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The Girl That Wanted To Be A Turtle

by Pedro Riera

ENGLISH SAMPLE

1

Silvia was fat.

Her whole life, she had endured many disparaging comments about her body.

However, those attacks never got to be a major issue because she took upon herself to nip any

bullying attempt in the bud. Silvia knew how to fight back. She had been very lucky in that

aspect. Her aunt Miriam taught her from very early on a way to stand against the cruelty from

kids her age.

Most of Silvia’s relatives were overweight.

All of them had faced unpleasant situations caused by the kind of people who feel

entitled to mock somebody on the grounds that they were fat. Yet, with certainty, nobody had

it worse than aunt Miriam, pushed to lose weight no matter what by the ceaseless

humiliations in school. That led to an eating disorder, and it took Miriam nine wretched years

to overcome it. After the hard experience she had gone through, Miriam became a strong,

confident woman. She no longer felt ashamed of her body and tolerated no teasing. Mind

you, the pain of having her teenage years taken away from her scarred her deeply. What she

regretted the most was that she could have been a normal girl —or normal enough—, had

anybody given her advice on how to deal with insults. For that reason, she was wary to avoid

somebody making her niece live through the same nightmare.

Silvia was bullied for the first time when she was seven.

Her parents had rented a beach apartment in a residential area and there was a

communal pool. After three kids started picking on her (calling her “a whale”, “a cow”,

“fatty”, “porky”), Silvia stopped bathing. When her parents tried to convince her to go to the

pool, she muttered reluctantly that she preferred watching TV inside. Nobody questioned her

attitude but Miriam, who quickly noticed that something was going on. Sitting down with the

girl, she questioned Silvia until the truth came out. Then made her niece put on her swimsuit

and dragged her to the pool. The kids that had been making fun of Silvia were splashing in
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the deep side of the pool. When they spotted Silvia and Miriam, one whispered something to

the others, who started laughing. They must have found seeing two fat people side by side

hilarious, but Miriam was about to discourage any further mockery.

‘Have you been calling my niece “a whale”?!’ she asked.

At that time plenty of people were sunbathing, chatting and reading around the pool.

Everybody stopped what they were doing to mind the scene. The kids’ smiles had soured into

panicky grimaces.

‘Oi, I have asked you a question!’ Miriam raised her voice, enunciating each word

clearly. ‘Are you the ones calling my niece “a whale”?!’

Silvia was staring at the floor. She wanted to die. Knowing she was in the spotlight,

she felt her body—the body of a whale—was being judged. She hated her aunt for exposing

her to ridicule. Only a paralysing shame prevented her from running away. At that moment,

she swore never to wear a swimsuit again. Even so, Miriam did not allow her to fulfil her

promise by making her niece return to the pool the very next day. Grown-ups and some girls

treated Silvia a bit too nicely, which mortified her. She had become the sad fat girl, pitied by

everybody. That night she cried angry tears, wishing for the holidays to end the sooner, the

better, so sure she was that her summer was ruined. However, after a few days everybody was

behaving normally towards her, and Silvia was able to forget everything about the incident

and have fun.

On the last evening of her holidays, Silvia and Miriam were at the pool. Most of the

bathers had gone back to their apartments to shower before supper. While Silvia floated face

up, her aunt watched her from the edge of the pool, feet inside the water.

‘Shall we go up?’ she asked.

‘Five more minutes!’ pleaded the child.

Miriam smiled.

‘And to think that just three weeks ago you wanted to stop swimming because of three

idiots calling you “a whale”… You were willing to renounce the joy of floating in the water,

diving and jumping from the trampoline. And why? Because of three boys that mean nothing

to you, whose existence you will forget in a couple of months. Do you realize of how foolish

that is?’

‘Yes,’ conceded the girl, stroking towards her aunt.

‘And yet, it is way too easy to fall into that trap,’ Miriam looked serious. ‘I did. The

worst part is that, as soon as you head in that direction, there’s nothing stopping you. You
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give up more and more as days go by day. You stop playing in the playground with other

kids, so people don’t ridicule you for the way you run. You quit volleyball to avoid

undressing in front of your teammates. You start wearing dark, loose-fitting clothes. You

don’t go to the beach any more. You don’t go to clubs because you fear boys mocking you.

