home remedies my favourite is pencil shavings: the thin curls of wood can be placed in a cloth bag that goes directly into drawers or closets; they are cleaner than oil or citrus peels and they evoke my elementary school teachers (and not my mother), a much more positive association.
But, to be certain, discouraging isn’t the same as exterminating and if there’s an infestation, you have to take it up a notch. And I take it up a notch (because of course it would’ve been better to discourage Charo than to exterminate her, but that moth was not easy to get rid of). There are two effective ways to exterminate moths. The first, classic insecticides made of aluminium phosphorus, ammonium  carbamate, cypermethrin, pyrethroid termiticide (I love these words, they sound beautiful to me). The second, a fantastic solution used in other countries: parasitic wasps. The eggs of a moth-eating wasp are placed at the site of infestation. It’s simple and ecological. The product comes in the form of a card, each one with up to two thousand eggs; one card is needed per square metre of space – one for a closet, four for a kitchen. It’s the best anti-moth method I’ve seen in my years (year) as a fumigator, but it’s hard to get clients to agree to it. They say: ‘I don’t want to swap moths for wasps,’ and I understand their fears because wasps sting and that hurts. But those fears are unfounded: once their work is done, the little wasps die a few days later and, since they’re so tiny, they disintegrate, turn to dust. All you have to do is wipe them away with a damp cloth and goodbye butterfly (the moth could be considered a butterfly, an ugly one but a butterfly nonetheless). But it’s hard to break the mould when you’re up against taboos, customs, fears (especially when we’re talking about killing, even moths). 
Sometimes, to avoid one infestation the best thing to do is combat it with another. 
The history of humanity. 
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After a careful, meticulous job, focusing on every possible hiding place, Inés finishes fumigating her masseuse client’s home, which was infested with grain and flour moths, especially odious since they force you to throw out food but not as odious as the ones that eat clothes. ‘A bag of rice is always cheaper than a new cashmere sweater.’ Inés suggests that the woman buy her bulk items such as nuts, raisins, and dates, in smaller quantities and to keep as much as possible in the refrigerator. For this fumigation, as much as she dislikes it, she had to resort to chemical products with greater extermination power. She also left her client with bags of camphor to distribute around the kitchen in drawers, cabinets, and various nooks and crannies, to keep other moths – ‘other ones because the old ones are definitely dead’ – from settling in. For the first time, she’s found a client who’s enthusiastic about the method she considers the most effective, ecological, and natural: wasps. But due to the urgency of the situation, in this instance, they couldn’t wait for the life cycle of the wasp to unfold and she had to use poison instead. 
Inés worked quickly because her client let her know that she had patients booked for the rest of the day and  Inés wanted to finish the fumigation before the first one turned up so she wouldn’t have to cancel or reschedule any of her appointments. Inés is efficient and a woman of her word so finishes before anyone rings the doorbell demanding their massage. But as she’s gathering her things to leave, the woman receives a message that changes the course of the afternoon and what is left of this story. 
‘Would you like a deep tissue massage, on the house?’ her client asks. 
Inés doesn’t understand, thinking that the question must be directed at some other person, but there’s no one else in the room. Inés looks to the woman for clarification and the client picks up on her confusion.
‘My first appointment just cancelled and I’d like to thank you for your willingness to come over as soon as I called, in the only time slot you had available. In addition to your regular fees, of course, a little something extra for the extra effort you put in.’
‘That’s how I always work.’
‘I imagine, but you really saved me. I couldn’t give my massages with all those moths fluttering around, trying to swat them away. So I’d like to thank you. If you can’t right now, that’s okay, we can schedule another time. I think it would be good for you, I can see that you’re very tense.’
Inés is very tense. And the woman is being kind, so she doesn’t feel she can turn her down. She knows she could use a massage, sooner rather than later, and waiting for Manca to report back with any news could take ages; this would be a good way to pass the time, she concludes. Ever since leaving her house she has tried not to think about what’s happening at Ms Bonar’s. If she returns to the office, it will be impossible not to go over the events in her mind again and again until she hears from Manca that everything turned out okay, to the extent that such  a thing is possible. So Inés represses her internal alert system, which would normally lead her to reject such an offer, and she accepts the free massage. She tries to think back and realises that, not counting Ernesto’s more passionate groping in the days he still made an effort at foreplay, she’s never in her life received a massage. And it’s always better to try something new than to be left wondering what it’s like, she thinks. In everything. 
Her client leads her to the table inside the improvised stall behind the white curtains. 
‘Make yourself comfortable,’ she says. 
Inés knows that ‘make yourself comfortable’ means to undress; she saw a woman lying there completely naked before, but for now she removes only the sweater she wears over her shirt. The woman comes in, walks to a little table in the corner, and slathers oil on her hands. 
‘Everything off, from the waist up,’ she says. She has her back to Inés so she doesn’t see that she’s still fully dressed. ‘You can leave your underwear on if you like. Whatever you prefer.’
Inés unbuttons her shirt, takes it off and hangs it on a chair. That’s as far as she’s willing to go. The woman turns around surprised to see that she’s not ready yet. 
‘The bra too, take it off. And any necklaces or anything I might get caught on while I’m massaging. I wouldn’t want to break anything; it happened once and I felt horrible,’ the woman tells her. 
Inés doesn’t wear necklaces but she struggles to remove her bra. She will keep her underwear on since that feels like too little clothing as it is; it’s been a long time since anyone has seen the rolls on her stomach – not fat but extra skin that has begun to sag with age. 
‘Lie down on the bed, on your stomach, and cover up with this,’ the woman says handing her an ivory coloured sheet that smells like mint.


