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November 2016

Nobody asked if I wanted to be born. If they had, I would’ve said no. Thanks, so kind of you to ask, it sounds like an interesting opportunity and all, but the answer is no. Mute, block, swipe left. Life is complicated. We have to be careful, we’re really fragile creatures. One day you fit snugly in your father’s arms, the next you’re twenty-five and sobbing quietly in the back of the bus – where only tourists and the popular high-school kids sit – because you’ve just been through the fifth stage of the recruiting process for a measly internship. You leave the interview exhausted, with body aches, joint pain, convinced you’re worthless. They asked what animal you identified with, and you said ants because they can’t do a lot on their own, but in a team, they’re unstoppable. The only reason you didn’t throw up a little in your mouth is that you’re dead inside, you feel nothing, you’re a total fraud. The whole thing lasts over a month: they promise to call soon with their decision. You pay for the bus. You spent €7.55 getting there, now it’s another €7.55 to get home. It’s kind of wild that people in the Canary Islands aren’t setting dumpsters on fire, that there aren’t police vans chasing students and journalists down streets or firing rubber bullets. Do we have to threaten to secede from the rest of Spain for people to remember we exist? Time passes. No one calls.

I am not a chill person, a calm sea, a gently flowing river. I have . . . a certain rage. An anger. Don’t sweat it, though. Everything’s fine. Look at me. Check out this toothy smile. My childhood was happy – zero trauma, nothing to mark me forever. It’s important to be nice, especially if you’re a girl. Meanwhile, your outrage beats darkly in your chest – boom boom boom, it isn’t sexy. Be nice, be nice, be nice. My boot’s on your neck, but be nice. I’m twisting your arm and if I keep twisting it’s going to snap in two, but be nice. Don’t be mad. Why’re you mad? Smile.

That joke of an interview costs you €15.10. You sob on the bus, and your mascara runs. You try blowing your nose without calling attention to yourself, but you’re making a scene. You’re wearing this beautiful silk blouse that your mom lent you because you don’t own grown-up clothes. You’re a clown who self-­expresses through aesthetic choices that rarely hit the mark, the kind of person who thinks to herself: They’re interested in my skills, not my looks. Inside you, there are two wolves. One of them howls at you to keep your chin up, you’re young, a capable human with a piece of paper that proves you studied hard. The other one bares its teeth and says, I told you so, I told you a million times, you should’ve gone to medical school.

The point is you’re born, you grow up, then you die. Maybe you procreate, maybe you don’t. I don’t think I will. When I tell my parents this, they look shocked and blurt out, as one: ‘Astaghfirullah, don’t say that.’ Our daughter and her little quirks, they think. Even though I’m not being totally serious, the angels hear me, and there’s no place for sarcasm or humor in this sort of pronouncement. Is it really the end of the world if I don’t have kids? No procreating for me: once I’m gone, there will be nothing. My mind changes like the weather. My work colleagues claim I’ll see things differently when I’m older, that all of a sudden I’ll want to push out three little rugrats with a guy who talks shit about me with his coworkers over coffee.

At some point I got this idea stuck in my chest: I’m not at all what I thought I’d grow up to be. I was convinced I would . . . succeed. That I’d become a financially independent adult who argues with her friends over who gets to pay for lunch, just like my parents. One of my girlfriends is dating this guy who’s always tagging along with us and dropping bombs like: ‘Your problem is you did everything you were supposed to . . . like  sheep . . . And now you have to face reality.’ When he says this kind of thing, I try not to look at him because I’m scared he’ll read my mind, which is thinking that he’s such a massive douche he’s going bald at twenty-seven. If he’s so clever, if he saw it coming, then how come he’s as broke as the rest of us?

My biggest flaw is that I’m a smarty pants with a motor mouth. I say things like ‘dichotomy,’ ‘performative,’ ‘ad hominem fallacy,’ ‘Manichaeism,’ and ‘Sontag.’ I push my glasses up my nose and wear blazers. But it’s all an act. I fact-check things on Google a zillion times before opening my mouth on the off-chance someone notices I’m human and make mistakes. Because of this, because I’m a know-it-all, I underestimated the intensity of the reality check. I was too busy thinking I’d hacked the ­system. I’d done everything I was supposed to, and I’d done it well. When you’re a kid and an adult singles you out, crouches down to eye-level, and asks, ‘So, what do you want to be when you grow up?’ what they actually want to know is how you’re going to make a living. They couldn’t give less of a shit what you want. A bummer, I know, but it’s the truth.

