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			‘Razor-sharp . . . biting and compulsive’

			Grazia

			 

			‘A darkly funny tale’

			Red Magazine

			 

			‘Brandi Wells' Cleaner is laugh out loud funny, but its project of validating unseen labor is totally serious. This is a book that celebrates humanity, even while tearing down the corporate culture that denies it in the drollest and wittiest of ways’

			Julia Fine, author of Maddalena and the Dark

			 

			‘Suspenseful, obsessive, and scalpel-sharp, Cleaner is an ultra-vivid and profound parable of contemporary work life imbued with the soft blue glow of a middle manager's computer screen at night. In other words, Wells brilliantly documents all the ways we make each other feel small and unseen at the workplace (and the tactics we may use to dismantle these hierarchies) in this electrifying, singular debut’

			Patrick Cottrell, author of Sorry to Disrupt the Peace

			 

			‘A sharp and toothy portrait of a life devoted to the convenience of others . . . Cleaner skilfully satirizes the work-place novel, offering cutting insights on the hypocrisy and empty ambitions of grind culture’

			Isle McElroy, author of People Collide

			 

			‘The most richly crafted delusion of a novel since Ottessa Moshfegh's Eileen. I couldn't put it down – an exquisite novel!’

			Sarah Rose Etter, author of Ripe

			 

			‘What a total delight it is to roam this (almost) empty building with Brandi Wells' cleaner who is always peering (and neatening) the surfaces of people's lives and finding so much depth in there to mess with - Here's a new and key addition to office fiction and a thrilling debut novel by a propulsive voice’

			Aimee Bender, author of The Butterfly Lampshade

			 

			‘Brandi Wells’s Cleaner is a fantastic office novel, a keen evocation of our deep desire for dignity in the workplace and for recognition of a job well done. It's also a smart thriller about what the essential workers you choose not to see might right now be thinking about you-and a sharp reminder that you ignore the people upon whom your good life depends at your own peril’

			Matt Bell, author of Appleseed

			 

			‘Brandi Wells has created a biting, witty, pitch-perfect novel about one woman's desire to connect with her office co-workers-the only problem is, she cleans the office during the night and they work during the day. Cleaner is funny, slyly moving, and totally weirdly wonderful, and Brandi Wells is a gloriously bold writer. I adored it’

			Annie Hartnett, author of Unlikely Animals

			 

			‘There are people who pass unnoticed, but who nevertheless quietly shape the worlds that others occupy. Cleaner is about one such person, about someone who, secretly, without being detected, subtly tugs on the strings that remain unseen to so many others, changing lives that even after the fact often don't know who or what has changed them. Cleaner is a clever portrait that scrapes away the slick veneer of the everyday to reveal the rough grain of the wood beneath’

			Brian Evenson, author of Last Days

		
			 

			‘Is it just office trash or the ephemera of a life? Bursting from the cleaning closet of meditative workplace novels like Nicholson Baker's Mezzanine, Wells masterfully invites the reader into the beating heart of a workplace, uncovering secrets, fantasies, and sorrows with every cleaned cubicle and vacuumed hallway. An unflinchingly honest and often fanciful mediation on people through the lens of an invisible worker who clocks in after five’

			Sequoia Nagamatsu, author of How High We Go in the Dark

			
		
		

	
		
			About the Book

			An off-the-wall, satirical debut novel about a night-shift cleaner in a corporate office block, for fans of Convenience Store Woman, The New Me and My Year of Rest and Relaxation.

			 

			'I clean the offices and bathrooms and lobby five nights a week, but my actual job is to take care of everyone. They need so much help.'

			 

			At night, in a corporate office block in an unnamed metropolitan city, a cleaner begins her shift. 

			 

			As she cleans Sad Intern's desk, she throws away some of her more alarming health supplements, and leaves her healthy snacks instead. Mr Buff's desk is immaculate, but he seems to have a secret smoking habit – not conducive to his fitness journey – which she's going to help him kick. She confiscates the knitted coaster that attractive, sensitive Yarn Guy has given to Cola Woman - someone who clips her nails in the office doesn't deserve his gifts. 

			 

			But tonight, while scrolling through your emails, she'll discover the secret you've been hiding - the one that will threaten her job, and the jobs of everyone she takes care of. And you're about to find out that, sometimes, your most powerful enemy is the one you don't even see.

		

	
		
			

			For Susan Bowie Doss

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Every day, some rogue shitter leaves a streak of faeces on the back of the toilet seat, right where his ass crack would be. He picks a different toilet each time, like we’re playing a game of cat and mouse. Sometimes, before I look, I imagine that this time he’s shuffled forwards and missed the seat, or that he’s constipated so there’s no shit at all, but it’s always there. Imagine seeing that first thing in the morning. Imagine the kind of tone that would set for your day. Trying to write emails and finish presentations and smile in the hallway, but thinking ass crack, ass crack, ass crack.