You feel embarrassed eating in public. It is so diabolical! In the end, every look feels like a

criticism of your body. You believe that the only way to happiness is being thin, but that’s not

true. Thinness does not bring happiness. Never. That’s a dangerous lie, a lie that drove me

into bulimia and stole nine years of my life. My whole youth.’

For a few seconds, Miriam’s gaze got lost in the reflections of the water, and her

expression was sorrowful. Suddenly, she looked at Silvia again. Her smile had returned,

albeit a forced, joyless one.

‘Do you want to know how I got my happiness back?’ she asked.

The girl nodded in suspense.

‘I got it back by learning to love me as I am, both body and mind’ said Miriam.

‘That’s the secret. So you know what to do, honey. Starting today, you have to love yourself.

In order to do so, you will need to ignore the jerks that make fun of you. Truth be told, that’s

not easy, but there’s no other way. You can’t allow those who want to hurt you to control your

life. When somebody teases you—and it will happen—, come tell me at once, and we will

find a way to put those bastards in their place. More than anything, I want you to promise me

something. Never give up doing something because of what some jerk says. Will you promise

me?’

‘I promise, aunty.’

That was the first of many lessons.

Miriam taught Silvia that the best way to deal with a bully was to pretend you weren’t

bothered by their comments. Those idiots’ aim was to hurt you; if they weren’t successful,

they got bored and searched for another prey. The problem was that insults did always hurt.

You needed to be perceived as unflinching to convince a bully that their attacks had no effect

on you. That meant working hard on improving your self-esteem. Silvia had a pretty strong

starting point, since her family loved her, and she had good friends. Her aunt knew that

support wasn’t enough. In public spaces, fat peopled are at risk of mockery at every turn, and

taunting always came by surprise. That requires always keeping your guard up, and that’s

exhausting in the long run. Silvia needed to surround herself with friendly spaces where she

could truly relax, safe from the deprecating remarks on her physique. If her dad, her mom, or
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a friend talked about Silvia’s body in a way that bothered her, she could not just let it go, even

if it was a friendly jest. She needed to explain right away that she was hurt, in order for the

offender to avoid remarks of that nature again. Miriam also warned Silvia that she would

never stop wanting to be thin, no matter how at peace she felt with her body. Beauty

standards imposed by society and media exerted a brutal pressure on women, making them

believe that only laziness and lack of discipline prevented them from being thin. And sure, it

was always painful when your crush ignored you because he didn’t find you attractive. So

yes, Silvia would go through moments of doubt. Often. But that was no reason for falling into

the vicious circle of dieting. Miriam considered diets a way of injuring your body. Diets lead

to anxiety and worked worse the stricter they were. Losing eleven kilos took an enormous

sacrifice, just to gain fifteen after a few months. The only thing that mattered was eating

healthy and going to the doctor regularly. Exercising was also key. Not with the aim of losing

weight, but to simply enjoy your body.

In short, thanks to the advice and support from her aunt, Silvia became a normal

teenager. She had good friends and enjoyed studying. She was fond of reading (mainly

manga), watching horror movies, dancing on Saturday evenings, and she was in the starting

lineup of her handball team. She spent her days always running from one place to another,

with no time for boredom. Three boys had confessed their love to her, but she wasn’t

interested in any of them. The only boy Silvia had been truly in love with had not

reciprocated her feelings. To make matters worse, he had used her to ask for love advice. In

that regard, her life was a disaster. There was not a softer way to put it. However, she was not

unhappy and felt at ease with herself. Now and then, somebody teased her because she was

fat. In handball matches, Silvia was quick to discern if it was better to ignore an insult,

answer with a weary stare or shoot back a witty comment that outsmarted her adversary. And

she was usually right, proving her instincts had been well honed. Her life was not perfect, but

at least she was in control of it, and she felt strong. When she changed schools to get her

A-levels, Silvia took for granted that some of her new classmates would give her some grief,

but she was not scared because she believed that she could handle most situations.