From the moment you’re born, your days revolve around choices your parents make for you, at least in the beginning. Regular daycare or bilingual daycare? Public, private, or ­charter school? Lycée Français or the neighborhood high school? ­Ballet classes, Mandarin classes, English tutors. It’s all geared toward opening doors in your future. You must be well educated, though no one knows to what end. Because my family was poor, the decision was basically made for us: public primary school, high school, and college. Get good grades, win scholarships, make us proud. I’m not sure it’s kosher to use the word ‘poor’ anymore; these days people prefer ‘working class.’ You can work all you like, but chances are you’ll never stop being poor. Funny, isn’t it?

Your degree and many of your personal choices become the butt of jokes over family dinner. What future is there in Art History? Come on, you’re smart, you studied abroad, explain it to your Khalti Salma. You’re not studying Art History, but that doesn’t matter. None of the things you enjoy come with job security and buckets of money. How do philosophers pay their bills? And journalists? With the truth? Give me a break . . . Eventually, you’ll tell yourself you should’ve gone into engineering; I mean, you had the grades. The world always needs engineers. What good is a humanities major? You don’t even like children. Do you really want to waste thirty-five years of your life teaching the verb to be to a class of forty-plus kids? Not unless your dream is to have your face splashed across the crime pages of Canarias7. Many years ago, your parents left behind their home (Morocco), their families, and everything they knew, and made sacrifices so they could give you what they’d never had. They dreamed of a future where you were a doctor or an engineer or, worst-case ­scenario, a lawyer. Now you’re going to keep a straight face and tell them you’re thinking of studying languages? Come on, mi niña.

You’re a burden on your family, because time is running out, because you’re part of the most educated generation in history, the worst paid, the most overcaffeinated, the most insecure, the most depressed, the one with the most hang-ups.

If you’re lucky, you’ll get an internship somewhere. An internship that makes you weep with joy, like an idiot, on the balcony of your house. It’ll be totally unrelated to what you studied, but at least, for a few months, you’ll be employed. You will become The Intern. This is how you survive the dread and routine that stretches like a piece of chewing gum between the floor and your shoe: by clamping your mouth shut every morning and dressing up as the kind of person everyone hopes you will be. You enter the building. You only get to be yourself again once you’re back home, far from the fluorescent lights, the click-clack of designer shoes, and the reek of your coworkers’ delusions of grandeur. You will not take over the company that employs you. You’re smart enough to remind yourself of this every so often, except for when you forget. Before you know it, the scent of coffee and the rattling of the photocopier dulls your senses, and you morph into a robot. There will be times when all you’ll want is to leave because you can’t take it anymore. You want your mommy. You google how to get yourself fired and, when nothing useful turns up, you close your eyes for a minute and bury your face in your hands. If you killed yourself right then and there, you think, if you threw yourself off the roof or hanged yourself from your purse strap in one of the bathroom stalls – what would happen? Would they investigate your death? Would they try to figure out what made you do it? Would they nose around your search history? You still don’t have the three years of experience needed to get a job at another company. Is heaven taken by force or by consent? Try working at an office with people twice your age and see if you still feel the same. I for one don’t know where heaven is anymore, or hell.

In the end, you will stay and you will keep getting older. Daydreaming about your own death will become something of a hobby, a happy place you can go to when the conversation is too suffocating to be navigated with a healthy, conscious mind. This is my secret. This is why I haven’t offed myself yet in some melodramatic way. I owe today’s look to Zara: white poplin shirt, black skinny jeans, oxfords, frizzy hair (courtesy of the humidity), dark undereye circles, dumbstruck expression, two blue checkmarks. What my outfit says about me: I am young but serious, dynamic and also versatile. Location: a chair across from a mahogany desk in my supervisor’s glass office.

‘Okay now, where was I? Oh, yes. On a scale of one to ten, how would you rate your experience at Supersaurio these past few months?’

He reads the question out from a piece of paper. If only God, in his infinite wisdom and mercy, could pluck me out of here and take me with him. The summer I turned nine (I’m a Cancer, which means I am loyal, sensitive, headstrong, and also a bearer of grudges) I spent three months throwing eggs at the rooftop terrace of my grandma’s neighbor’s house in Casablanca. Every afternoon I’d buy a carton of eggs, climb up to the roof, peer over the wall, and lob eggs at everything in sight: plants, hanging clothes, her grandkids’ abandoned toys. I’d heard the neighbor insult my grandmother, and it was seared into my brain. You may call me Batman. Do I regret what I did? No. My experience at Supersaurio these last few months? A punishment for past crimes, no doubt. When I feel I can’t draw out the silence any longer, I say:

‘I think I’ve learned a lot these past few months, especially considering how little I knew when I arrived . . . I knew practically nothing about the kinds of things I do now, but I’ve taken it as a challenge. I always refer back to the list of goals we made when I first started.’