			Tonight, I go to the top floor, because L. will check the others first and, in the meantime, I’ll have some peace. She spends all night following me around, as though without her supervision I might damage the building or commit petty theft. Like, oops, I meant to clean the floors, but I’ve accidentally stolen a sensitive file on sweaters and also spray-­painted lopsided boobs across the lobby wall. But I guess she has nothing else to do, no threat to manage in a building like this.

			I work from the elevator towards the back of the room, enjoying the wet flapping sound of the mop smacking the floor. I like doing this with no one else around – not having to do it quietly or neatly. Just doing it well.

			At the back, I rest at Sad Intern’s desk. It’s stuck in a corner. All the other desks are pushed together in twos or fours, with dividers between them to create the façade of privacy, but hers is against the wall, an afterthought. She’s been here almost two months and the top of her desk remains neat, but the drawers are full of information. What started as a bottle of probiotics, some B12 and a book on how to master your feelings has completely taken over her desk. There’s zit cream and pimple patches and bobby pins full of broken-­off hair. 

			Almost every day, I clean granola or cracker crumbs out of the top drawer where she’s secretly eaten, hunched over and hiding her food. She doesn’t want to leave her desk and miss anything. An intern has to maintain a kind of vigilance, waiting for something important to happen, for her chance to be important too. She lives not just at her desk, but in it. Her top drawer, which ought to be full of paperclips and notepads, is instead full of capsules and powders, all geared towards self-­improvement. Get rid of stress! Strengthen your hair! Increase your sex appeal! That one has a picture of a tiger on the front and includes ‘real animal pheromones’. And pushed way in the back are two different kinds of diet pills, one bottle covered in cartoon flames and the other with the word ‘miracle’ in large print. I consider leaving them on top of her desk in full view, but she seems so helpless that I can’t bring myself to do it. I dig into another drawer and find a tampon, not even in its plastic wrapper or applicator, but loose, and three new books, all about feelings and what to do with them, who’s having them, and how to produce the ones you want.

			She’s awfully sad, I think. Sad Intern. Her first week here, I found the feelings book in her desk, under a photo­copied welcome packet full of pointlessly underlined phrases, huge blocks of text highlighted in greens and pinks, and hearts and stars she’d drawn in the margins. The packet was mostly instructions for how to work the photocopier and forward phone calls, but you’d think she’d been given something precious, detailing the company’s deepest editorial secrets.

			Her supplements have multiplied over the last few weeks. The sex powder is her newest. It’s shimmery, probably in an attempt to make it seem less sad. Young women have been trying to look less depressed by coating themselves in glitter for decades.

			I decide to throw away one of her self-­help books – the one with a man on the cover, pointing accusingly at the reader. She’ll think she misplaced it. I try to get rid of these things gradually and steadily. If I don’t, they’ll spread to the rest of the office, a contagion. Other people will start taking supplements. Women will think they have to manage their feelings. Someone will bring in a bunch of crystals and sage. The whole place will begin to shimmer and reek. That kind of atmosphere is not conducive to productivity.

			I clean the offices and bathrooms and lobby five nights a week, but my actual job is to take care of everyone. They need so much help.

			I idly wonder if Sad Intern and Mr Buff might get along. His desk is pushed out into the middle of the floor like everyone else’s, but the only thing to hint at a personal life are a few travel-­sized containers of different protein powders in his bottom drawer. It feels extra pathetic to bring them to work, and then somehow sadder that they’re his only possessions. I never even have to clean his desk. He wipes it down every day. Something about this is pathetic, too – a man who erases himself.

			I consider mixing his protein powder with Sad Intern’s sex powder, so they each have a portion of the other. I imagine holding the two of them up like dolls and making them kiss. Two lonely people sitting in the same room, never knowing the other exists because they’re each so pre­-oc­cupied with maintaining their own appearances. But as I’m rifling through his desk, I find a half-­full packet of cigarettes. I don’t know if it’s a new habit or something he’s been hiding from me. Maybe this is why he’s been so conspicuously cleaning his desk. But if he keeps smoking, Sad Intern is never going to like him. She’s probably already smelled the smoke on him, in the elevator, their staffroom, or just walking by his desk. 

			I empty the pack and carefully line up the cigarettes, to be sure they don’t roll off the desk and get away from me. I spray them with cleaning spray, rotating them a couple of times to be sure I’ve saturated them all. Enjoy smoking these, Mr Trying to be Buff, Trying to be Cool, Trying to be Sick to Death. Here’s a little new poison to go with the old. I tuck them back into the packet and put them where I found them. If I didn’t leave everything so clean, you’d never know I was here.