Inés obeys, slipping beneath the minty sheet as soon as she manages to remove her bra. She is now naked from the waist up, wearing only her underwear, as she quickly climbs onto the table, lies facedown and clumsily pulls at the sheet to cover herself. The woman lights a stick of incense and turns on meditation music: Tibetan singing bowls and running water. Then she dims the lamp on the table and the room is thrown into shadow. She lifts the sheet from Inés’s feet and begins gently massaging, her thumbs tracing circles on her soles as the other four fingers massage her arch, first one foot, then the other. 
‘I start with these key pressure points. Then I’ll move to the deep tissue massage itself. I think reiki could do you wonders too but you’re so tense, so stiff, that we have to work out some of those knots first. Don’t you think? It’s urgent. Like me with my moths.’
Inés doesn’t respond. She didn’t even know she had knots. She’s just dragging herself through life, grateful that her body responds; but it’s true that she feels pretty tense, that her back is stiff as a board, and that for long periods she is unable to turn her neck more than 45 degrees to either side, maybe even less to the left. She’s not sure if her tension can be compared to a moth invasion but from this position, with her face jammed into the little hole at the top of the table, looking down at the floor, she doesn’t feel capable of carrying on a conversation about her stiffness or anything else.
After massaging both of Inés’s feet, the woman turns her ankles in circles then begins to move up her legs with firm hands. Inés laments that her client has stopped working on her feet: she can’t remember the last time she felt something so pleasant as the sensation of the woman pushing her thumbs into her soles, which, at this stage in life, are hard and callused and can barely support the weight of her body. But Inés is  not in charge of the massage so she gives herself over to whatever may come. 
The woman now moves up and down her legs, from her ankles to her knees, explaining that there are nerve endings in this area and from there pain can radiate to the rest of the body, she talks about reflexology, she tells her that her feet, which she already worked on, are a ‘reflex zone.’ Inés nods from inside the hole in the table, she doesn’t know what a reflex zone is, she doesn’t care much about the theoretical side of massage but she’s enjoying this unexpected treat on a day like today, something she still can’t believe she agreed to. She lets herself be touched, trying to relax into it. When the woman moves to her thighs her internal alarm, the one she’s silenced, goes off – danger – and Inés tenses. The masseuse notices.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll go slowly so it doesn’t hurt. Your body is one big knot from head to toe, I’m going to be very gentle, trust me. If anything bothers you, just let me know.’
Inés once again nods inside the hole, but she wonders what the woman means by ‘if anything bothers you’ because nothing is bothering her but to be touched so high up, between her legs, makes her nervous, she feels flustered and twitchy and she automatically closes off. But not out of fear that the massage will hurt. How long has it been since anyone touched her thighs? How long has it been since anyone’s hands slid up her legs until the excitement mounted to the point that it was about to explode? Because that is the word, even if she doesn’t want to admit it; she’s not tense, or uptight, or twitchy, or nervous: she’s excited. As the woman moves up and down along the insides of her thighs, Inés struggles between pleasure and resistance. Is it okay to have this feeling as a woman’s hands touch her? Would it be different if it were a man? Better or worse? Finally she relaxes, telling  herself that it’s only a massage and that tensing up about what is happening to her body will only make things worse. The woman is a professional and there’s nothing wrong with what she feels because it’s practically a medical treatment. She lies to herself, sometimes it’s necessary to lie to oneself. So she accepts the throbbing in the intimate places she doesn’t want to name, she lets her vulva yearn for those hands, willing them to move beyond the border, to advance to where Inés longs to feel them, to continue working until she feels release. That release would be therapeutic as well, she thinks. It’s a massage, she repeats like a mantra, ‘who doesn’t enjoy a massage from time to time’.
The woman, oblivious to Inés’s excitement decides she’s completed her work in the thigh area. She places the mentholated sheet over her legs and uncovers the top part of her body. Inés is left perplexed, almost angry that those hands have moved away from the spot that yearned for them. She feels like some built-up pressure was left trapped inside her genitals, which need to be touched, even if only by her own hands, to release it. But she can’t, she’s never been able to and it would be impossible lying on the table in front of her client. The masseuse, meanwhile, begins working the knots around her shoulder blades, never suspecting that part of the tension she feels as she runs her hands over Inés’s back, is new, different, the tension of a pent-up, thwarted sexual energy. 
‘Your back is terrible, I suspected as much but it’s worse than I imagined,’ the masseuse says as she presses down on a knot. ‘Tell me if it hurts.’
The knots in her back take up the rest of the massage and, now calmer, Inés can’t help but think of Manca: she wonders if there’s any news, if Laura has left Ms Bonar’s house yet. She goes over the scenes she’d imagined before receiving her friend’s last message. They no longer  add up so she tries to erase them as they flash through her mind: Laura shouting and screaming for help, delete, the ambulance arriving preceded by its siren and the flashing red lights, delete; the firemen coming to a call placed by a neighbour, delete; the baby wailing nonstop, delete. But there’s one image that resists being erased, the image of Ms Bonar dead: her body being rolled away on a stretcher, covered in a white sheet – or ivory, she thinks, like the one now covering her body – on her way to the forensic office where they’ll determine the cause of death. That image persists because, whether in her home or somewhere else, Bonar is going to die. She’s convinced, visualising the image as the masseuse tells her to turn over so she can work on her neck and scalp. 
Inés carefully flips over, more worried about the sheet slipping than about falling off the table. The woman touches the base of Inés’s skull and takes her head in her hands. The sensation is of both pain and pleasure at the same time. 
‘The base of the cranium, where the muscles converge, is a very tense spot,’ she says by way of apology. 
Then she moves Inés’s head from side to side, turning it in a half circle to the left, half circle to the right, then a complete circle several times, clockwise, counter clockwise. Lastly, the woman rests Inés’s head on the table, sinks her fingers into her grey hair, and makes short, quick movements with her fingertips. 
‘We’re almost done, I’ll finish this part and that’s it,’ she says and Inés is disappointed that the miracle has to end so soon. 
But just before concluding her work, still massaging Inés’s scalp, the woman remembers something, something that has nothing to do with the massage, but she allows herself to mention it since it’s the end of the session and she doesn’t want it to slip her mind.


‘You know with the whole issue of the moths I almost forgot to tell you: I looked into that thing you asked me to.’
Inés, totally relaxed, her mind blank and every part of her body so alive, doesn’t know if she asked the woman anything or what it might have been except for her hands to continue. But she doesn’t have to ask because the woman goes on.
‘About your client who drinks a lot and had you worried the last time you were here. Remember?’
‘Oh, yeah,’ says Inés, vaguely recalling.
She’d forgotten, but now that the woman mentions it she remembers that the last time she was there, right after Bonar made her proposition, she told the woman about how the lady was drunk. She’d only said it as a way to explain her temporary paralysis and the rushed fumigation so she wasn’t even expecting the answer that the masseuse now offers. She’s surprised by the coincidence of it, that the moths have brought her back here at the very moment Ms Bonar is about to proceed with the poison, and that the woman should mention her. More than a random coincidence, it feels karmic: Ms Bonar, with every step she takes, is karma.
‘Such a sad story, I think I forgot to tell you because it was so terrible I didn’t want to think about it. Do you want to hear it?’
Inés nods worriedly, she has a gut feeling, a premonition, that the story she’s about to hear amid the sounds of singing bowls and rushing water could be dire. She is reluctant but she has no choice but to give herself over to the woman once again, to listen to what she has to say. She tries to push away her fears: nothing her client or anyone else could tell her will change anything. She’d honestly prefer to leave without hearing anything about Ms Bonar. It would be better that way, why learn more,  she thinks, if everything’s already over or is about to be. But she’s wrong.
‘I say this between you and me. It’s a delicate matter.’
‘Yes, of course, I won’t say a word.’
‘My friend and I spent an entire dinner talking about it till one o’clock in the morning. It’s a story someone could write a book about, or make into a movie. Or a series, since they’re so popular now. One of those ones “based on real events”.’ The masseuse runs her hands over Inés’s eyebrows and forehead to conclude her work. ‘Some of these things are public knowledge, very few, because according to what my friend told me your client is very good at controlling the media. She’s worked as the producer of a news program for years, or something like that. But also, the school wanted to keep it quiet too, logically. Did I tell you that my friend’s family owns a local private school? A historical school in the area. I don’t remember the name, I’m terrible with names and even more so when it comes to schools, since I don’t have kids…’
‘Aurora Boreal.’
‘That’s it. I don’t blame them, educational institutions always prefer to keep these kinds of things under wraps so they don’t have trouble with the parents.’
‘What kinds of things?’ Inés is beginning to tire of so much preamble. 
‘All done, you can get dressed,’ the woman says before going on. 
She turns off the music and snuffs out the incense, she wipes her hands with a towel, then picks Inés’s clothes up off the chair, places them on the massage table, and sits down. Based on the fact that the woman took a seat, Inés deduces that the story will take a while and this unnerves her. It’s all she can do to sit up clutching the sheet to her chest, trying to look at the woman without being embarrassed as she tells her story.


‘What kinds of things?’ Inés asks again with a mixture of worry and irritation. 
‘I’m getting there, give me a minute to tell it right. My friend is not involved in the day to day running of the school, but she’s a member of the board or something like that, and she told me how they’re constantly concerned with maintaining a good public image. It turns out that your client, Bonar is her name, right?’
‘Susana Bonar, yes.’
‘That’s it, the boy had the same last name. Well, the issue was that the boy transitioned from his gender assigned at birth to the one he truly identified with. Or he was transitioning, because it’s a process that takes time, you know?’
And no, Inés doesn’t know much about these types of processes, she thinks that she’s hearing the word – transition – for the first time in her life, although she thinks she understands what the woman is talking about so she nods for her to continue.
‘Timo he called himself. Timo Bonar. Although the mother continued calling him Tamara to the last day. And that’s what his headstone reads: Tamara. Can you believe it? The woman’s level of denial?’
Inés nods again, listening very carefully although she doesn’t think that this revelation will modify the conclusion she and Manca reached: that Ms Bonar is going to commit suicide over the pain caused by the loss of her child. It actually reinforces that conclusion. But she suspects that there’s something even darker submerged within this story. And even though she’s afraid, she waits for it to come to the surface as quickly as it can. At this point, Inés doesn’t want anything else to remain hidden.
‘The boy told a teacher first and immediately the school placed a whole array of child psychologists at his disposal. The school counsellor, from what my friend says, is amazing.’