Between us, I’d rate my experience at Supersaurio as a –1, but every month I take home €500 in welfare-slash-grant money, so I smile and sit down, and pray from the bottom of my heart that they don’t fire any more questions at me. Even though my day-to-day here is not unlike that of a prisoner in Guantanamo, I will stick it out to the very end. I will be whoever my boss wants me to be for however long and in whatever manner he so desires. ­Synergy? I seek it out, I create it. Calls? I plan them. Holistic ­strategies for creating strategic frameworks? I pull them out of my ass.

‘Again, on a scale of one to ten, how would you rate your ­relationship with other colleagues in your department?’

‘I can honestly say I’ve felt really supported by everyone. They’re so patient with all my questions and concerns. My ­experience here wouldn’t have been the same without their help.’

‘And how are things with Yolanda? Have you been able to clear the air?’

Supersaurio S.L. is the largest supermarket chain in the Canary Islands. The company mascot is a blue, ten-foot-tall dinosaur in a white bowtie and yellow cape. (Those are the colors of the Canary Islands’ flag, in case you missed the reference.) If it was up to me, I’d stick a ­Canarian mastiff on either side, really drive the point home. But whatever. Supersaurio has 211 stores across the ­archipelago. Fifty-seven are in Gran Canaria. Of those fifty-seven, three are two- to three-story hypermarkets. There’s one in Las Palmas, another in Telde, and another in Arguineguín. All three have underground parking lots, ­cafeterias, and playgrounds. All three smell the same. Twenty out of these fifty-seven establishments are Supersaurio Expresses. I memorized this information and regurgitated it during my first interview, right before I told them that if I could be any animal, it would be an ant. Most of these supermarkets are in the southern part of the island, where tourists will happily pay two Euros for a thawed, re-heated loaf of bread. I live in Puerto Rico, a town in the south of Gran Canaria, where there are two Supersaurio Expresses and also a regular Supersaurio, even though fewer than five thousand people live there. One is in the old shopping mall, and the other is on the beach. We also have two McDonald’s, for good measure. I don’t think my boss knows this. I suspect I am the first and only person from Puerto Rico he’s ever met. The other Supersaurios are all regular, one-story establishments. A few days ago, I heard in a meeting that another shopping mall is being built in Puerto Rico and that Supersaurio is in talks with them about opening a supermarket in that one too. I don’t know what will happen with the two Supersaurio Expresses we already have. Maybe they’ll close. The giant dinosaur over the entryway will have to retrain, take a couple of vocational courses, find something outside his skill set. Maybe he’ll serve drinks at a chiringuito on the beach and comfort himself by saying: ‘At least I have a job.’

Every morning, I stare up at the colorful lights of the eight-story building where I work. The first three floors are taken up by the hypermarket, the largest Hipersaurio on the island. The rest are corporate offices. It’s the kind of lightshow you’d expect to see at an amusement park or a Bershka, not at a supermarket. First they glow green, then purple, then red, then blue, then ­yellow. At night, they’re the only thing you can see from the street. Sometimes I’ll pop in my headphones, crank the music all the way up and pretend I’m at a club. The elevator to the offices is the one on the right, across from the newsstand. It’s happened more than once that I’ve had to hide behind a shelf to avoid riding up with one of my coworkers. On the ground floor are the cash registers, the produce department, the gourmet section, the bakery, and a very large café. With the loyalty card, you can win points that get you discounts at gas stations. Plus, you can sip on free coffee from the vending machine while you do your shopping.

‘Oh yes, absolutely.’ I smile. ‘Though I don’t think there was any tension between us . . . We just have our differences.’

We have our differences, alright. I’m a human being. She . . . I’m not sure what she is. My boss, Ferrán-Matiqui-you-can-call-me-Ferrán-or-Matiqui-what­ever-works-for-you, looks down at his hands and sighs. The poor thing is struggling.

‘I was worried you two wouldn’t be a good fit.’

More than once I’ve dreamed of fitting my hands around her neck. Waltzing into her office, taking a swing at her, and winning. Dismissal without notice and a probable assault charge – I googled it. I am an informed person. If I really hurt her, I might have to pay victim compensation. It’s not worth the trouble.

‘I think we’ve both made an effort to understand each other.’

We’re like night and day.


‘Glad to hear it. I won’t take up any more of your time. I just wanted to check in, see how things are going. Is there anything I can do for you?’

Hire me full-time? Fire Yolanda?

‘No. I’m good, thanks.’