			I’m standing up from his desk when I see L. making her rounds, holding a Maglite even though all the lights are on. It’s bright enough that I can see her black ‘Security’ shirt has gone dingy grey from too many washings with the wrong detergent or at the wrong setting. The fabric is starting to pill up and go nubby. No one would see her and feel intimidated. I’m bigger than she is, probably because I do more work. Maybe she uses the flashlight to kill the roaches on the first floor. I’ve put in complaints about them several times, but if pest control’s coming at all, their chemicals don’t do anything. In fact, I think the roaches appreciate the challenge. They get revved up and multiply. But when my supervisor went and looked for the roaches in broad daylight, they were nowhere to be found. As though they’d just be lounging around in the afternoon, sunning themselves. She left me a note anyway, telling me to ‘make sure to clean the area’, like I was responsible for them. Like I pack them up and bring them to work with me every night. She thinks of me and all she can picture is garbage and distress.

			‘I see you’re working hard,’ L. says, like her hourly stroll around the building is extremely arduous. She doesn’t look like she’s prepared to do any sort of work. Her hair is pulled back loosely, but spilling out, almost an afterthought. She’s cuffed the sleeves of her shirt and has it half-­tucked, hanging out on the side. I can tell she thinks this makes her look younger and hipper, but she’s only a little younger than me, and her socks don’t even match. 

			I give her my best eat-­shit smile.

			‘You know if you start at the back of the office and mop towards the elevator, you won’t have to walk over what you’ve already done,’ she says.

			‘I wasn’t walking over it,’ I say, glancing at her clunky, supposedly no-­slip work shoes. Somehow, she’s found the most obnoxious ones she could buy. They’re so large that they become the main thing about her. Mine are slim little things, hardly noticeable. And you know what? I’ve never once fallen. While she talks, I luxuriously picture her sliding and falling down the stairs, which she never takes. Feet twisted, elbows bruised, everything a beautiful tangle. At the end of her fall, I’d be at the bottom to tell her where I got my shoes. ‘They’re not even that expensive,’ I’d say.

			‘You’d get it done faster if you mopped towards the elevator, though,’ she says.

			‘I get it done in plenty of time,’ I say. ‘But thank you.’

			I like sitting at the back of the office, waiting for the floor to dry. It’s part of my process. When I walk back to the elevator to do the next floor, I can inspect my work. If I missed a spot or it’s drying funny, I can go over it again. It’s called quality control.

			‘I heard they were going to install cameras,’ she says. ‘To watch people and see what they’re doing.’

			‘Then they won’t need you,’ I say.

			‘They’ll mount them over the desks,’ she says. ‘They don’t care about us. They’re watching everyone else.’

			But I’m up now, rolling my cart towards the elevator, floor be damned.

			‘You see the mess in the lobby?’ she calls after me.

			I’m getting further away, so I pretend I don’t hear her. Of course I saw the mess. But I’m surprised she even noticed it, because the mess was way at the back of the room, where I hardly ever see her walk. When she’s not chasing me, she spends most of her time rifling through the staffrooms or lounging on her stool in the lobby, which she gets to have because she’s pretending to have a bad knee. All night, she’s groaning and popping pills, talking about how she was a star athlete back in high school, which is probably at least a decade ago. She’s lost any muscle definition she had since then, gaunt through lack of exertion. But her knee is fine. I’ve seen her dancing to music on her phone, moving hips that she doesn’t have, or jogging to go meet someone who’s brought her nightly lunch. There’s nothing wrong with her knee except for a lack of motivation.

			‘See you on the next floor,’ she calls after me.

			Whatever floor I do next is the one she’ll patrol.

			In the elevator, there are crumbs and a full cheese puff in the corner. I already cleaned inside here, and I wonder if she made the mess on purpose to try to put me in my place. She probably stole the cheese puffs from a staffroom. Somebody ought to be guarding her.

			I go back to the lobby, partially to clean the mess and partially because I know L. will look for me on all the other floors before she finds me here. And then once she’s back on her stool, I’ll have at least an hour to clean in peace before she musters the energy to patrol again.

			The staffroom we share with day-­shift maintenance is disgusting, but I refuse to be the only one who cleans it. L. leaves food moulding in the mini fridge until I throw it away. She’s never taken the trash out – I’m not sure she even knows where the bins are. And she won’t claim several dirty sweatshirts and a hat that she left strewn across the table, even though they’re very clearly hers and smell like her, too. 