And the woman doesn’t need to say the name of the school counsellor because Inés already knows it, and the coincidences are piling up. 
‘She did an incredible job, without interfering in the process, not forcing any single outcome, just respecting and supporting what for the boy was the most important decision of his life. She helped him think it through and make sure that it was really what he wanted to do. Until the moment he had to tell his mother. And that’s when it all went south. As soon as Timo told her, his mother pulled him out of school, forbade him from seeing his friends, even sued the school. And she hired a lawyer who specialises in winning cases against schools and child psychologists. If it wasn’t a huge scandal, it’s because she, Bonar, Timo’s mother, was careful to make sure it was hushed up. Until the worst happened: the boy hung himself from a beam in his bedroom.’
The pieces fit together in the worst way. 
‘That room…’ Inés says.
‘What room?’ the masseuse asks.
‘There’s an empty room in Ms Bonar’s house, always locked.’
‘That’s probably it. Because it was at her house. What a nightmare, can you imagine. A few days after the funeral, which the mother wouldn’t let anyone attend, not the school administration, not the teachers, not friends or neighbours, Bonar showed up at the school screaming and demanding to see the counsellor. The poor woman was pregnant and about to give birth.’
‘Lali, yes, Laura Pereyra.’
‘You know her?’
‘A little, I fumigated her house once,’ Inés says and she’s not lying altogether because when she was a little girl she helped her mother hang those useless cotton balls on the door.


‘I don’t know if you’ve interacted much with her but everyone says she’s just the nicest person. Can you believe she maintains a friendship with the Bonar woman to this day? She stops by to visit her, listens to her, and she was able to fix the situation, which had got so out of hand, even convinced Bonar to drop all her lawsuits against the school and against her.’
‘Incredible.’
‘Yes, incredible. It was a very tense situation because both women were mothers of the same group of kids. The counsellor’s daughter and Bonar’s son had been friends since preschool, both girls at first, but they were just as inseparable after Timo’s transition.’
Inés, in a flash, recalls the poster in Guillermina’s bedroom Rody 2 included in his report: Guille split in half with a girl on one side and a boy on the other. She and Manca thought they were brother and sister but, she now knows, it was actually the same person. She’s solved some of the mysteries and tied up some loose ends as the pieces of the puzzle that is Ms Bonar and her lies begin to fit together. But there are still some yet to fall into place. 
She agrees with the masseuse; it’s a terrible story. But, out of everything that has just been revealed to her, the thing that affects her most, on a personal level, is what the woman said about Laura, what a nice person she is, the respect everyone has for her daughter. And immediately she corrects herself: not her daughter but the woman she birthed. Because since she already retired from motherhood, when Laura was just a conflicted overweight teenager hiding in her room to keep from talking to her parents, it wouldn’t be honest to change her tune now that she’s heard a few nice things about her. This story only confirms what Manca already turned up in her investigation and Inés herself observed through  the window of her house: that Laura is lovely, amazing, flawed in the best way, a glitch, because no one nice or amazing should’ve come from her and Ernesto. 
‘You said that a few days after the death Bonar showed up at the school asking for the counsellor,’ Inés says, getting back to the story.
‘Yeah, more than asking to see her she was threatening to kill her, at the top of her lungs, and she was talking about a letter that the boy had written where he blamed his mother for him not being able to go on living. Susana Bonar transferred that blame to Laura. All pretty confusing, they say she was totally out of her mind.’
‘But she actually threatened to kill her?’
‘Oh yeah, outright. Luckily there was a teacher training that day, so there were no students around, only staff,’ the woman adds. 
Inés feels the first wave of dizziness, the pieces fit together, but, again, not in the way she expected. She thinks she’s much closer to the truth; but she needs to compose herself before she can go on asking questions. She feels sluggish and that worries her: she can’t afford to be paralysed right now. Her client continues the story without noticing what’s happening to her. 
‘No one saw the letter, the police took it, but whatever words he used the boy was blaming his mother, claiming she was responsible for his death. Because she was screaming outside the school, below the window of the counsellor’s office: ‘My daughter thinks she died at the hands of her mother and I’m going to do the same thing to you, but worse.’
Inés, sitting on the edge of the massage table, repeats the words ‘she died at the hands of her mother’, and she feels the floor slip out from under her. The sheet falls but she doesn’t care. 
‘“The same, but worse,” shouting like crazy. And who  knows what the woman meant by “worse”, what could be worse that she could do to her, you know? But she was screaming “The same thing but worse” and “worse” and “worse”. She was in a bad way. A huge scene.’
Inés now reacts. She jumps up, grabs at her clothes and gets dressed as fast as she can, not out of modesty but because she needs to get to Bonar’s house as quickly as possible to stop whatever that woman is about to do to Laura. ‘Kill her,’ she thinks, Ms Bonar is going to kill her with poison provided by her own mother, as terrible a mother to Laura as Bonar probably was to her son. She’s going to kill her if she hasn’t done so already. Inés scoops up her fumigation equipment as she rushes out the door. 
Her client tries to follow her, shouting from the doorway: ‘Your money, I didn’t pay you for the fumigation…’
But Inés is already starting up the van. 
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Chorus:
‘I heard a sound, I heard a cry
from the unhappy Colchian woman, not yet gentled.’
Medea
Should we have a go at the issue or just stick to Inés and her poison? What issue? The issue of Timo-Tamara, Tamara-Timo. We address every issue. Not necessarily. But why wouldn’t we address this issue? Because it’s one of the most polarising issues in twenty-first century feminism. We should proceed with caution. We are not cowards. Let’s be careful. I’ll sit this one out. If it’s controversial, all the more reason to debate it. Is it controversial in Latin America though? Less so, we understand marginality. It has nothing to do with where you are in the world. It would seem that it does at least somewhat. Feminism has to be committed to gender freedom, to radical equality, and to alliances with other minoritarian positions, sexual dissidents.  Transphobic feminism is no feminism, that cannot happen.17 Are there really women who want to leave trans people out of feminism? Incredible, I can’t believe it. Yes, that’s what they want to do. I think we should take some time to think about it a bit more. I’m not transphobic at all and I’m fine with the trans collective, but why do I have to accept that someone with a piece of meat hanging between their legs is a woman? No one is asking you to accept anything, what we’re asking you to do is respect their rights, in this case: their right to be a woman, with or without your acceptance. I don’t care either way, as long as they stay outside of our movement. Inside, inside our movement! I’m trans-inclusive. I’m trans-exclusive. Exclusion is violent and misogynistic. Hello, have you considered asking us? We trans women cannot be excluded from a movement that belongs to us from its roots. Our very identity makes us part of the movement, we are women. We are not some other to be fit into a hegemonic discourse.18 Feminism is a movement about femininity, not about bodies. But we’re born in a specific body. And? You either have a penis or you have a vagina. And? That doesn’t change. It does if you have surgery. There are people who don’t have either a penis or a vagina. What do they have? Body diversity. Multiple genital types: vaginated micropenises, peneated vaginas. I’ve never heard of anything like that. And if you’ve never heard of it, does that mean it doesn’t exist? Penises and vaginas are not the only possible genitalia. We need to stop shouting ‘It’s a boy!’ as soon as the baby is born. You’re born with a body, gender and sexuality are totally different things. If we’re supposed to be content with the body we’re given why do cis women get boob jobs? That’s not the point. Yes it  is. No it’s not. Are you on the list? If we want the feminist movement to be revolutionary, like Flora Tristán or Rosa Luxemburg, we can’t leave out the most marginalised minority. If we let the trans men in, they will minimise the aggressions we suffer. They’re going to erase us. It’s trans women, not trans men. Trans men are already part of the feminist movement, aren’t they? Curiously, in all this insane fuss about the law, no one thought about trans men. Maybe it’s because they’re officially women, and everyone knows that women are less important.19 The case of Timo. When the obstetrician delivers the baby, they assign sex based on what they see: female or male, that’s not aggression. But they’re writing a prescription for future aggression: if what they put down as the sex doesn’t match later with the person’s gender, it’s likely that the person will have to jump over an infinite number of hurdles and prejudices to have that discrepancy rectified. With varying rates of success and differing degrees of distress. Some results are happier, others less so. Timo faced fierce opposition from his mother and he couldn’t take it. No one could take a mother like Susana Bonar. That for me is the heart of the story about Inés, Bonar, Laura, Timo, and company: motherhood and the demands placed on sons and daughters. To demand that they grow in our likeness and image. And a mother’s responsibility, or lack thereof, for her teenage son’s suicide as he transitioned. Meanwhile we’re still swamped in theoretical debates about who we should include in our movement or not. Anyone with a belly button. Don’t minimise the issue, the future of our movement is at stake. You’re the one minimising it, arguing over who to include and who to leave out, instead of analysing the reasons that drove Timo to take his own life. The system should protect us from  our mothers. What system. I vote in favour! Especially mothers like that one. All mothers. No one knows, when they pass through the birth canal and out into the world, what mother fortune has dealt them. Or misfortune. The practice of including the sex on a new-born’s birth certificate has to change, more and more countries have decided it’s not necessary to define such a thing on day one. And when do you define it then? Do we have to define it? Let’s talk about gender, not sexuality. Let’s talk about sexuality too. Like languages, sexualities can be learned. Multiple languages can be spoken. As is often the case within monolingualism, one sexuality is imposed on us in childhood, and it takes on the character of a naturalised desire. We are trained into sexual monolingualism.20 I don’t want to be sexually monolingual. I want to be a polyglot. I want to be mute. Let’s get back to Timo. We never left Timo. I don’t see your name on the list to speak. I’m there, I just used my male name today. Oh, in that case, hold on, I have to check that you’re allowed to speak.
Let’s put it to a vote. 