Silvia had agreed to transfer to that private academy for several reasons. Amanda,

Dani, and Mónica (her best friends) decided to continue their studies there and insisted on

having her with them. Furthermore, the school had great teaching standards and Silvia had

been granted a scholarship that covered her whole tuition thanks to her outstanding academic

records. The school was far from her home and the 45 minutes commute in rush hour meant
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her bus was packed, yet that was a fair enough drawback. In spite of that, a few days into the

school year, Silvia understood being swayed into transferring had been a mistake.

Her current secondary school was way too posh.

To Silvia, her new classmates seemed so absurdly stiff and talked in such a stilted

manner that she felt annoyed and intimidated. In her old school, her parents’ earnings were

irrelevant. But the academy made her feel poor from day one. Snooty girls considered any

item of clothing under a hundred Euros to be “tasteless” and looked down their noses at any

girl wearing Mango or Zara. Silvia bought her clothes in street markets and, on top of that,

was fat. With both issues perceived as first-rate sins in the academy, Silvia was not given the

opportunity to fit in among her peers. From the very beginning, she was surrounded by

contemptuous looks and scornful whispers. It wasn’t a pleasant situation, but at least she

knew how to react. Life had already taught her that trying to win over somebody who

despises you only brings on more abuse, so there was only one option left: showing her

classmates, specially the girls, that she couldn’t care less about their judgment. She adopted a

curtly and unemotional demeanour and spent three weeks wearing flashy and extravagant

outfits, some bordering vulgarity, like tight-fitting clothes that hugged her figure. The style

was perceived almost as an insurrection in the institution, but Silvia’s approach worked—the

students were so bewildered that they wrote her off. Little by little, she felt how people

stopped whispering when she was around.

So Silvia’s situation was far from ideal, but after an awkward beginning of the

academic year, things were starting to get under control. And it wasn’t like everything in her

new secondary school was bad. Most teachers were excellent, so Silvia enjoyed their classes

a lot. And, of course, Amanda, Mónica, and Dani were there. Silvia didn’t share classes with

her friends, but they could spend every break and downtime together. Silvia was ready to

endure two years like that as long as she could strike a balance. In order to do so, she must

avoid clashes with her most venomous classmates and, above all, protect herself from Fabio’s

destabilising presence. She had an inkling that the boy posed the greatest danger to her.

Miriam had conveyed her life philosophy to Silvia.

In her opinion, physical appearance was so overrated in society that it blinded us,

preventing us from seeing a person’s essence. Our personality, skills, intelligence, sense of
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humour, the way we treat others, if we are good people or not, our loyalties and values. Those

are the basic attributes of an individual, the ones needed to judge somebody. Features like a

rock hard bottom or a toned six-pack were irrelevant. That way of seeing things allowed

Silvia to love herself and choose her friends wisely. The girl was convinced that her aunt’s

view of the world was an inarguable truth. Yet she had become obsessed with Fabio, much to

her regret.

Fabio was the quintessential posh boy.

Clad in designer clothes and sneakers, Fabio owned an expensive watch and the last

iPhone. His behaviour showed the confidence of one who regards himself as the king of the

world. He always exhibited a charming smile, a sort of letter of introduction he used to dazzle

even the teachers. Obviously, he had a motorcycle—an Aprilia that cost four thousand Euros,

according to Dani.

When Silvia nosed around Fabio’s Instagram for the first time, a quick look proved

her suspicions. He was a top-notch prick. He had just uploaded a video from a concert he had

attended; it showed him heartily dancing among the crowd, as if unaware of being recorded.

But his outstretched arm betrayed him in that he had recorded himself. As for his uploaded

pictures, a third of them showed his naked torso. He had an astounding body; not an ounce of

fat, sculpted abs, firm and hairless pecs, toned arms. Fabio fenced. Probably quite

competently, since he had won trophies and medals. All of his successes were well

documented. Every detail Silvia discovered about Fabio and every anecdote Dani told her

about the boy aggravated her contempt. However, she was she just could not help checking

his Instagram account twice or three times a day while she was shut in her room. And every

single time, under the magnetism of the seductive gaze and blinding smile of that jerk, Silvia

felt her cheeks redden and her mouth dry. The picture that drove her craziest showed a sweaty

Fabio, halfway into taking off his fencing uniform after a competition. When she stared at it,

she felt her heart galloping. The way those photos unsettled her senses tumbled down the

beliefs she had based her life on, which ashamed her deeply. After each view of his account,

she quickly deleted her recent browser data in her computer, swearing to never click on his

page again. Yet after just a few hours, she found herself anxiously typing Fabio’s username.