			If it was up to her, she’d have me come over after work and clean her kitchen and bathroom, watching to be sure I got all the hard-­to-­reach places. Recently she brought in a little plant with green, heart-­shaped leaves, ‘to warm the place up’. I dig into the soil and carefully bury a layer of salt, making sure to cover it completely and smooth the dirt back over. When she waters it, the salt will dehydrate the plant. It’ll slowly shrivel and brown without her knowing why. She can take it out into the sunlight, water it more or less, and give it a special fertiliser, but she won’t be able to stop its death. The only thing she can do is repot it, but I’d salt that one, too. I have a lot of salt.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			A week later, I find a single cigarette in Mr Buff’s desk. Maybe it fell out of the packet. Maybe it’s new. I give it the ol’ spritz to freshen it and put it back where I found it. I don’t know if he threw the rest of the pack away or smoked them, oblivious to the extra poison. His desk is otherwise unchanged, and I appreciate this consistency, his ability to be known. 

			In the next desk, Neck Massager is far less stable, still trying to find her own rhythms, her own set of preferences. Sometimes her desk is neat, but sometimes it’s in ruins: crumbs and papers, a half-­eaten apple resting in the open air. She never eats the same kind of snack. It’s hard candy one day and unsalted cashews the next. For a week straight, there were greasy wrappers and salt packets in her bin. Then banana peels. Several bananas each day. So much potassium. She must have been eating nothing but bananas. Shitting bananas. Then, suddenly, no more bananas. Anybody would have got sick of them. So, it’s hard to conjure an image of her beyond her one consistency: the battery-­powered massager in the back of her bottom drawer.

			But Mr Buff, I know. His neatness and protein powder point to a specific kind of man. You wouldn’t have to ask him what he was thinking. You’d already know that he wasn’t. And now that I have the cigarette problem pretty much under control, he’s almost ready for Sad Intern.

			But I’m not sure she’s ready for him. She’s only become sadder this week. Her notes are increasingly full of doodles – more than just hearts and stars. Her latest is a small woman with clothes drooping off her body. The bottom half of her is almost liquified. Her mouth is a grim little line, and her eyes are the slightest pinpricks, as though a bright light just blinked on and she’s meeting its gaze. In the intern’s desk are new supplements: St John’s wort, valerian root, and creatine. 

			I get up to make sure – and yes, Mr Buff also has creatine. I knew it sounded familiar. But his is just loose powder that he can scoop out. Hers is bright blue and in capsules shaped like bears. I think of switching them. What a mystery it would be for the two of them, how their creatine changed overnight. They’d sit dumbfounded at their desks, slowly looking around the room, trying to puzzle it out, until they saw one another.

			‘You?’ she would mouth.

			‘You?’ he would say back, tilting his head for emphasis.

			They’d laugh over the unsolved mystery and switch back, but after this they’d have a point of connection. They’d get coffee or go for a drink. It’d turn into dinner, more drinks, a late-­night walk home. He’d stand at the entrance to her building. ‘Want to come in?’ she’d ask, smiling, looking away, and then back at him. 

			That’d be it. She wouldn’t be sad anymore. She’d be Mrs Buff. Maybe he’d take a little of her sadness for himself, incorporate it into his workout routine, and burn through it. Or maybe she’d always be a little sad, but she’d learn to live with it. She’d wake in the night and feel quietly unhappy, listening for some small sound, some change, that might light things up again. It probably won’t make any difference, but at least she’s trying to deal with the problem of how she feels. She isn’t just letting it consume her. She’s sad, after all, not pathetic.

			Before I can make the switch, creatine bears in one desk and powder in the other, I hear the elevator open. L. holds the door while I roll my cart over. I wait for her to get off when I get on, but she shakes her head. ‘I’ll ride down with you,’ she says. As though I can’t ride the elevator alone. Does she want to help me go to the bathroom? Show me how to use the soap dispenser and then dry my hands? And how can she be certain the top floor is secure without at least a casual stroll or little jaunt? If she’s trusting me to take care of that, what’s she even here for? Shouldn’t I be paid to do both our jobs?

			‘Someone’s been taking my reports,’ she says.

			There’s animal hair all across the front of her shirt, like she rolled in it. I try not to inhale too deeply, worried I’ll be able to smell it.

			‘I normally file them away every few weeks,’ she says. ‘But they’ve been disappearing.’

			She gets off on the third floor with me, but sits at a desk near the elevator while I start bagging up garbage. My work is recreational for her – she’s just here for the show.

			‘Why would anyone want your old reports?’ I say. Next, she’ll tell me someone wants her old chocolate-­bar wrappers or sweatshirts. If anything, I’m glad someone is helping me manage her clutter. She probably left them sitting out, maybe on her stool, and someone kindly threw them away. She ought to leave them a thank you note, and maybe enclose a portion of her wages, since they’re doing her job for her.

			‘I’m not sure it’s malicious,’ she says. ‘Maybe they’re just taking them to read, and they throw them away afterwards. That’s why I asked you.’