 
	17 Judith Butler, from the ‘Pandemia, democracia y feminismo’, Lecture Series, Universidad de Chile.

	18 La CISterna Transfemmenista, Pikara Magazine, Nov 7, 2018.

	19 Rosa Montero, ‘Discutamos, mejoremos y avancemos’, El País Semanal, Dec 28, 2021.

	20
Paul B. Preciado, Countersexual Manifesto, trans. by Kevin Gerry Dunn. Columbia University Press, 2018, p. 8.
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At the first red light, Inés looks for her phone to send Manca a message. Her fly flutters into view but she doesn’t have time to think about it, or to suppress it, or to shoo it away. All she cares about is telling her friend to get into that house and stop whatever needs to be stopped, that the poison – it’s now clear – is meant to kill Laura and Manca has to break down the door, to call the police if necessary, she’s on her way and will be there in a few minutes. But Inés searches for her phone in the car and she can’t find it, she curses; it’s not in the glove box, the door, the passenger’s seat. The light changes to green and the driver behind her honks their horn; first two short beeps, then a long, uninterrupted one until Inés finally reacts and begins driving. She can’t waste any more time looking for her phone or someone will drive into her. Three blocks ahead, she stops at a level crossing, the bar has just come down, and she curses; she considers leaving the van there and continuing on foot, running, but she knows it will take longer that way. So she resumes the search for her phone, peering under the driver’s seat, the passenger’s seat. She gets out and looks in the back, moves the rugs. She gets back in and sits at the  wheel; over the rattle of the train, which passes in front of her, she thinks she just heard a message notification. She sticks her hand in the small space along the side of her seat, next to the gear shift. And there it is, she can feel it. The crossing arm rises up. She grips the phone with two fingers and tries to lift it out of the small space, it slips once, then again, but she keeps trying until she gets it. As she crosses the tracks, she sends Manca a voice message conveying her fears. Her terror, she corrects herself. Manca responds in turn with a voice message of her own: ‘Are you crazy? Laura just left with the baby in its stroller, cool as a cucumber. She helped Bonar load her luggage into a car, they hugged. Then the lady got in the car and it took off, to the airport I suppose. Laura’s going home, or at least she started heading in that direction, like she always does. But come meet me here, I’ll wait for you. Relax, seriously, it’s not what you imagined at all.’ Delete, Inés thinks, once again delete. She takes a deep breath and tries to calm herself. Manca sends another voice message. ‘It’s not what either of us imagined at all, because Bonar is still alive and kicking.’
Inés wants to believe that, as her friend says, it’s not what she imagined it, that she reached the wrong conclusions, that the emotions she felt upon being touched during the massage simply made her vulnerable, messed with her head. She’s not going to tell Manca about that, about the massage. She wants to believe that everything’s fine, but she’s not convinced. Her pessimism – which she developed in her years on the inside, after trying so hard to see the positive side of her marriage – tells her that, if that woman threatened to kill Laura, she’s going to do it. Ms Bonar doesn’t seem like the kind of woman to leave something done halfway. 
Inés stops outside the house which she now knows to be empty meaning there’s no longer anyone to hide  from, so she parks right in front of it, in the open, and gets out. 
‘So?’ she asks Manca.
‘I don’t know what to tell you. For now Ms Bonar is still alive. And, based on the size of the suitcases she packed, she’s going away for a long time and doesn’t plan on dying anytime soon. Maybe it’s true what she told her co-workers about her sabbatical year.’
‘But then what about the poison?’
‘We’re back to the theory that they wanted to frame you, I’m afraid.’
‘Discard it, my client with the moths also says that there’s no one with better references than Laura in the whole neighbourhood and surrounding area. In the country and surrounding area. In the world and surrounding area, I’d say. She described her almost like a saint. And saints don’t send their mothers to jail.’
‘Do saints have mothers?’
‘They must.’
‘And what about Laura?’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Do you think the woman’s going away to kill herself somewhere else, Inés?’
‘Maybe.’ 
‘Then why all that luggage?’
‘I don’t know, Manca. But it’s not our problem anymore.’
‘It was never our problem. If she wants to kill herself…’
‘…’
‘…’
Her son killed himself, he hung himself in his room in this house.’


‘Her daughter.’
‘No, he was born female, but he transitioned to male. Bonar was opposed to it, she made his life impossible, the kid ended up killing himself.’
‘Poor kid.’ 
‘…’
‘The poster.’
‘The poster.’
‘She’s going to kill herself. It must be unbearable to carry around the guilt of your son having committed suicide and feeling like you had a hand in it.’
‘The boy expressly blamed her in a letter.’
‘Two plus two, Inés.’
‘Always?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Are you saying that Bonar is going off to some cabin, or some beach, or someplace in the middle of nowhere and she’s going to poison herself there, Manca?’
‘I think so. And I don’t wish death on anyone but I hope that’s what she’s going to do, so that this will all be over.’
‘…’
‘Should we follow her?’ Inés asks.
‘Who?’ says Manca.
‘Laura. So I can stop worrying.’
‘You have to stop worrying.’
‘After the boy killed himself, Bonar threatened to kill Laura.’
‘Why?’
‘I’ll explain later. Let’s go.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘…’


‘Let’s go, Manca.’
‘Did she really threaten to kill her?’
‘Yes, really.’
‘Okay, should we take my bike or your van?’
‘You choose.’
‘My bike, get on.’
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Just a few blocks ahead, Inés and Manca catch up with Laura. Manca slows down and tries to stay several yards behind her, stopping periodically to keep from catching up with her but also so that the sound of the Dragoness doesn’t cause her to turn around. In any case, Inés has put on the only helmet so if Laura does happen to look over her shoulder, she won’t recognise her mother. She might not recognise her even without the helmet, so much time has passed. But for the moment, she doesn’t turn around. Dante, on the other hand, peeks his head out from behind the stroller from time to time and looks back. Manca waves her hand at him. The boy seems to smile. 
‘Less worried?’ Manca asks.
‘…’
‘Laura is definitely all right. And Bonar should be getting to the airport soon, checking her bags, with the poison in them or not, and in a little while she’ll be flying off to somewhere else.’
‘Can you pack poison in a checked bag?’
‘If they find it, no. But if you put it inside some bottle of lotion, shampoo, or conditioner, who’s going to check there?’