Luckily, Fabio agitated her far less in person.

Many times a day, Silvia needed to fight the urge of looking towards the boy’s desk.

When she bumped into him in the hallway, she felt a strong pressure in her lower back, but

that was all. As Fabio ignored her, managing the situation was easy enough. Two months into
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the start of the school year, he had never spoken to her. He probably did not even know her

name. And she was sure that baffling attraction could not last. It was plain that Fabio was a

jerk, so reason would end up prevailing. One day, Silvia would surely wake up to find the

spell faded, as the thickest fog also ends up clearing. After seeing him for what he was, she

would laugh off her beguiling with such a superficial guy. Until then, she could only keep on

pretending. If a classmate suspected her feelings for Fabio, the balance she had worked so

hard to strike would be at risk. Some idiots thought there was nothing funnier and more

pathetic than a fat girl crushing on a hot guy. However, Silvia was always careful not to make

mistakes, but that was not always a guarantee of things turning out fine.

When acting though girl wore her out, Silvia used to shut herself up in a toilet stall.

Having a few minutes of peace by herself and taking deep breaths helped her a lot. After

calming down, she gathered her strength to keep on pretending that she couldn’t care less

about the rest of the world. During one of those retreats in the toilet stall, she listened by

accident to an alarming conversation. The girls’ voices were recognisable a Susi’s and

Gabriela’s, two of the many girls who were always around Fabio. They must have been

putting on their makeup in front of the mirror.

‘Girl, I bring bad news,’ said Gabriela. ‘Fabio is snubbing you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I caught him yesterday speaking to the social studies’ teacher. He wants to do the

project with Silvia. I am sorry.’

‘Silvia? Who’s Silvia?’

‘The fat girl.’

‘Dogface? I can’t believe it.’

‘I swear. I heard him asking the teacher.’

‘What could Fabio possibly want with her?’

‘Don’t be thick. Can’t you see that fatty is a nerd? He probably wants her to do the

whole project by herself. What an idea! We should have come up with that.’

Gabriela laughed. Susi didn’t.

Silvia leaned her head back against the cold tiles, staring at a water stain in the

ceiling. The academy students exhausted her. Thinking about Fabio taking advantage of her

angered and humiliated her. But to make matters worse, that jerk’s ruse had turned her into

Susi’s target. If there was a classmate she did not want to become enemies with, it was that

nasty piece of work. Silvia took a deep breath. She must not freak out. Things would fizzle
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out. Fabio asking to do the project with her didn’t mean that their teacher agreed. Quite the

opposite. Silvia had decided her project’s topic would be fatphobia. She wanted to use her

experience to analyse the mechanisms that lead a dominant group to discriminate against the

individuals perceived as different. The topic might be sensitive in an academy like hers,

where girls craved thinness, but that mattered little to Silvia. Her classmates had been unkind

to her, and accordingly, she didn’t worry about hurting their feelings. She talked about it with

Tina, who also faced discrimination because she stuttered when she was nervous. Seeing that

Tina loved Silvia’s approach, the girls had asked Lali, who taught social sciences, if they

could work together.

‘I don’t allow my students to choose their partners for homework,’ answered the

teacher sharply. ‘And I am not planning to make an exception with you two. It wouldn’t be

fair or good. When evaluating the project, I take the content into account, but also your

ability to reach a compromise with somebody who doesn’t share your opinions. And that also

concerns the project topic, Silvia. You need to negotiate it with your partner, okay? You

cannot impose it.’

Silvia knew she had made a mistake. Any chance of working with Tina was spoiled

by going to Lali’s office with her. The teacher would never authorise them to work together.

Out of all her new teachers, Silvia liked Lali the best. The woman was known for being hard

and demanding, but also fair. That sternness worked in Silvia’s favour. By asking for Silvia to

be his partner, Fabio had ensured that they would not be paired together. Next Wednesday,

Lali would announce the matches for the project. Susi would forget all about her when she

saw Silvia was not with Fabio. Until then, Silvia needed to be vigilant.