			‘If I’ve been reading your reports?’ I ask. ‘I would never.’ Imagine how bored I’d have to be to do something like that. I lean over and spray the inside of one of the bins where the bag has leaked. Someone had a very liquidy lunch.

			‘If you’ve seen them in the bins,’ she says, pushing her chair back so she can prop her feet on the desk she’s sitting at. She rubs her knee, and I’m not even sure it’s the same knee she said was hurt last week or last month. It’s one of those changeable, contagious things. No wonder she can’t get rid of it.

			I look around. If there were cameras mounted over the desks, surely this would be an infraction. She’s probably forgotten she ever believed that would happen. She made it up after she saw something similar in a movie. She’s always trying to make her life more interesting. She’s always trying to be important.

			‘I don’t dig through the trash,’ I say, pulling a few cans out of the bin to put in the recycling downstairs.

			‘But you know what my reports look like,’ she says.

			‘I’ve never looked at your reports,’ I say.

			‘You’ve seen them,’ she says.

			I finish wiping out the bin, and then fit it with a new plastic liner. I wish people would be more delicate with their trash. Sometimes they toss out half-­full drinks. I wonder if they live like this at home. No big surprise that we have roaches. Last year, we had to shut down for a week, because there were bedbugs on some of the staff­room furniture. The same people who throw away these drinks and soups would never notice that the underside of their mattress is crawling with musty, sweet-­smelling bugs that bite them and drink their blood while they’re sleeping. They come into work and sit in the staffroom, talking loudly to their friends, so that anyone whose desk is nearby can hardly concentrate. Then they leave these creatures behind and the bugs multiply.

			Bedbugs mate by traumatic insemination. The male bedbug stabs the female’s abdomen with his reproductive organ and leaves his sperm in the wound. It’s vicious and disgusting and it works. I felt nervous to go into my place after that. I threw away my clothes and bought new ones. Streamlined my whole wardrobe – no reason to have anything that I wouldn’t work in. I suggested in a note to my supervisor that we dust the floor with diatomaceous earth, a white powder that kills any insects that touch it. The stuff is completely harmless to people, but she responded in an all-­caps note that “we couldn’t leave anything like that on the floor in a place of business”. It didn’t matter what it was for or how well it would work.

			L. pulls a folded piece of paper out of her pocket and waves it in my face. ‘Like this,’ she says. It’s one of her reports, a sample. Of course, she knew I would have no idea what her reports look like. ‘If you could keep an eye out for them,’ she says. As though I find her missing reports deeply important, and I’m going to crouch down and dig through every single bin in the building, looking for them. It’s my favourite genre.

			‘Maybe the rest are in your pocket,’ I say, gathering all the trash together. ‘Or our staffroom. You could do a little straightening up. Probably the easiest way to find them.’

			She ignores me. ‘Just so we know who’s throwing them away,’ she says.

			‘We?’ I ask.

			‘Don’t you want to know?’ she says.

			Maybe if I had to fill out little reports to prove I was working, I’d be really attached to them too. But I shrug and start running the dust mop along the floor, getting as close to L. as I can without actually hitting her. I do a few close passes and I’m really looking forward to making contact, but she heads back to the elevator before I can. Maybe she saw it coming, or she’s bored, unsatisfied with my general lack of interest. 

			I quiet the urge to chase her, and keep sliding the mop drily along the floor, catching bits of paper and hair, mostly unobstructed, but I’m still picturing what it’d be like to make at least a little contact. I wouldn’t fully knock her over. I’d hit hard enough to bruise and feel it reverberate in my hands, but gently enough to say, ‘Oops, I’m sorry, my bad,’ and still be believable. If you’re quiet and nonreactive, anyone will believe that the worst thing you do is an accident.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			L. has left the front door propped open yet again, and our delivery person, M., waits in the lobby, slouching against glass windows that I’ve already cleaned. I can envision the smudges they’ll leave behind after rubbing the dirty fabric of their shirt and khakis against the glass. It would have been better if they had just sat on the floor. No one ever notices all the maintenance that goes into the spaces they inhabit. I’m constantly cleaning dirty fingerprints from glass, light switch covers, and sometimes even the wall. No one thinks of themselves as dirty. They look directly at the mess they leave behind and don’t see it. It doesn’t belong to them.

			Of course, now that there’s something for L. to do, she’s vanished. Security cameras would be a great investment, because then L. would have to do her job. She probably thinks she was going above and beyond by leaving the front door propped open, but what’s the point of even having a lock if she constantly leaves the door open? I would ask to get M. a keycard so they could swipe in, but then M. would be my responsibility. There’d be a record of me taking them on. So, we do the dance with the clipboard: I sign, they shuffle pages, and then they haul the delivery in on a big dolly. It probably goes without saying, but this is not part of my job. L. should have to tip me for doing it.