‘I hope they don’t check.’
‘Hope not.’
‘We’ll never know how that woman finishes out her days.’
‘For us her days are over, Inés.’
‘I hope so. Should we get off the bike and follow her on foot?’
‘If you want,’ Manca says, pulling over and parking.’
Inés takes off the helmet. The two friends continue following Laura from the opposite side of the street. 
‘It’s strange that she would threaten her. They seem to be such good friends.’
‘They are now, because Laura worked to repair the relationship, Manca.’
‘You have to really want to work to repair a relationship after a death threat.’
‘I already told you Laura’s a saint, it seems.’
‘But Bonar isn’t.’
‘She must’ve worked a miracle.’
‘Do we believe in miracles, Inés?’
‘Not any more.’
A few yards further, the baby starts to cry. His mother tries to soothe him, shaking the carriage, but the boy continues wailing. Then Laura removes the bag she’s carrying from her shoulder, opens it, and pulls out the bottle she always takes from Ms Bonar’s house for him to drink on the way. She shakes it, takes off the plastic top, pours a few drops onto her wrist to check that it’s not too hot, bends down, and hands it to the baby, who takes it.
‘And more…’ Inés mutters, repeating Bonar’s words.
Manca doesn’t understand the comment so she ignores it and continues her line of thought. ‘That bottle costs a fortune, Bonar buys the most expensive milk on the market for the boy, her housekeeper told me…’


But she doesn’t get to finish the sentence because her friend cries out: ‘And more…!!!’ Inés throws the helmet down and begins running toward Laura and her son. ‘Lali!!! Stop!!!’ Inés screams as loud and forcefully as she can. 
Her shouts cause the baby to freeze just as he’s bringing the bottle to his mouth. Manca is stunned by her friend’s outburst, before the truth begins to dawn on her. Laura has no idea what’s going on; her first thought is someone is trying to rob her so she places herself in front of the stroller to shield her son, holding her phone and purse out, offering them up to protect Dante from the threat of violence. Inés pushes her aside, rips the bottle from the baby’s hand, and throws it as far as she can. The bottle lands in the middle of the street, where a passing truck crushes it under its wheels. The poisoned milk spills out onto the asphalt.
‘There we go,’ Inés says to Laura, who is staring at her in disbelief. 
‘Mum?’
‘Yes, it’s me.’
‘Have you gone crazy? Are you still crazy?’
By the time Manca reaches them, she’s already understood what happened without further explanation; she knows her friend and the story so well that she was able to quickly tie up the loose ends and figure it out. The baby is wailing and Laura picks him up to try to calm him while at the same time moving him away from the two women he perceives as a threat. 
‘Who prepared that bottle of milk?’ Manca asks.
‘Why should you care?’ Laura replies.
‘You should care,’ Inés responds.
‘I want you to leave me and my child alone, both of you.’
‘Did you make the bottle or did Ms Bonar?’ Inés asks.
‘Answer that and we’ll go,’ Manca adds.


Laura hesitates, but she’s so angry and scared that she responds, grudgingly, if only to put a swift end to whatever this mad idea of her mother’s is, and to get home safely.
‘Susana Bonar prepared it, yes. Will you let us go now, please?’
‘The woman put poison in the bottle,’ says Inés.
‘You’re still messed up in the head, Mum. How could you think such a thing?’
‘I don’t think it, I know it.’
‘How?’
‘Because I sold it to her.’
‘You sell poison?’
‘I work in pest control. It’s my job. And she asked me to sell her a product. But she lied to me about what she planned to use it for,’ Inés clarifies. ‘She told me it was for…’
‘An infestation at a friend’s house,’ Manca says, interrupting her friend’s confession. ‘But I’m a private investigator and I figured out that there was no friend and no friend’s house, much less an infestation at a friend’s house.’
‘So we have a poison seller and a private investigator.’
‘Yes,’ Inés and Manca respond in unison.
‘That’s enough, we’re going,’ Laura says, and she turns to leave, holding the baby in one arm and pushing the stroller with the other. 
‘Watch out for that woman, Laura,’ Inés says.
‘That woman just moved very far away, I don’t think I’ll ever see her again.’
‘I hope you’re right,’ Manca replies.
‘It’s the two of you I want far away from me and my family.’
‘Don’t worry. I didn’t come of my own volition. Ms Bonar dragged me into this when she tracked me down  to buy her that poison,’ Inés explains. ‘If it hadn’t been for her, you’d never have heard from me. Because, after all, what are we to each other now? Nothing.’
‘Now?’ Laura lets the word escape, past the knot in her throat.
‘You’re right, what were we ever to each other?’
Laura’s eyes fill with tears. She tries to keep from crying, to keep the women from seeing her cry. She doesn’t know if what she’s feeling is anger, sadness, or regret at their lives being so complicated, with so many dark spots. But in any case she doesn’t want to show her feelings in front of her mother and this other woman she’s never seen before in her life, who’s standing there looking like she’s attending a funeral. 
‘We aren’t and never were anything to each other, it seems,’ Laura says and she walks away.
Inés and Manca let her go.
They have no reason to stay there but they’re unable to move. The poison, mixed with Dante’s milk, has soaked into the asphalt and once a few more cars have driven over the white stain it probably won’t even pose a risk to a stray cat. Inés and Manca can still see them in the distance. After they turn the corner and disappear, Manca retrieves the helmet and they walk back to the Dragoness. 
‘She didn’t believe a word we said,’ says Manca.
‘She didn’t believe us, no,’ Inés agrees.
‘Cute kid.’
‘Yeah he’s cute.’
‘…’
‘He looks like Ernesto.’
‘Fuck.’







40
Chorus:
‘Hurry along inside the house.
And try not to let her see you;
do not go near her, but watch out for
her savage mood and the loathing
that issues from her stubborn nature.’
Medea
Mother and daughter in the end. Are you sure? I have my doubts. They say no. You don’t always say what you think. Inés seemed sincere. Inés never says a word. And what about Laura? “This is my daughter. She hates me.” (…) “What did I do to you, you should hate me so?” I never answer. I know she›s burning and I›m glad to let her burn. Why not? I›m burning, too.21 Even if your daughter hates you, burns with rage, detests you, doesn’t mean you feel the same. Why? Says who? Can hate only move in one direction and not the other? I don’t know if Laura ‘detests’ Inés.  What word would you use then? She suffers her. My mother is unable to hide how much she detests me. I’m unable to hide how much I detest my mother. Ever since this assembly first started I’ve been listening to you all complain about motherhood, but I’m over thirty-five and I want to have a kid, what am I supposed to do with that, can you give me a solution, please? I can give you a thousand arguments in favour of it! Of course, me too! Is this the right time to trot out those arguments, the proper forum? Aren’t we here for a different reason? Motherhood should only happen if it’s desired, but if it is desired, do we have to act on that desire? We should act on it, of course. We might complain about what the patriarchy does with motherhood but that doesn’t mean we don’t enjoy it. We’d enjoy it more without the patriarchy. That’s for sure. We should eventually be able to retire from motherhood, someone should come and say, okay, you did a great job, or an okay job, or as good a job as you could, or even a bad job, but now you can take a break, those human beings that you birthed, nursed, and raised are no longer your responsibility. I have news for you: that day will never come. You’re kidding. Never? Never. Shit. Or it will come, when you die.
Let’s put it to a vote. 
It won’t change no matter what we vote.
Motherhood, death, or the world? Yes, it is going to change. In life there comes a moment, and I believe that it’s unavoidable, that one cannot escape it, when everything is put in doubt: marriage, friends, especially friends of the couple. Not children. Children are never put in doubt.22
Why? ‘Never’ sounds too definitive to me. To me too. Never. I’m not so sure. I am. I’m saying you may doubt motherhood, not your son or daughter. Down with motherhood. Let’s burn it down.  We’re not burning anything down. Let’s burn everything to the ground! Can I have the floor? Are you on the list? No. Then sign up.
Motherhood is political. Come on. Of course it’s political. Choosing not to have kids is too. I don’t know if it’s political, but motherhood, these days, is a hot mess. Don’t worry, it’s not all bad. But it is a hot mess. But political, says who? On what side? From what party? Let’s not muddle things. Political in another sense. We should leave ideology out of motherhood. What’s wrong with ideology, ideas, what we think? They’re wrong to the people who don’t think like us. We don’t all think the same. But let’s put it to a vote and come to an agreement. That’s the way forward. Who are we? That’s the question. An assembly. A chorus. Flies. 
Let’s put it to a vote. 