He smiles, and I smile back. I’m a mirror, a black hole, it depends on the weather. I’d rather throw myself in front of a moving car than make peace with Yolanda, clear the air. I was born in the nineties and came of age in the noughties. I’ve survived all kinds of terrible things: low-cut jeans, Kate Winslet being coded as fat, ultra-thin brows. I will survive this too.
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I write in the Three Chicklets WhatsApp group:

[16:12] Me: Guyyyyyys, I’m hiding in the bathroom laughing my ass off because apparently it’s Yolanda’s birthday?????? AND I HAVE TO BUY HER FLOWERS FROM THE WHOLE TEAM LOL!

[16:13] Teresa: OMG lolololol noooooooo

[16:14] Teresa: buy her super pretty flowers that smell like shit

[16:15] Me: Hahahahahaha, I’m gonna faint from trying not to laugh, like . . . Oof. I can’t.

[16:16] Carmen: or like one of those funeral wreaths, then you can say ‘they reminded me of you’ lol

[16:16] Carmen: and you give them to her with the cellophane on, all kkkhhh kkkhhh

[16:16] Me: LOL, ‘they reminded me of you telling me every day that you’re throwing a birthday party and everyone’s invited . . . except me . . .’ hahahahaha. Fucking loser.

[16:17] Me: Fos, I can’t believe the shit I put up with for money.
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‘So your name doesn’t mean anything?’

He seems legit upset. I shrug.

‘No, sorry. Nothing.’

There are four people on the Supersaurio Supermarkets S.L. Compliance team. Ferrán Matiqui is the team leader, director, and company VP – he’s been here eight years. Everyone calls him Matiqui, except Yolanda, who for some reason only uses his first name. Then there’s Víctor Márquez and Pedro Otero, forty-­one- and forty-three-year-old enfants terribles and Matiqui’s seconds-in-command. The few interactions I’ve had with them have left me completely drained. They ask the most basic questions. At first I thought it was that they wanted to get to know me, but now I suspect they just enjoy getting into arguments that feel like they’ll go on forever until the other side finally gives up and admits the two of them are right. People avoid them in the hallways, though they don’t seem to realize this. They’re attached at the hip and finish each other’s sentences. Their vibe is way off. When I can’t steer clear of them, I give them a blank look and pretend not to understand what they’re saying. They and Matiqui are all mainlanders. Then there’s Yolanda. I’m not sure what her job is because I never see her do anything. I think she’s been here since the corporate offices first opened, like some kind of totem.

Víctor shakes his head.

‘I thought your names always meant something, like . . . deep or whatever. I had this friend in college called Badr. Great dude. His name meant . . .’

Your names, he says. The dickwad. I smile.

‘Something to do with the moon, I think. That’s why I thought your name would mean something.’

Badr means full moon.

‘Well, now I’m second-guessing myself,’ I lie. ‘I’ll ask my ­parents tonight. I could be wrong.’

‘Yeah, totally, ask them. Like, it must have some meaning, right? Badr did drink booze, though.’

He looks like he’s about to elbow me playfully. For a second, I wish someone would flay me alive.

‘Well, you know,’ I pretend-laugh. ‘I don’t have to jump off a bridge just because all my friends do.’

I didn’t want to come here. One of the most annoying things about corporate jobs is the concept of ‘after-work.’ It makes zero sense. You work upwards of nine hours in an office only to leave said office for a cocktail bar to get a drink . . . with the same ­people you worked with all day. Supposedly to help you ‘unwind,’ even though most of the conversations end up being about work. I check my phone, it’s 7:50 p.m. Earlier that day, Matiqui forwarded me an email from Yolanda with a note: ‘I think Yolanda forgot to CC you, but I’d appreciate it if you came along.’ He and I both knew Yolanda hadn’t forgotten to CC anyone, but I was just a lowly intern. My feelings didn’t matter, let alone my opinions, so I decided to go. If Matiqui asked me to throw myself off a bridge, I would. The end.

It isn’t too bad at first. I try to keep an open mind, take initiative, be a doer and not a downer. I talk to some ­people, some other people, everybody. The Compliance girl. ­Whenever anyone brings me a beer or offers me a G&T, I say thank you and turn it down. I don’t drink, sorry. Afraid I don’t drink. Thanks so much, but I don’t drink. Every time, I get the same kind of response. What do you mean you don’t drink? Why? Go on, just the one. Don’t worry, it’s only beer. Not even one? Come on. Tired of being assertive, I start accepting whatever people bring me and either abandoning the drink or dumping it somewhere: the toilet, an umbrella stand, pots with fake plants by the back entrance.

On my seventh trip outside, someone clears their throat behind me. I don’t move from where I’m crouched. My ­bottle of beer hovers mid-pour.

‘Hello?’