			‘What’s that?’ M. asks, nodding at the floor.

			The rat droppings are minuscule. No one else would have noticed them, not even L., who’s always ready to point out work for me to do. But it feels like M.’s goading me, because they have pet rats and love to talk about them. Their litter box, their treats, the tricks they can do. They’ve shown me pictures and even asked me to hold their phone to watch videos of the rats running around their apartment. I took the phone and held it out of politeness, but touching someone else’s phone feels akin to holding unwashed hands or letting someone lick your fingers. I didn’t know how to refuse, so I held the dirty device and watched. My hand felt greasy afterwards. I kept thinking about the smudges on their phone screen, the oil and sweat from their hands and the side of their face. M’s rats have names like children from the early 1900s, but I can’t remember them now. Incredibly posh names that evoke images of tiny savants, mathematical or musical prodigies. 

			‘Smarter than most people,’ M. said. And I know that if I say the wrong thing, it’ll be twenty minutes of rat talk, and I’ll have to hold their phone again and watch video after video, until I find a way to politely fade away. 

			When I took this job, I expected my nights to be solitary – I looked forward to it – but I spend most of each shift dodging someone or other and avoiding conversation. And then I have plenty of company: the ghosts of all the office workers. They might go home at the end of every day, but they’re still here at night. They leave crumbs and broken headphones and bitten-­off fingernails. The building smells like them: bodies and stale perfume and salt and blood. 

			A few nights ago, I found a jar of cloudy, grey water that was labelled ‘Do Not Touch’, and I absolutely did not touch it. I did not even clean the desk it was on. So, even if I can’t see the people who work here, they’re always present, reaching towards me, leaving offerings. I could never be lonely here.

			M. smiles and looks at the droppings and then at me, as though I should stop what I’m doing and get on my hands and knees to look at them too, or maybe clean them up. It’s hard not to feel like my privacy is being invaded, just by M.’s looking. I hate to feel looked at, am overwhelmed by the impoliteness of another person following me with their eyes. I would never do that to someone. But if I don’t prod them along, M. will probably give the imagined rats names and start making a tiny obstacle course for them. A series of hurdles and a little tightrope with an arena. Ratcus du Soleil.

			Somehow, L. always manages to vanish right before M. gets here so that I’m stuck with them. Then, as soon as M. is gone, L. will seep back into the room, following me around, asking about what M. said, what they did. She tells the same stories about M. over and over. Do I remember the time M. sat out on the front steps and ate their sandwich? As though a person doesn’t deserve to eat. Does L. also feel annoyed that I eat, that I exist? 

			But even though she’s fascinated by M., she keeps her distance. Maybe there’s something about M.’s overall persona that I can adapt to ward L. away. There’s the relaxed way that M. waits, acting like they have nothing but time. The swoop of their hair, never pressed back with product, hanging in their eyes – unless they’re sweaty, and then it’s slicked back, but in a natural way, like they aren’t even thinking about it. They’re so unbothered and I’m not sure how to feel that way. I can only hope to look like I feel that way.

			I watch while M. loads everything off the dolly and onto the elevator, because the larger dolly won’t fit. I don’t say anything about how they’re lifting or how their grip is all wrong, because I don’t want to prolong our interaction. Maybe I’ll make them a quick handout and give it to them next time, as they’re leaving. Then they won’t strain their back. I see them shudder as they bend and lift – and then they see me watching them, and they wink at me. Before I can say or do anything, the elevator door closes, and they’re gone.

			Talking to M. always leaves a weird feeling in my stomach, like I’m gearing up to be sick. I go and sit in the bathroom and slouch, pressing my cheek against the side of the stall, which I know has been disinfected. I like knowing the bathrooms are perfectly clean because I cleaned them. I flex my bare fingers, and I can almost feel the clammy rubber gloves I wear to do it. I can feel the sweat that collects inside the gloves so that my skin starts to prune if I don’t move fast enough. 

			This bathroom is probably cleaner than the one at my place. I like to sit in the row of empty, unused stalls. I’m comforted by the promised vacuousness of such a public-­seeming space – it’s all mine. Sometimes I talk to myself, using different voices, the way you might talk to a cat you live alone with. It’s just me and all these ghosts. ‘Hoo,’ I call out, to test the acoustics.