 
	21 Vivian Gornick, Fierce Attachements, Simon and Schuster, 1988, p. 6.

	22 Marguerite Duras, Writing, trans. by Mark Polizzotti, University of Minnesota Press, 2011, p. 10.
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Laura rushes home, upset, dragging the empty stroller along as she carries the baby in her arms. Luckily Javi is already home from work, having a cup of coffee in the kitchen when she comes in. Laura hands over Dante, wailing inconsolably. She has no words, as if they are somehow caught in her throat, she is mute, almost unable to greet her husband as she rushes to the sink to wash her hands. Javi supposes that she’s in a bad mood because of the baby’s tantrum, he would be too if he was taking care of Dante and he’d been like that for a while. How long? He doesn’t want to imagine. He silently observes her, waiting to let her return to normal as he tries to calm the baby, without much success.
As soon as she finishes washing her hands, Laura prepares a bottle. She takes out a backup one she has in the cabinet, fills it with milk, and heats it in the microwave until it beeps, all with her back to Javi and their son, still unable to say a word, her hands resting on the counter as if to keep her upright, her head down, eyes closed. When the bottle is ready, she takes it out, puts the top on, and gives it to the baby, who finally calms down. 
Only then does Laura fall into a chair and burst into  tears. Javi places Dante in the stroller and goes over to her, understanding that it’s something beyond the baby’s tantrum, ‘What’s wrong, love?’ Laura, between sobs, tells him, without sparing a single detail, more detail than she was even able to notice in the moment. But, despite so much detail, or perhaps because of it, the story is confusing; she was confused as it unfolded and she still doesn’t fully understand what happened. And now the story is punctuated by distress. 
Javi listens attentively, understanding that a surprise encounter with her mother would’ve affected her greatly. But Laura’s distress over seeing Inés is secondary, the least alarming part of the story. For Javier, the urgency and horror he feels stem from something else. He never fully believed that Susana Bonar regretted her actions, and Inés’s version of events, even with Laura’s biases factored in, doesn’t seem all that crazy to him. They could certainly debate the circumstances under which mother and daughter met again after so much time, the appropriateness of actions and words, but what he sees is a clear attempt on Susana Bonar’s part to make good on her threat to give Laura a taste of what happened to her, but worse. He always felt that Timo’s mother was not someone to be trusted. How could she be if she never accepted her son for who he was and even insisted on calling him Tamara to the grave, they say. Javi always objected to Laura giving her another chance. But this is no time for criticism and much less for gloating over being right, so Javi gives her a hug and waits for the proper moment to point out what he considers the most important thing that he wants Laura to be clear on: Susana Bonar tried to kill their son. 
Once she calms down and catches her breath, still curled up in his embrace, Javi says: ‘We have to report this to the police.’ Laura is taken aback: ‘You honestly  believe that crazy story my mother was spouting?’ ‘Yes. And despite your opinion of your mother, once you stop to think it through and look at the facts objectively, you’ll see that it’s not all that crazy.’ ‘No, I don’t believe anything my mother says.’ ‘Your mother just saved Dante’s life, Lau.’ ‘She made it up, I wouldn’t put it past her.’ ‘She may be capable, but this is what it is. We could at least let the police investigate.’ ‘With what evidence?’ ‘We could ask your mother to give a witness statement.’ ‘And implicate herself for selling poison to a possible murderer?’ ‘It might not be a crime for her to sell it.’ ‘For someone who’s been in prison, anything even potentially illegal is a crime until proven otherwise.’ ‘We can’t just sit back and accept that the woman tried to kill our child.’ ‘So my mother says.’ ‘And I believe her, Laura.’ ‘You don’t know her.’ ‘No, but I know Susana Bonar.’
In the middle of this last sentence, Guillermina walks into the kitchen to get a glass of water. Her parents stop talking, trying to pretend like everything is fine. The girl notices that the tension in the air is so thick she could cut it with a knife. Her parents look at her and smile, but it’s clear that they’re hiding something. The girl asks what’s wrong and they say it was a work problem that they’ve already solved. Guille doesn’t believe a word of it, but she doesn’t push any farther. She bends over Dante and rubs his cheek. As she stands up, Laura receives a message on her mobile phone, which is sitting on the table. Automatically, Guillermina glances at it and she’s shocked by the profile picture and the name of the person writing to her mother: Tita Ankh, with the image of the Egyptian symbol of life. ‘What is that, Mum?’ ‘Nothing,’ Laura answers. ‘What do you mean nothing? Tita Ankh is writing to you?’ ‘Do you know this person?’ ‘It’s the WhatsApp name that Timo started using when he began to transition. Ti for Timo, Ta for Tamara, and  Ankh is the Egyptian cross that combines both genders. Who’s writing to you from his account, Mum?’ Javi picks up the phone and asks Laura to unlock the screen so they can see the message. Laura does so and two photos appear on the screen: the first is a picture of the FFF NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL van parked outside Ms Bonar’s house, taken from the top floor as Inés rings the doorbell. The second photo shows a bottle of propoxur beside Dante’s empty baby bottle. Followed by a text. ‘The same thing but worse.’ Laura is petrified by what she sees, Javi, his suspicions confirmed, feels ready to explode, Guillermina has no idea what’s going on. 
‘You want proof? There you have it,’ says Javi.
‘But this implicates my mother, she could go back to jail,’ Laura answers. 
‘What mother? What jail?’ Guillermina asks.
Javi looks at Laura who nods and takes a deep breath.
‘Come here, sit down, Guille. We have to tell you a story,’ Laura says. ‘It’s complicated.’
‘All good stories are, Mum,’ her daughter replies. 
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Guillermina tosses and turns, unable to fall asleep. She always thought that her grandmother was the woman in the hallway photo. Now she knows that woman was actually her great-grandmother. And that her grandmother was in jail for killing a woman, her grandfather’s lover. A tongue twister. But, in addition to being a killer, her grandmother just saved her brother’s life. It’s going to be hard for her to get to sleep, too much information for a single day, for a single night, for a teenage girl like her still overwhelmed by sadness over Timo’s death. Does she dare to tell any of her friends that her grandmother was in jail? She doesn’t know, not yet. They might be scared, their parents might not let them come over to her house anymore. She’d like to meet Inés first, to have her explain what happened, whether she regrets it, whether she’d ever do it again. She’s watched a lot of series and movies about women who were in jail, even women who were murderers, like her grandmother, and some of them went on to lead normal lives after finishing their sentences. Why else would they send people to jail, she thinks. If they don’t have the right to a new start once their sentences are up then the penitentiary system  is a lie because every sentence would basically be a life sentence. Guillermina turns over again, she closes her eyes, she puts the pillow over her head to see if she can finally manage to get to sleep. It sounded like her mother was very unhappy when she lived with Inés before she’d killed anyone. But being a bad mother is not a crime, Guille thinks, and it’s something a person should be able to make amends for. Yes, she would definitely like to talk to her grandmother and hear what she has to say. 
Javi searches the internet for information about Laura’s mother and her fumigation company. It would seem that Inés has a small but satisfied client base who leave positive comments and that she makes an effort to provide a quality service that does not harm the environment. At least that’s what it says in the company ethos. Guille will like that. Has she changed after so many years in jail? Should even murderers be given another chance? He’s not sure, he has a lot of reservations, it’s an unusual situation, well outside the norm, that no one can prepare you for. Inés is the first person he’s ever met who’s killed someone. In reality, he hasn’t met her yet. But she’s Laura’s mother, and if she gave Susana Bonar a second chance why not give the woman who just saved Dante’s life another chance too. He’s going to print everything he finds about Inés Experey. He thinks the name his mother-in-law made up is funny, Ex-perey. She must hate Ernesto Pereyra as much as she once loved him. His mother-in-law seems to have a sense of humour. Dark humour. She may have killed someone fifteen years ago but she still has a sense of humour. And that makes everything more bearable.
Susana crosses the sky in a Qatar Airlines flight to  Singapore, after two layovers. She didn’t pay for internet during her flight because she wants to remain disconnected until she reaches her destination. There she’ll throw away her SIM card and buy a new one, a number no one knows. And with a single line: she’ll no longer need two to manage her WhatsApp as well as Tita Ankh’s on the same phone. She looks at the photos she sent to Laura. She’s sorry Dante had to die, he was innocent; she would’ve preferred to find another way to make up for the damage his mother did. But it was necessary to even the score. She owed it to Tamara. Her original idea was that Laura should die at the hands of her mother just like her daughter Tamara thought she did but that didn’t seem like enough. Because if Laura died she wouldn’t be the one to suffer. Whereas she, Bonar, will continue to suffer even though she’s got her revenge. So she had the idea to take it further, adding on another generation. Three in one. An excellent plan. She’s proud of the way she resolved everything. Not for nothing was she named the best TV producer in Argentina, with several Martín Fierro awards to prove it. Maybe before deactivating that WhatsApp account for ever, Tita Ankh should send Laura their condolences. Susana Bonar thinks it’s only right. She’ll decide when she reaches her destination. For now, she puts on her eye mask, covers up with the airline blanket, and tries to rest. Finally. 
Manca crossed the street to have a beer with Rody 2, intending to briefly update him on the case since he was involved in the investigation. But it’s now the wee hours of the morning and they’ve just opened the last beer after going over what happened again and again. Rody 2 has a hard time with the word ‘transition’. He says ‘transit’ instead. Manca doesn’t correct him, it’s enough that he  understood the concept and accepts it without judgement, given the family they come from and that wife of his asleep upstairs behind the locked bedroom door. Rody 2 – thanks to Manca’s training – has become an unlikely ally. He’s very open-minded, even if he stumbles over certain words. They share the last beer and Manca says good night. Rody 2 settles into the sofa. She looks back at him from the doorway. ‘You know what, cuz? I think it’s time you move off that shitty couch every night.’ ‘I don’t want to be alone, cuz.’ ‘You are alone, Rody, totally alone.’ Manca closes the door, but immediately opens it again to add: ‘I have a very pretty girl to introduce you to, she likes guys, otherwise I would’ve tried something myself. She worked at Ms Bonar’s house. I’ll reach out to her and put you in touch. What do you say?’ ‘I guess so.’ ‘Listen to me, you deserve a better life.’ ‘Who doesn’t, cuz?’ Manca nods and closes the door as she leaves.
Laura finishes looking at the pages Javi printed with the information about her mother. She shouldn’t have agreed to do it because he’s now fast asleep, but she’s wide awake. Her husband even took the trouble to highlight certain details he considered pertinent from the FFF NON-TOXIC PEST CONTROL website: links to articles about flies, recommendations for novels that feature flies, a photograph of a brick wall with the words ‘I don’t kill flies’ written on it in graffiti. At the bottom of the page, Javi wrote, ‘looks like your mother loves flies!!!’ Laura laughs; in spite of the terrible day she’s had her husband can always make her smile. She goes to the bookshelf but she can’t find the book she’s looking for. Finally she spots it, it’s with the other Gs but out of order, after Vivian Gornick when it should be before. Crown of Flies, by Margo Glantz, a book about the  Mexican author’s travels through India and the sacred cows alluded to in the title. Laura isn’t interested in that book but in another text she remembers having photocopied years ago that she thinks she stuck into that book. And there it is, Glantz’s article entitled ‘The Fly and the Dinosaur,’ dedicated to the Guatemalan writer Augusto Monterroso. And also a photocopy of ‘The Flies’ from Monterroso’s Perpetual Movement, along with his short story ‘The Fly that Dreamed it Was an Eagle.’ Laura looks at the sentences she underlined in Glantz’s text: ‘Yes, I agree with Tito: there are only three possible themes: love, death, and flies.’ (…) ‘I’m convinced that literature could not exist if flies did not exist’ (…) ‘Yes, the fly is the most perfect archaeological vestige, the “last transmitter of our clumsy western culture”.’ She still likes what she underlined when she read it, in her last year of university, if she’s not mistaken, and this surprises her because usually when she comes across notes she made in books she wonders why she did so. A person has the right to change as a reader, to change what they’d underline, she thinks. She continues reading, and even though she sometimes finds new phrases that she likes, she’d mark the same ones again. And she takes comfort in the fact that, at least when it comes to Margo Glantz, Monterroso, and flies, she hasn’t changed; it’s somehow reassuring on a night like this one. She puts the photocopies back into the book, closes it, and takes it to bed with her.
Inés sleeps and dreams of flies. She’d imagined it was going to be hard to get to sleep even with the exhaustion and stress of that day and all the ones leading up to it. Everything turned out all right in the end, but her encounter with Laura was unexpectedly intense. If her body managed to relax a little during the massage her  client gave her, it was back to being stiff as a board just a short while later. Certain she had a night of insomnia ahead of her, she began counting flies. Everyone else counts sheep, but not her. Sometimes her own fly, the one in her left eye, helps her get to sleep; she follows its path, letting herself be rocked back and forth by the movement. The exact opposite of suppression. She did this once she got sick of counting flies, and sleep came immediately, deep, heavy, and restorative. Now her head buzzes with blue bottles fluttering their iridescent wings. And she dreams only of flies, not of Charo, not of Bonar, not Ernesto, not her mother. Not Manca either. Not even Laura. Just blue bottles, paradise. 
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Inés and Manca are trying to start a new day. Both of them in the office, Inés coordinating upcoming fumigations, Manca searching for information on an ex-husband who stopped paying child support claiming he was out of work while living in a million-dollar house with a speedboat tied up at a little jetty in the garden: ‘a liar’. They don’t allow a single mention of Ms Bonar or her poison, choosing to believe that the whole thing is over, wherever the woman is and whatever she decides to do. Or decided to. Better to say it in the past tense. The doorbell rings. Manca looks at the screen: the camera outside shows a girl with a skateboard in one hand and a book in the other.
‘It’s for you, Inés.’
‘How do you know if you didn’t even ask?’
‘It’s Guillermina,’ Manca answers.
Inés is surprised. She does not react immediately. The buzzer sounds again. Inés presses the button and from the other end the girl confirms: ‘It’s Guillermina, I came to give Inés something.’ Inés responds that she’ll be right out. She straightens her clothes and runs a hand through her hair; she looks to Manca in search of approval. 


