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The reporter is researching an article on tech workers in the Philippines and wants to interview Sandra. She reads his email over again, and it still doesn’t make sense. Her mother lives in the Philippines, but Sandra doesn’t. Maybe the reporter assumes she can’t be American because of her last name. Annoyed, she replies, You have the wrong person. I work in New Jersey. An hour later, he sends an apology. He had meant to email Sandra.Guzman1, not Sandra.Guzman. Sandra.Guzman1 is also included in this message’s recipients, and Sandra wonders if the reporter did this on purpose or if he’s sloppy. The only emails she usually receives at her Convergion account are group messages from her team manager, Brandon, updates about company policy, deadlines, and quotas.


  The next day, there’s an email in her inbox from Sandra.Guzman1, and at first Sandra thinks it’s one of her own messages, bounced back to her. But the email is from someone named Sandie, and the tone is cheery, exuberant. Hi Sandra! Wow what a coincidence we have the same exact name! What Convergion office do you work in? I’m excited about the article! I wanted to say hi! Take Care, Sandie. Sandra is confused, then curious. Who is Sandie? Is this a trick—Brandon baiting her to catch her slacking? In the other open window on her computer monitor, Sandra’s queue advances, and she forces herself to close the email and get back to work. Dick pic—easy, delete. Two teenage boys dangling a yowling puppy over a bridge. Animal cruelty, delete.


  To Sandra’s right, Cal thumps his desk and hoots. “Eighteen! Got another stabbing. That was bad.”


  “Eighteen for the week or the day?”


  “Week. But it’s only Tuesday.”


  “I’m still stuck on twelve,” says Hima, who sits on Sandra’s left. Each week’s body count winner gets an extra shot of the bottle passed around in the parking garage late Friday afternoon.


  Before each post, Sandra closes her eyes and then opens them one at a time. In the moment before her left eye opens, she says a tiny prayer. Please let it not be that bad. If it’s a dick pic, something not that disgusting, she will be relieved, but the relief is short lasting because then the stakes will rise. You can’t have too many not-that-terrible things in a row. Sooner or later, it will have to be body count time, or something even worse than the worst things she’s already seen, so bad she has to stop herself from imagining.


  She selects Ignore for a post about hating old people. According to the site’s community standards, which Brandon keeps reminding them to read, old people are not a protected group. A stabbing video is next. Sandra has her volume on low, so low it’s practically mute, yet she feels the bile trickle into the back of her mouth, the lurch in her gut. The guy is still alive at the end of the video, so her body count number remains the same.


  They are content moderators working for the largest social media website in the world, but they aren’t employed by the website. They are Convergion contractors, which means they get a half hour for lunch and two ten-minute breaks per shift, which Convergion says they can use to go to the bathroom or see an on-site counselor, if necessary, though the counselor’s office is usually locked and empty. Cal saw the counselor once, after watching a video with a kid who looked like his, who was in bed with a grown man, and the counselor gave him a stress ball to squeeze and a xeroxed sheet of meditation instructions. Sandra uses her breaks to get her phone out of her locker so she can text her daughter and, if she absolutely has to, go to the bathroom. She tries not to drink any liquids at work. Hima wears an adult diaper so she doesn’t have to wait in the women’s bathroom line, which is always two or three times the wait for the men’s room. “Listen,” she told Sandra, “it turns everything, and I mean everything, into a gel.”


  In the locker room, Sandra is about to text her daughter, Cammy, when her phone rings. It’s her mom calling on video chat.


  “Hello?” her mother says. “Hello!”


  “Hi, Mommy.” Sandra sees the familiar room in her aunt’s house where her mother is staying, the leafy houseplants and framed pictures above the big television. After Sandra’s father died, her mother had moved back to the Philippines to retire. Cold weather is bad for her arthritis, and health care is cheaper outside the US. Sandra has never been to the Philippines, but the pictures her mom posts are of warmth and shopping and family, everyone eating together, watching TV together, homes full of people and chatter and music, all the family her mother had left behind when she immigrated to the States. Growing up in New Jersey, Sandra watched TV by herself every day, ate TV dinners because her parents were always at work and there was no other family around. “Are you okay?” she asks her mother. “Your face looks a little pale.” Two months ago, Sandra’s mother had been hospitalized with a bad cough, but Sandra only found out when her aunt posted a picture on social media with the family gathered around the hospital bed, her mother holding a “Get Well Soon” balloon. When Sandra asked her mother why she hadn’t told her, her mother said, “I don’t want you to worry.” It took several more calls for her mother to admit she’d been diagnosed with chronic bronchitis.