			Afterward, I hide out in our staffroom to make sure I don’t see M. again. I salt the plant some more, note its yellowing leaves, eat some dried fruit, and then, when enough time has passed, I work on the grey floors. I call them this because you can’t really tell one person from another there. No one is lit up. No one stands out. The desks don’t have the same kind of personality as the ones upstairs. It’s all numbers or notes written in a shorthand that I would never try to understand. It wouldn’t be worth my effort. These floors are all the same. Everything that isn’t the top floor is a grey floor, a nothing floor. Even the private offices on the grey floors are sad and dull. The furniture is the same. The rugs are identical. I move through them in a kind of haze, thinking only of my people, my team, upstairs. 

			All the desks and people on these grey floors only exist as the foundation for the top floor, which is the brains of the operation, the face on the front of the company. Everything up there is sharper, brighter.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The intern has a new bottle of pills tonight, labelled ‘Mood Magic’. Both the bottle and the pills are dark purple, and she’s well into them. She must have just brought them in from home. Something happened that made her want to alter her mood while in the office. Doing it at home just wasn’t enough anymore. Someone stopped by her desk and said, ‘You should smile,’ but she thought she was smiling. She thought, This is me happy. This is me doing my best. But her best doesn’t register for the people around her. And then maybe Mr Buff is all wrong for her. He’s been watching her, hovering near her desk, lingering a little too long to talk about their days. I should have seen this coming – that he would be overpowering and unpleasant, leaving no real room for her to contribute anything.

			Maybe he can use a little magic. I take the laxatives from her desk and sit down at his. One by one, I empty all the capsules into his protein powder. It’s all the same colour, and even though the volume has doubled by the time I finish, he won’t notice. No one ever does. He’ll keep mixing the powder with water, trying to get buffer. But he won’t have the time to hover over her desk anymore. Mr Buff, Mr Trying too Hard, Mr Oh Shit. Of course, it’s potentially a sacrifice for me, too, if things are urgent and get messy, but I’m willing to suffer for the greater good. 

			I give the bottle a gentle shake. I don’t want to mix it perfectly – I’m hoping for a higher concentration of laxative at the top. I don’t think he’s a lost cause – he just needs a little help, like everyone else. He might still be a match for Sad Intern if he learns to reel it in and take up less space.

			After I empty everyone’s bins, I sit at Yarn Guy’s desk, my current favourite. There are spools of yarn in his bottom drawer, gathered in colourful bundles. Recently, he’s rolled a few of them into balls. I unzip a black felt bag, and inside are smaller bags of beads and sequins, tiny plastic cases of needles, sparkly glue and assorted stray beads and puffs of fabric. I run my hands over his collection of crafts with a kind of wonder. The surface of his desk is still covered with the normal work stuff – I don’t think he’s slacking off. In fact, it’s the opposite. Forever absorbed into activity, he’s someone who thrums with life. He’d never be found slumped over a stool in the lobby. He’d never fill his desk with supplements and self-­care literature. He knows what’s real. 

			Recently, he’s started a larger project, a multicoloured throw with a tight knit. It’s mostly blues and greens, and I wonder if he’s making it for himself. It’s his colour palette, for sure. I drape the throw across his desk to note how much progress he’s made. No work on it since yesterday, but some days he’s busier than others. It’s the kind of thing he works on for a few hours one day and zero for the rest of the week, or he might get in twenty minutes every day for a month. His progress is steady. He has no problem with commitment.

			I think about him while I clean the windowsills, a chore I don’t do every day, but one that helps to ground me. So much of my work is fleeting – I empty bins, mop up the day’s mess, and shift chairs and desks back into place. I do these tasks one day, and then have to do them again the next, and the next, on and on, forever. Every day, the building fills with people who undo my labour. 

			But some of my work revolves around the actual building’s upkeep. The windowsills get scummy and have to be soaked and scrubbed. It’s one of those things you only notice if you don’t do it. Enough filth collects that it’s all you can look at. If I didn’t clean it, my supervisor would eventually leave a passive-­aggressive note. She’d call it mould or mildew, even though it’s just dirt – there’s no arguing with her. But if it stays perfectly clean, it’s invisible. 

			It’s like how you don’t really appreciate not being sick. You only think about not being sick while you’re sick. You’re throwing up and you long to be not throwing up. But once you’re not throwing up, you’re never like, Ahhh this is great, I’m living the dream. The sickness is over and you don’t even appreciate it. This is how appearances work. Imagine how beautiful people might think you are if you don’t shower for a few weeks and then, bam, you shower. You brush your hair. It’s a way to trick people into thinking you’re lovely. Later, they’ll remember that you’re lovely, even when you aren’t. So, I like to let the scum along the windows build up enough that the bright new cleanliness will be a visual shock. Once everyone notices how clean it is, they’ll realise I exist. They’ll be embarrassed they hadn’t thought of me before.

			My back’s to the rest of the office, all the desks a couple of metres away, and I’m about a third of the way across the room, scrubbing along the windowsill, when the elevator doors open and close. 