‘Am I presentable?’
‘You’re lovely, as always.’
Inés leaves the office, crosses the patio, and goes into her house so that she can receive the girl not at the business entrance but at her personal, private one. She takes a few seconds in front of the door and then opens it. On the other side, Guillermina introduces herself again, as if the introduction through the security camera needed to be verified.
‘Hi, I’m Gullermina. My mother asked me to bring you this.’
The girl holds out the book by Margo Glantz, the essay on Monterroso and Monterroso’s stories that her mother was looking through the previous night. 
‘She said it’s to thank you for what you did for Dante.’
‘That’s not necessary.’
‘She wanted to. She said you’d be interested. Because you like flies now.’
Inés smiles. ‘I do like flies, that’s true.’
The two stand there awkwardly and Inés looks at the book to fill the silence, not sure what she’s supposed to say. Guillermina, on the other hand, openly studies her. The photocopies slip out of Inés’s hand and flutter to the ground. She’s about to bend over to pick them up but Guillermina reacts faster, gathering them and handing them back.
Finally, the girl says: ‘Are you my grandmother?’
Inés is taken aback by the directness of the question. How is she supposed to answer that? It doesn’t seem right to explain to Guillermina that she’s no longer a mother, just a woman who’s given birth, and therefore she can’t be a grandmother but simply a woman who gave birth to another woman who then gave birth. Too complicated even for her. And the girl would probably be scared away. So instead she says: ‘Yes, I am.’