On Saturday afternoon, Silvia went out with her friends.

At a given moment, Mónica and Dani started talking about Fabio, one of their usual

topics. Mónica was madly in love with the boy: even though they had only spoken a couple

of times, she had no qualms in claiming that he was a sensitive and intelligent guy, whom

other boys rejected out of envy. By contrast, Dani was sure that Fabio was exactly the

conceited jerk he appeared to be. And a snob. He truly knew the boy. They had become

friends in their childhood because they spent their summers in the same town. Then they

grew up and, upon discovering there was little in common between them, they fell apart.
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Silvia always listened closely to those conversations, putting on an indifferent, almost bored

façade. Even though she was the only one in Fabio’s class, her friends no longer asked her

about the boy, since she always shrugged in reply. The discussion followed the usual

reasoning until Amanda intervened.

‘I heard he’s Lali’s nephew. Is that true?’

‘What? Did you just find out now?’ laughed Mónica.

‘How was I supposed to know?’

‘It’s unmistakable. Have you not noticed how buddy-buddy they get?’ replied Dani,

turning to watch Silvia again with a sarcastic smile on his lips. ‘Bet you didn’t know either,

right?’

Silvia shook her head distantly.

After years of practise controlling her feelings, she was able to keep her friends in the

dark in regard to how deeply the fact upset her, but she could not stop her heart from running

wild. That fact changed everything. If Lali was Fabio’s aunt, it was possible she favoured

him, and that would mean big trouble for Silvia.

On Wednesday, she arrived at the school in a frenzy.

For the first two hours, Silvia was so distracted that she got scolded by her maths’

teacher. By the time the alarm signalled the break between classes, Silvia had a fist-sized knot

in her stomach and wanted to puke. A smiling Lali entered the classroom, put her documents

on the table and, after adjusting her glasses, announced that she was going to read out the

matches for the project. Silvia rested the pen on the table, so nobody would notice how badly

her hand was shaking. The wait until knowing her partner’s identity was brief, for their

names were among the first ones. Lali looked at her.

‘Fabio and Silvia,’ she said.

Silvia avoided looking at the boy, and turned her gaze instead towards the other side

of the classroom. Susi and Gabriela were gawking at her; while Gabriela smiled, Susi

blatantly glared at her with deep-seated hate. Silvia pretended to be unfazed. A volcano may

have erupted inside her, but that didn’t mean she had forgotten about aunt Miriam’s basic rule

to deal with bullies: pretend not to fear them.
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Fabio arrived at the golf club at around one.

As it was a Saturday, the place was crowded, but he quickly spotted Verónica, her

mom, having a snack with Lali near the pool. They had managed to get hold of a good table

under a cedar’s shadow. They were alone, which meant Fabio’s dad and the others would still

be in the golf course. Fabio ran into a waiter and asked him for a tomato juice. Then he sat

with them. He kissed his mother in the cheek and winked at Lali as he dropped in front of her.

‘Aunty,’ he greeted.

‘Nephew,’ answered her with a knowing smile.

Despite the fact that Fabio and Lali were not bound by family blood, they felt as

relatives. Their parents had been close since childhood; both families spent their holidays in

the same village. They shared trips, spent New Year’s Eve together and, since a couple of

years ago, lunched together at the golf club on Saturdays. More than an aunt, Fabio regarded

Lali as an older cousin. She was the cool cousin that babysat him for many years, the one

who allowed him to watch horror movies, took him sailing with friends or sneaked him in a

reggae concert though a hole in the town’s campsite fence. It was Lali who insisted on Fabio

studying in the secondary school where she taught. She assumed the education level would be

good for him and there he could befriend the children of some big-time executives and

politicians, whose connections would benefit him greatly in the future. Furthermore, she was

fond of seeing Fabio on her day to day.