I turn around very, very slowly, trying to draw out that fraction of a second for as long as humanly possible. Then I get up. His face looks familiar, but I can’t remember his name. He stares at me in silence, like an idiot. I say nothing.

‘Are you okay?’

He aspirates his esses, but he isn’t from here.

‘I don’t drink,’ I reply.

‘You don’t?’

‘I don’t.’

He laughs.

‘Alright.’

‘And ugh, people . . . people keep bringing me beers, cocktails—’

‘And you don’t drink.’

‘Not a drop.’


‘Not even beer?’

‘Why does everyone always say that when you tell them you don’t drink? “Not even beer?” It doesn’t make sense.’

He thinks for a moment.

‘Surprise, I guess. A beer is nothing.’ He reaches into his pocket. ‘But you’re right, it doesn’t make sense.’

‘What if I had a drinking problem,’ I go on, ‘and everyone in there is all why don’t you drink ehh why don’t you drink go on have a drink a beer at least.’

‘You seem annoyed.’

‘I am.’

‘So that’s why you’re poisoning the plants?’

‘The plants? They’re fake.’

‘They’re fake?’

‘They’re fake,’ I echo, exasperated.

He laughs again.

‘Pretty tacky, huh?’

I hear myself being honest for the first time since I started working with these people.

‘Yeah, pretty tacky.’

He pulls out a pack of cigarettes.

‘They throw after-work drinks for business execs who take home minimum €100,000 a year, then deck the place out in fake trees.’

I raise my eyebrows. €100,000. My internship pays €500 a month.

‘A second ago, you didn’t know they were fake.’

‘But I do now. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but information is power.’

Yes, and France is bacon, I think.

‘What?’ he asks.

I look at him.

‘What?’ I reply. I don’t know what he’s referring to.


‘You said something.’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘Ah, I thought I heard you say something. Never mind. Got a light?’

‘Sorry, I don’t smoke.’

He straightens up and looks at me.

‘You don’t drink, you don’t smoke. You must hate these things.’

I shrug.

‘The food’s alright,’ I say, watching him slide the pack of cigarettes back in his pocket. He holds out his hand.

‘I’m Omar. I work in Quality Control.’

‘Meryem. Compliance.’ I squeeze his hand firmly, as hard as I can. I’m a serious person, a good person, the kind who would never give someone a weak handshake.

‘So you work with Yolanda and Matiqui.’

‘And Víctor and Otero.’

I think he’s laughing. He tries to cover it up with a cough.

‘The look on your face when you said, “Víctor and Otero.” Like a dog on a speedboat.’ Seeing my shock, he quickly adds, ‘Don’t worry, I think they’re morons too. Always bugging people when they should be doing their jobs.’

‘I don’t know them very well.’

‘I’m only saying this because I like you,’ he adds. ‘Even though you crushed my hand.’

‘Sorry. It’s just that . . . this is all so weird to me,’ I say, gesturing at us. ‘You’re the first person who hasn’t talked to me like I’m some kind of lost cause. I bet there’s a camera hidden behind the trashcans, trying to catch me in a lie.’

‘Like in Undercover Boss?’

‘You don’t look like a boss.’

He gives a faint smile.


‘Well, the disguise is supposed to be good enough that no one recognizes me. Wig, narco look, the whole nine yards.’

Since 2009, Supersaurio has been owned by four ­people: the Bethencourt siblings, Alma and Jacinto, and the ­Santana-Moreno brothers, Andrés and Adolfo. They bought the chain from a group of banks. According to what I read one morning while organizing some of Yolanda’s prehistoric files, in 1966, Saurus Supermarkets was sold to Premium Ventures, a partnership that included Timanfaya Bank, who renamed it Little Saurus. Sometime later, the Norwegian multinational, Autek International, bought it and changed the name to Little Saurus S.L. In 2001, Autek experienced huge losses and sold out to Kilgres Partners, a British venture capital fund. By then the supermarket chain was already €503 million in debt, so the group of banks assumed control. Which brings us to today. I’d compiled this information and summarized it in a chart that took up half a sheet of A4 paper. Matiqui replied to my email with a terse Nice work, M. I don’t know if he was being serious or ironic. Yolanda’s files were so dusty they triggered my allergies, and I had to take an antihistamine on the bus ride home. I sneezed for an hour and thirteen minutes.

‘To be fair, you do look like a narco right now. You could easily be the head of the Cali cartel.’

He laughs again. He throws his head back and cackles. It makes me laugh.

‘Listen, don’t be so direct with the people in there. They won’t take it as well as me.’

I push my glasses up the bridge of my nose.