			I don’t need to turn around to know it’s L. She always sounds like she might collapse, shuffling along in a slow, draggy rhythm. She doesn’t worry about scuffing the floors, even if she can tell I’ve already cleaned them. I think she does it on purpose. I pointed it out once and she said it wasn’t her, because no-­slip shoes don’t leave marks, but I watched her do it. She left two long marks and one short one. We argued about it, and I took the stairs to get away from her.  

			In the windows, I can see her pacing, winding through the desks, stopping to lean against one and then starting up again, but I keep myself fully absorbed in the task of scrubbing and rescrubbing the windowsills, tackling the difficult corners where grime collects. I like the sound it makes, the pitch and squeak of it, like a very small scream.

			She doesn’t get too far away, staying behind the row of desks closest to me, fidgeting with pens and staplers, biting her nails, stretching. 

			‘Did you know the delivery person is writing a book?’ she finally asks. She cracks open a drink that she’ll probably dribble all the way back to the elevator. I’m not sure if she brought it with her or found it in someone’s desk.

			She makes a little sound, hoping to prompt a response, but I keep cleaning. It’s nice that she had to deal with M. for once. More than a few times, we’ve missed a delivery or M. has had to stand outside in the cold, waiting to be noticed, because L. was wandering the building or asleep in our staffroom. I guess that’s why she’s been propping the door open. Her job requires so little, and yet she stays overwhelmed.

			‘An erotic one,’ she says. ‘Like BDSM.’

			This is just a way for L. to pry into my life. She wants to see how I’ll react, if I’ll be embarrassed or intrigued. I can’t really imagine M. writing a book like this and then telling L. about it. I wonder if she’s exaggerating. It’s a romance novel, or just sexually playful, or maybe L. is making the whole thing up. Or L.’s the one writing it and wants to hear what I think before she says so. Or she just wants an opening to talk about her own sex life. She finds herself endlessly fascinating.

			‘Good for them,’ I say, trying to sound extremely blasé about it.

			She shakes a bottle of pills before she downs a couple with her drink. She’s being purposefully loud, hoping I’ll ask about the pills, so she can talk more about her knee. She has the world’s most mesmerising knee. Soon there will be a podcast about it. Her knee will have its own Wikipedia page.

			I work to tune her out, but she goes on and on about the kind of book she would write if she ever wrote one. A thriller, a mystery, something with intrigue and double crosses and a surprise love story. I’m sure she’s picturing herself as the spy, the lover, the main character. But in a book, L. would probably die in the first scene, or she’d be someone on the periphery. The protagonist wouldn’t even know her name. She’d be some background mumbler.

			‘You should quit and do that,’ I say.

			‘I could never,’ she says.

			Of course she couldn’t. She lucked into this nothing-­job of following me around all night and eating snacks pilfered from staffrooms or from people’s desks. Why would she ever leave? If she could move in full-­time, she would.

			I can see in the window that she’s trying to meet my gaze, but I keep cleaning, working to scrub in a loud way, to get the glass to squeal as I drag the cloth over it.

			‘Did you ever find my reports?’ she asks.

			‘What reports?’ I say, trying to sound earnestly curious to demonstrate how little attention I’ve paid her.

			‘I think someone wanted to know what hours I’m here,’ she says, ignoring my question. ‘What hours I’m patrolling.’

			‘What hours are those?’ I ask.

			She skids to a stop behind me and I know I’m going to have to go over the floor there.

			‘So they’d know when they could slip in and out,’ she says, as though I hadn’t spoken.

			‘For what?’ I say.

			‘Lots of things,’ she says. ‘It’s a big building.’

			‘You should patrol more, then,’ I say.

			She stands there and I keep cleaning, moving further away from her, but she drifts along behind me. There’s nothing I can do to break the invisible tether between us. Even though we have sharply different jobs, she believes we are co-­workers. I could believe this, too – if I’d ever seen her doing any work.

			‘Did you know the company’s losing money?’ she asks.

			‘Where’d you hear that?’

			‘Around,’ she says.

			I can’t help myself and I turn to look at her. ‘Around where?’ I say. ‘We aren’t here at the same time as the office people. Who would you even hear things from?’



OEBPS/image/9781472299567.jpg
Arichly drafted delusion of a novel
Sarah Rose Etter

‘Razor-sharp . . . biting
and compulsive’
Grazia

MEET THE PERSON
WHO KNOWS YOU
BETTER THAN
YOU KNOW YOURSELF





OEBPS/image/9781472299543_Cleaner_-_final_proofs.png





OEBPS/font/TimesTenLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/TimesTenLTStd-Roman.otf


OEBPS/font/TimesTenLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/TimesTenLTStd-BoldItalic.otf