At school, their great rapport made students and some teachers believe Lali to be the

boy’s aunt, a misunderstanding they were not interested in correcting because the confusion

amused them. Lali might have been Fabio’s teacher for two years now, yet the situation had

not altered their relationship in the least. Fabio was a good student and never asked her to

play favourites. More often than not, the situation was the opposite. Lali took advantage of

their friendship by asking Fabio for a hand in helping struggling students. He thought of them

as the usual Lali’s “humanitarian projects”. In the past, she had persuaded him to pretend to

be friends with two students who were having a bad time. The strategy worked with the first

one. As Fabio was really popular, once the two of them were seen talking and laughing

together during breaktime, the small group that had started bullying the boy left him alone.
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However, Fabio’s intervention proved useless in the second case. That boy had serious issues.

The last thing they heard about him is that he had tried to kill himself. He never came back to

school.

Lali’s latest humanitarian project was Silvia.

‘Lali’s been telling me about the new student, that fat girl,’ Verónica told her son. ‘Is

she really so horrible?’

‘Don’t be so mean!’ complained Lali. ‘I didn’t say she was horrible, only that she

dresses horribly. And her name is Silvia.’

‘Right. So, what is going on with Silvia?’ corrected Verónica.

‘Oof! grunted Fabio. ‘That girl is always pissed.’

‘She’s intelligent and has a great sense of humour,’ said Lali. ‘You will see. I am

confident that you’ll become friends in the end.’

‘Sure.’

‘She is a truly wonderful girl’ Lali was talking to Verónica again. ‘Her only problem

is that she sticks out like a sore thumb. Signing up for our academy was a mistake. You know

how those girls like to preen. A last year student even had a few plastic surgery touches, and

she’s just seventeen. Other fat girls attend the academy, of course. But they dress smartly.

Silvia went with a yellow tracksuit, for a full Uma Thurman in Kill Bill effect. And a couple

of sizes too tight! Having a body like hers…’

‘Doesn’t she have a mother?’

‘If she does, the woman must be blind. She wore that tracksuit several days in a row,

to make matters worse!’

‘And you really think that having Fabio talk with her will make her accepted?’

‘I would be happy as long as she’s not bullied. She came to my office some days ago

because she wants to do the project on the normative body’s tyranny and the repression fat

people endure. She put it exactly like that. I was so shocked… We are supposed to read the

projects aloud, you know. I can’t have her working on that project. It will be like a

declaration of war for her classmates. That’s why I have resorted to asking your son for help.

Fabio’s project topic is amazing, and surely he can convince Silvia to forget about the whole

fatphobia thing.’

‘Do you agree?’ Verónica asked her son.

‘Fabio is such a gentleman,’ Lali hurried to add.

‘Right. A gentleman,’ said the boy ironically.
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Since the summer’s end, Fabio had been in a secret relationship with a classmate. She

had asked him not to tell anybody about their involvement, and he had sworn to keep it in

secret. For that reason, when Susi had confessed her love for him about a month ago in a

club, Fabio replied that he was prioritising fencing and couldn’t juggle having a girlfriend at

the moment, instead of saying he was already taken. The explanation proved to be way too

subtle for Susi, who was convinced that Fabio loved her and thought that fencing was the

only thing standing between them. Since then, she kept on pestering him, unable to take the

hint every time he rejected her. It was starting to get annoying. When Susi suggested they

should work on the project together, Fabio was panic-stricken. Lali pairing them together

might be a long shot, but he preferred to avoid the risk. After class, he went to see Lali in her

office that very same day to ensure he wouldn’t be working with Susi. He was certain that

Lali would oblige.

‘Fine,’ said Lali. ‘I won’t pair you off with Susi. You will work with Silvia.’

‘Are you kidding?’

‘She wants to work on a project about fatphobia. I can’t have her doing that. You need

to convince her that the topic you have chosen is better.’

‘It is, but I won’t work on it with her. Forget about it.’

‘I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.’

Fabio kept on refusing. He had chosen a very personal topic for the social studies

project, and couldn’t picture himself working on it with Silvia. She did not like the girl or her

friends. Fabio knew Dani from childhood, as they had spent time in the same village. He was

pleased to meet him again at the beginning of the school year, after so many years. Yet he had

soon discovered that Dani had grown into a jerk who behaved with an infuriating arrogance.