‘Don’t worry about me,’ I say. ‘I never say what I really think.’
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My name is Meryem. That’s two syllables. Mer-yem. The y should sound like a j, but most of the time I’m Mereym. Or Mereyn. I’ve also been called Meyren, Mérien, Meriem, Meyrem, Myrene, Meyreme, Miriam, Marian, Mariane, Meyremem. I have a folder on my cell phone with over a hundred screengrabs of all the variations, reformulations, adaptations, and interpretations that have sprung from my name. It’s a constant source of surprise. I’m Steven Spielberg, forever moved to tears. A rose by any other name, yada yada, I know. We study Shakespeare in Canarian public schools too. When you’re called what I am, when your name is unusual, weird, I’ve-never-heard-a-name-like-that-before, where-did-you-say-it’s-from, you quickly learn an important lesson: never, ever look annoyed that the person you’re talking to can’t handle a two-syllable word. I was born, grew up, and now I’ve spent weeks of my life with someone calling me ‘Meyrme’ in work emails, and I think to myself, Is it really so hard to copy and paste six puny letters? I take that thought, bottle it up, swallow it. I don’t die, I just get more and more pissed off. I’m Canarian: Not only do I have the sexiest accent in all of Spain according to multiple surveys, but I am also highly resilient.

My ninth-grade math teacher, Doña Mercedes, used to call me Mary Jane. The first time she did this, I looked at her, she looked at me, we looked at each other, and I corrected her. For the next nine months of my life, I was called Mary Jane in her class (some of the kids in school used to shout peter parker right after my name I think about them sometimes I hope they’re well one of them is a taxi driver now one day I got in a taxi without checking and then when I looked up I saw it was him and he recognized me and I wanted to get out but we were already moving it was too late I nearly threw up in the backseat of the taxi cab and when I got out he said something I didn’t understand and I ran away as fast as I could; a few days later he found me on Facebook and wrote me a four-paragraph-long DM apologizing for how he’d treated me ‘when we were kids’ and I went to his profile and blocked him I hope he dies and that the last thing he sees is my face flashing before his eyes). I wasn’t going to get Doña Mercedes to crack, but she certainly got me to. In the end I gave up, disbanded, turned in my weapons. I don’t object to anything anymore.

Miriam, Meriam. No matter the name, it rolls right off me. Sometimes I’m called It’ll-be-faster-if-I-just-give-you-my-ID-card. I’ve realized I have nothing to gain by resisting. When I’m not Myenere or Meriané, I’m: Uy-that-name-isn’t-from-here or Huh-you-look-Canarian or That’s-such-a-pretty-name-I’ve-­never-heard-it-before-where-are-you-from? It doesn’t matter that I’m used to the string of questions, twenty-five years of explanations, it changes nothing. Just because I know the conversation by heart doesn’t mean the endless interrogations don’t weigh on my shoulders, and I don’t feel any less powerless. ‘I’m from here, from the island,’ I usually say, to which they usually reply, ‘Sure, but where exactly?’ I daydream about turning around and answering: ‘What the fuck do you care where I’m from exactly, you dickbag, what do you actually want to know, spit it out already,’ but if I did then the person I’m talking to would get offended because they’re not doing anything wrong, they’re just wondering, they’re curious. L’esprit de l’escalier except I’m at the bottom of the staircase screaming that I’ve had it up to here with being patient and friendly and smiling and turning the other cheek all the time there’s no cheek left here have this one slap it instead if you want. ‘From Morocco,’ I say finally, even if it’s a lie, because I was born here raised here educated here lived here my whole life. Right here.

Which is why I don’t get angry with the mailman when he asks me the same thing today. I answer all his questions with a smile. I’m the most gracious person in the world, calm, easygoing, charming. I read out my national ID number and none of my features move when he asks for my foreign ID number instead because how could I possibly be Spanish with a name like Meryem, Myren, Mereyenen, I’m not always so sure. Plus, my surnames are so long and strange, so not-from-here. What’s that there on my national ID card? kingdom of spain, in block letters. Am I the only one who sees it? I’d like to shove it in his face and say here, take it, enjoy. I sign where he tells me to and take ­Matiqui’s package. There isn’t so much as a quiver in my voice. I’m so proud of myself, but oh do I hate him, oh do I despise him, with his blue vest and yellow cap and stupid digital whatchamacallit. Time passes, and I find it harder and harder to put my finger on what exactly incenses me: whether it’s the knowledge that no matter how long I live in this place, some people will never believe I’m from here, or the fact that I am not and never will be from there.
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I have this theory about short people. Sometimes I’m like one of those racists who thinks they’re being less racist by calling somebody ‘tan.’ I say, ‘that non-tall person.’ It just slips out. There are two categories of short people: the nice ones and the raging assholes. The evilest person I’ve ever met is shorter than me. Her name is Yolanda. When we’re together in the elevator, or in the office, I gaze down at her and try to guess what she’s thinking, what she dreams about at night. It’s impossible not to stare at the top of her head from my vantage point, at the black, wavy hair she almost always wears in a super-tight bun. I wonder if all that tension gives her migraines. That would explain why she’s so toxic and hostile. Franco was five foot four. Does she know that? Maybe not. Maybe she has no idea Margaret Thatcher was five foot five or that Benito Mussolini was barely five foot seven. Winston Churchill? Five foot six.