‘Can I come in and see your house?’
Inés is once again taken aback, but she nods, how could she not let her in, ‘she’s family’ as Manca would say, so the two of them step into the house. 
‘Would you like a cup of tea?’
‘Is it true that you killed a woman?’
If Inés was unprepared for this encounter, she’s much less prepared for this question. The girl holds her gaze. And Inés admires her for it. She thinks the two of them are going to get along just fine.
‘It’s true, yes.’
‘Will you tell me about it?’
‘Will your mum be mad?’
‘No, I asked her to tell me and she told me to ask you.’
‘…’
‘Will you tell me?’
‘Only if after I tell you, you teach me how to ride that skateboard.’
‘Deal. Go ahead.’
‘Okay.’
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It turns out time passes more slowly for flies than it does for us (I don’t fully understand it, I’ve always been bad at physics and maths). And that’s the key to why it’s impossible to catch a fly. We creep up stealthily with our hands in the shape of a claw, ready to swat the fly that landed on our table, on our food, on the rim of our wine glass, but the insect takes off immediately and, before we’ve even followed through with the movement, the fly has already landed somewhere else. So we stand there, boiling with rage or feeling stupid because a little fly was quicker than us (this doesn’t happen to me because I don’t hunt flies).
There’s no fooling them, not even if we move more slowly, sneak up from below, or dim the lights. Why? It’s not that they’re quicker, more intelligent, or that they have better reflexes. The correct answer is that, to a fly, life passes in slow motion. The second hand on the clock takes one second to tick by but for a fly it’s four times that. So she has more time to observe any threatening movements and buzz off somewhere else, to escape, as our hand advances slowly through space towards her. More time to think, to react, to respond, to not respond, to hide, to avoid aggression, to act, to get it right. Four times faster, unbelievable.


The world would be so different if we all had that kind of time.
(How different my life might’ve been if I’d been afforded extra time between the moment I pointed the gun at Charo’s temple and pulled the trigger, BANG) (how different Charo’s life might’ve been if upon seeing me raise the gun she’d had four times longer to flit off and watch from afar as the bullet simply ripped through the car’s upholstery) (if I’d had as much time as a fly before the BANG, might I have just turned around and gone home, still the same person? Could I have said bye, Charo, bye, Ernesto, bye old life, without needing to shoot anyone?) (if I had had that time, would I have realised that Laura was pregnant?) (the past perfect tense – had had – and the conditional – would I – are deceptive, impossible to prove: no one can know what might have been if they’d had as much time as a fly).
The scientific explanation is called ‘flicker fusion frequency’, which describes the speed or slowness that a light can be turned on and off before the change becomes imperceptible. Because even though we assume that the world is in motion before our very eyes like we were watching a movie on Netflix, the eyes of all species register static images, photos. And then they send those images to the brain at a determined speed of flashes per second. Humans send sixty flashes per second to our brains, flies send 250, but some species can send as much as four hundred. With so many photograms the movie is slowed down. The fastest fly in the universe sends more than a thousand, it’s called the ‘killer fly’, a European variety that can catch other flies in flight (this is the fly I gave Ms Bonar’s face, for obvious reasons). 
One study, recently published in the prestigious journal Animal Behaviour, demonstrated that animals with small bodies and higher metabolic rates experience time more slowly than large-bodied animals with slower  metabolic rates, like turtles (I don’t want to be a turtle, a tiger, or a snake: I want to be a fly). The fly that agonised while the French writer sat back and watched experienced its own death four times more slowly than the author. And that fly’s faster frames, her excess of photograms, must’ve made her death not only inevitable, imminent, and irreversible, but also an unending agony. And the French writer considered herself the protagonist of that death because she observed it and later wrote about it (what happens with deaths that no one witnesses? what happens to deaths that no one writes about? is the person who dies the protagonist, or the person who watches them die? would a death pass unnoticed, would it evaporate, disappear, if there were no record of anyone having witnessed it? who would know about that fly if the French writer had never written about it?).
Augusto Monterroso says that our souls transmigrate thanks to flies. I don’t believe in the soul, but if it does exist, I’d like mine to be transported on the wings of a blue bottle to the place where it will rest for eternity. Or be flown by a swarm of blue bottles in ‘V’ formation, like birds migrating to a warmer clime. 
And, if possible, I’d like a French writer to record my death. Or a writer from anywhere.
Writing is the true transmigration of souls. 







(SEVERAL) MONTHS LATER
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The two friends watch the sunrise over the Los Lobos cliffs, a part of Mar del Plata that Inés remembers from childhood and Manca has never previously visited. That landscape has always stayed with Inés, who is marked not only by its striking beauty but by the fact that the first time she stood there, looking out at the sea with all its immensity, her father told her about a body which washed up there without any hands, making it impossible to identify. He repeated the story every time they returned to the cliffs, as if he’d never told it before. An unsolved murder when fingerprints were practically the only forensic method for identifying a body. And now, as she stands at that spot beside Manca, Inés debates whether to tell her father’s story about the corpse with no hands. Her friend is always interested in unsolved cases, but Inés doesn’t want to ruin her first encounter with that endless immensity. 
Inés hesitates but, finally, decides in favour of the immensity. 
They travelled to Mar del Plata on Manca’s motorcycle, after forcing Dr Ortiz to return the money he charged for the operation and cancer treatment, thanks  to the very persuasive 9mm Smith & Wesson that Rody 2 managed to obtain for them. They don’t think that Ortiz will report them: that would mean denouncing himself and his funnelling of patients from the public healthcare system to his private practice. But Inés felt it would be best to get away for a little while, ‘let’s buzz off, just in case,’ and Manca thought that a few days beside the sea was one of the best ideas she’d heard in years, maybe in her entire life. 
So, without a second thought, they bundled up for the journey, hopped on the Dragoness, and took off. They left in the late afternoon and the journey took them almost eight hours because they got a flat tyre in the middle of nowhere, which tied them up for a good bit. On some less busy stretches, Manca insisted that Inés drive, which also slowed them down. They arrived at dawn and decided to put off searching for a hotel until later in the day. Instead, they went directly to watch the sunrise from Los Lobos cliffs. Now they are waiting for the sun to rise and shine, to show them that the wheel keeps turning, the story continues, and the future of sunrises and immensity belongs to them too. 
It’s cold, but the day dawns clear, not a single cloud, with a promise that the sun will soon appear in the distance where the grey veil rocked by the almost imperceptible waves blends into what is left of the night. The two friends are lying on a boulder, their jackets as mattresses beneath them, their bags as pillows, covered by two towels, their gazes fixed on the horizon. The Honda Wave is parked a few yards away. ‘The Dragoness behaved herself,’ Manca said when they reached their destination, and Inés agreed. 
A sudden brightness announces the sun’s imminent arrival and the women pay closer attention. The only sounds are the wind and the waves breaking far below,  out of sight. The air smells of salt and damp sand. A seagull glides overhead, confirming that day is breaking.
The sun, finally, rises.
The first rays illuminate that diffuse limit between sky and sea, painting the horizon with colours.
‘What more could we ask for?’ Inés asks.
‘…’
‘…’
‘A little bit of love?’ Manca says.
‘I lost fifteen years to love.’
‘Fifteen years inside, sixteen years married: that’s thirty one, if my calculations are correct.’
‘You’re right.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Was that love, Inés?’
‘Who knows what love is.’
‘Who knows.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘Right now, in this moment, I’d give anything to live on fly time, Manca. So that this sunrise would take four times longer to turn the dawn into day.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘I would too.’
‘…’
‘…’
‘We should be allowed to choose: when things are good, fly time; when they’re bad, turtle time.’
‘Let’s choose.’
A ball of fire appears on the horizon. Shades of red, yellow and orange infuse the sky. The sea is silver and gleaming. They can’t take their eyes off the sun, hypnotised. Manca, careful not to break the spell, stretches out  an arm and lays her palm on top of her friend’s hand. A fly flutters into view and Inés thinks it’s her fly. But no, because it soon lands on their interlaced hands. She doesn’t feel it, because her hand is the one underneath. But she followed it with her gaze until it landed on Manca’s good hand.
‘Don’t move, don’t scare it off,’ Inés says.
‘…’
‘You’ll feel it tickle you.’
‘I won’t move, Inés, I won’t move.’
‘…’
‘You don’t move either.’
‘I won’t either.’
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