Of the other two girls, only Mónica was decent enough. She was nice when you talked with

her in private, and also very pretty. But when the four of them were together, they spent their

time looking around with a catty grin. He could imagine how toxic their comments were and

how superior they felt to everybody. That group gave Fabio bad vibes. So no, he didn’t want

Silvia to ruin his social studies project.

‘You really won’t do this for me?’ asked Lali.

‘I won’t.’

‘In that case, I have no choice but to pair you off with Susi.’

‘That’s blackmail.’

‘Yeah. Of the worst kind. Yet I don’t see any other option.’
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‘You wouldn’t dare.’

‘As if you don’t know me well enough to know I will.’

From a folder, Lali took out the paper out where she had been writing who would

work with whom in the project. She wrote Fabio’s name and met his eyes, her pen standing in

mid-air.

‘Who’s it going to be? Susi or Silvia?’

‘Silvia,’ he grumbled.
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The stag party for Juan’s brother-in-law had got out of hand.

He wanted to go home at three in the morning, but the small group of party animals

that kept on celebrating forced him into a seedy bar for one last round. Once he was there, he

had been charmed by the waitress. Every time they emptied their glasses, Juan volunteered to

ask for another round, approaching the counter and speaking with her a bit. She was a young,

beautiful Latina girl with a warm laugh that made Juan feel witty. He was too drunk to notice

her happiness was but a pretence.

Ana Paula, the waitress, was Guatemalan. A couple of months back, a member of a

mara—the local gangs—had stopped her right in the street, two blocks from her home. He

had listed everything he had discovered about her: her name and her husband’s, her address,

and the school her son attended. He had warned Ana Paula that she would be in trouble, least

she paid him a monthly charge. Maras are no joke—either you pay or you run away. Ana

Paula had decided to run away with her family. With the help of friends and relatives, she had

gathered enough money to buy plane tickets to Madrid. At the moment, they had been in

Spain for merely six months. They were undocumented and the waitressing had been the first

job she had been offered. The pay was low, and she was working off the books, so it wasn’t

enough to survive. Still and all, it was an income. After a few weeks in that bar, Ana Paula

had learnt that smiling to the patrons got her tips. Juan was courteous enough, but his friends

were horrible people. Every time he approached the counter, they made coarse sexual jokes

and roared with laughter. At seven in the morning, when the bar was closing, Juan asked her

for her telephone number. When she clarified that she was married, he did not hold it against

her and left a five euro tip.

Before going to work, Juan ate breakfast in a bar. The croissant and the three coffee

cups he had only unsettled his stomach further. He arrived half an hour late to the factory,

clocked on and entered the high security area with his card. He had sunglasses on to conceal

his sorry appearance, but he wore them askew and was unable to walk straight. Even so,

nobody noticed he was drunk. He only bumped into two other employees, but they were

checking their phones and paid him no mind. He entered the workshop. Somebody had been

working in a precision-guided bomb that was to be sent to Saudi Arabia in a couple of days.
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The latch over the suspension terminal was open to reveal the circuits in full sight. Antonio

had said he wanted to do a last check, he remembered. Juan looked around the completely

empty workshop.

With a mischievous smile, he took a permanent red pen from the table and wrote

something inside the suspension terminal’s latch. As he put the pen down in its place, he

heard a toilet being flushed. Shortly after, Antonio came out, drying his hands on his lab coat.

The men had been friends since University, where they had studied Engineering together.

Antonio noticed at once that Juan was completely wasted.

‘How can you come to work in that state, man?’ he chastised his friend.

‘I don’t feel that bad.’

‘I can smell your breath from all the way here. You came directly from the party,

haven’t you? Go have a nap in the sofa. I’ll cover for you.’

Antonio accompanied his friend to their shared office. He helped Juan into the sofa,

took off his shoes and tucked him in with a blanket. Then he turned the light off and closed

the door. Nobody but them entered that room. Back in the workshop, Antonio saw Juan’s

scrawl inside the suspension terminal’s latch. It read “Hasta la vida, baby”, the catchphrase

that Arnold Schwarzenegger uttered in Terminator 2 after dealing with the evil cyborg.

‘That guy…’ he chuckled, shaking his head.

And screwed the latch back on.
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