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1

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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