When Yolanda and I cross paths in the hallway, there are days when she says hi and days when she doesn’t. I try to picture her life outside work. Does she move her hands the same way? Say the same things? Does she have friends? I’m aware there are two versions of me that swap places depending on where I am and who I’m with. Sometimes I’m not totally sure which one I’m being: the person I fold away, tinker with, and modify every day before coming into work, or myself. I wonder if she feels the same, if she dislikes me as much as I’ve begun to dislike her. I wonder what she sees when she looks at me. On the more difficult days, I ask myself why she treats me the way she does, with such glaring cruelty. I’ve never been mean to her. The opposite, actually. I take a step back and see our interactions from the outside; there’s just no way people aren’t catching the tone she uses on me, like every bad thing that ever happens is my fault. In the dead hours after lunch, when there’s barely a sound in the office, I mentally draw her a house in the south of the island. I sketch an electric-­yellow sun in a corner, a house with tall white walls, and a red-tile roof under a blue sky. She is a black shadow lurking in the background. That’s what she feels like to me: a dark burst of rain over my head that soaks me to the bone in an imaginary micro-climate where clouds do not exist.

She took out a mortgage so she could buy the house I’m drawing for her. I make it up as I go along because I have no idea where she lives or what her house looks like. The place doesn’t have a garden, but it does have a pool. A semi-detached building in a housing development where you can’t hear any children because most of the neighbors are tourists who vacation on the island between October and May. Their skin is burned, and they wear their bathing suits up to their pits so they won’t spill out of them in the street. Sometimes they get on the bus looking like that and sit beside to you, their arm against your arm, their knee against your knee, the scent of after-sun lotion clinging to your nose. When I’m very tired and there aren’t any free seats I stick my belly out as far as I can and pretend to be pregnant so a guiri will give me theirs. I place my hand on my gut and stare them down until one of them has the decency to get up. I think of it as a form of peaceful protest. Gran Canaria is a graveyard of drunk elephants of British, German, Swedish, and Norwegian extraction, and I am sick of them, each and every one. Of course, nobody screams at them to go back where they came from. They’re white.

In the house I am picturing for Yolanda, there are no pets, no children, only silence and the dust she cleans every day with the precision of a Swiss clock. Every now and then she sits next to me at a meeting I’m only invited to so I can take minutes, and I have to fight the urge to prod her in the face with my finger. To check if she’s made of flesh and blood or if she’s made of rubber. To check if she’s human or something else entirely. We are Palestine and Israel. One of us has her own office on a separate floor. The other sits in an open-plan cubicle that any random passerby could easily invade. Always on the alert, waiting to see if she comes downstairs and imposes a brand-new sanction or boycott, or else reduces me to rubble in a matter of seconds. Take these five hundred files, then scan and shred them. I need it done by EOD today. Jesus, are you still doing that? Drop it. I need you to run an errand on the other end of the island, take these with you. How have you not finished the first assignment I gave you? It’s not like I’ve interrupted you fifty-
nine times in one day to run a bunch of stupid errands.

Sitting at my desk, where everyone can see me, I paint her a daily routine that is bright orange and dark blue, a borderline personality. Gentle on some days, cruel on others. You’re all invited to my birthday party, she says. We’re going to celebrate in style. The woman has forty-six bullet holes in the heart. Yesterday, my partner and I went to a tasting with the catering company, she announces in a studied performance intended solely to unsettle me, exclude me, and make it absolutely clear that I am not and never will be one of them. Sitting in the bathroom where I sometimes hide to cry – almost always because of her – I go round and round in my head, tuku tuku, wondering what would happen if one day I decided that enough was enough, if I turned around very slowly, looked her in the eyes, and asked her what her problem was, out loud, right in front of everyone. I don’t do it, of course, I haven’t lost the plot quite yet. It’s still there.
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Here’s the thing: my first day at Supersaurio, Matiqui was on vacation. I am away from my desk with little to no access to email. For any urgent matters, please contact my colleagues Pedro Otero (pedro.otero@supersaurio.com) or Víctor Márquez (victor.­marquez@supersaurio.com). I only met him a few days into my internship. He shook my hand, introduced me to ­Víctor and Otero, and treated me to coffee. What this means is that Yolanda was the person who showed me around when I first set foot in the Supersaurio headquarters. I gave it my all. I wanted her to like me, wanted her to think I was great. I showed her that I was dynamic, active, pro-active even. I thought: She’s the only woman in my department. I can learn a lot from her. I told myself: The corporate world is super competitive. The fact that she’s been here this long must mean something. She showed me my cubicle and her office, then explained a grand total of two things: where to find the kitchen and the location of the photocopier. I pointed at a paperweight with a UD Las Palmas soccer club logo and asked: ‘UD fan?’ She looked me up and down, decided then and there that she would not make my life easy, and neglected to answer the question. When I die I will see her face and hear her voice as she says: ‘Okay, Miriam. Chop chop. Follow me. I ­haven’t got all day.’ I followed her, of course I did. What other choice was there?
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I’m late I’m late I’m late. It’s so hot I can’t tell if I’m sweating, if I just got my period, or if I’m in the throes of early menopause. A fine dusting of Sahara desert sand coats everything, even the sky, which isn’t blue but orange. When I run, I feel the sand get in my eyes and throat and sear me as if I were drinking lava. The blank looks on the tourists’ faces keep my spirits up. Didn’t they want a beach to go to in winter? Well, here it fucking is. In ads for sanitary pads, women stare into the camera, smile, and make ridiculous assertions like isn’t it wonderful to be a woman. Except they never explain what’s so wonderful about it. Is it buying sixteen sanitary pads for €3.64? Is it that the sanitary pads in question are thin and wingless? Or is it that they’re extra-large, winged, and super-absorbent, so that all you have to do is slap them on your panties to go back to business as usual, as if nothing has changed? In ads for sanitary pads, the women put on big smiles and do things that make you question whether the person who created, thought up, ­brainstormed – or whatever, I don’t know how this stuff works – the ad in front of you has ever had a period in their life. What kind of person does backflips when something inside their body is coming loose, breaking apart, slipping, tearing through everything in its path just because she failed to get pregnant? I’m late, and by the time I find Carmen and Teresa in the usual back corner of our usual bar, I decide I’m allowed a bit of melodrama, some theatrics.

‘Sorry, everyone,’ I say when I get to their table. ‘My day got totally insane because that bitch Yol—’

I point to Teresa.

‘You cut your hair.’

‘Yeah. Sit down, we’re discussing every mistake I’ve made in the last ten years of my life.’

I stare at her.

‘But yesterday . . . your hair . . . was down to your ass?’

‘Apparently it’s the end of a cycle,’ Carmen explains.

‘You don’t think it looks good? I might go blonde.’

Teresa lifts her sunglasses to her forehead, then slides them back like a hairbrush. Her hair is barely chin-length now. She looks amazing.

‘You look amazing,’ Carmen and I say at the same time. I leave my backpack on the floor by the chair and sit down.

‘Thanks, guys.’

‘It’s just a big change,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry I’m late. I feel like I missed a major announcement or something.’

‘The deal is that yesterday, as I was drifting off to sleep, I had this epiphany: I’m always falling for guys who meet the loves of their lives right after dumping me.’ She glances down at her phone, locks it, leaves it on the table. ‘I just can’t catch a break. Then these jerks go and thank me for teaching them how to be “good” boyfriends.’

As a teenager, I had girlfriends I liked and girlfriends I didn’t like. I can’t tell you exactly why I didn’t like them, just that I felt uncomfortable in their company. The dynamic between us was dark, constantly shifting: one false step, and you were out. Some days we were BFFs; others, we hated each other’s guts. I was introverted, ambitious, a wise-ass. Nothing mattered, everything was dumb. Having a social life as a teenager was more about survival than anything else, at least to me; there was nothing worse than not being part of the group. The price of independence was too steep (the jokes, the pointing, the defenselessness), and I wasn’t ready to pay it. Besides, the conditions that had led to our friendship – age, location, social class – were all outside our control. It didn’t matter what I did, I always felt out of place. My classmates were into things I couldn’t get myself to care about. All my efforts to fake it or else force myself to like those things just made me hate them even more. For years, I thought I was the problem and carefully squished all the parts that didn’t fit into tiny little piles that I flattened down, hid away, and collected inside me. I’d go to the mall and wander around with no clear goal beyond not saying no to an invitation because I was scared of never being invited to anything again. I took quizzes in magazines like Bravo and Superpop during recess and tried to work out if I was a perfect match for Zac Efron. I decided which of the girls in my grade were sluts or not according to criteria as bizarre as ‘does she wear eyeliner?’ or ‘are her hips too thick?’
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