  “I’m fine, I’m fine. How are you? How is Cammy?”


  Sandra tries to make her voice sound as light as possible, but it comes out louder than she wants. “Great! Everything’s fine with us!”


  “Did you send money this month? I want to make sure it didn’t get lost in the wire like it did that one time.”


  “I didn’t get a chance yet. We had some unexpected bills. Car repairs. Nothing serious, don’t worry.” Sandra hopes the lies don’t show on her face. “Do you need me to send money? Is everything okay?”


  Her mother laughs a little. “No, no, don’t waste it. I just want to make sure it didn’t get lost.”


  When she hangs up, Sandra sits on the locker room bench and stares at the cinder-block wall. She calculates the amount left in her bank account before her next payday, what she will have to give up if she sends her mother money. She feels selfish, guilty, and exhausted. She dreams about moving out of Lee’s house and having her own place, hers and Cammy’s. There’s a room for rent in a friend of a friend’s apartment, but she needs to put down three months’ rent to move in, and she doesn’t even have enough for two. Sandra has applied to other jobs, most paying less than what she makes at Convergion, and on the occasions that she does get an interview, they do the criminal background check and see the offense on her record, and she never hears from them again. How stupid it had been, all those years ago, for her and Cammy’s father to get busted for growing weed.


  Back at her workstation, Sandra shuffles through posts but can’t stop worrying about her mother. She imagines what it would be like to have this job but in Manila, closer to her family, and decides to return Sandie Guzman’s email to see what will happen. The System Review Tool kicks you out if you’re inactive for more than ten minutes, so she types fast. She asks Sandie where she works in the Philippines, writes that her parents had been born in Manila and her mom had moved back.


  The next morning, Sandra gets to work ten minutes early, rushing to check her email. She sees a reply from Sandie, dotted with smiley-face and heart emojis, and it seems too sincere to be a trick from management. In her message, Sandie tells Sandra that she lives with her family in Manila. She is twenty-four years old and graduated university with a dual major in business and computer science. I’m on the managerial track at Convergion, she writes. Fingers crossed for a promotion soon!


  Sandra is five years older than Sandie and has only a high school diploma. She’s not some goody-goody like Sandie, whose email signature includes an inspirational quote. It’s cheaper to live in the Philippines, and Sandra’s parents, though middle class, had grown up in homes where servants cleaned their clothes and cooked their meals. Sandra assumes Sandie’s family probably lives in one of those gated developments her mother told her about, with security guards, drivers, and maids. In New Jersey, Sandra’s father had driven for a car service and her mother was a home health aide, cleaning up old people’s shit. Now Sandra’s mother posts pictures of herself smiling with her nieces, nephews, cousins, and siblings at a giant mall. She looks happy, so far away from Sandra.


  That sounds nice to live near so much family, Sandra writes. It’s only me and my daughter Cammy here in NJ. She’s 10 and a real sweetheart.


  Sandie replies, But you can come see your mom anytime you want! You can go back and forth so easily! How often do you visit?


  Actually, I haven’t been there ever.


  

  What? Why not?


  Sandra considers what to write. That she can’t afford a plane ticket, that her mother can’t afford to buy her one, and that she doesn’t get any time off work? She settles on: Waiting for the right opportunity.


  Sandra lives with her boyfriend, Lee. He lives in the house he’d grown up in, inherited from his mom. Propped up in a fortress of pillows, he plays video games and scrolls through Reddit while Sandra is at work. He worked in construction until he hurt his back.


  Sandra pays the bills, and Lee does the cooking. They were friends in high school, and Lee had been there for Sandra when things fell apart with Cammy’s father. Then their friendship had become more, and when Sandra needed a place to live, Lee said she and Cammy could move in with him. Whenever Sandra thinks the relationship has long run its course, that she is bored and annoyed with Lee and could do better, she stops herself before she can end things. Lee is almost like family, with all the wordless familiarities and long-seated resentments associated with family, and she has so little family left. Plus he is hot, with the gruff, blockily pretty looks that have always been her weakness. And she has had so many weaknesses.


  Cammy is watching videos on her tablet when Sandra gets home. Lee is playing Halo. Sandra kisses her daughter hello. Lee pinches Sandra on the ass.


  “Stop it,” she says.


  There is an envelope with her name on it on the table. Sandra opens it and finds a hospital bill for $8,000. They had to bring Cammy to the ER last month when she came down with a rash and a high fever. It turned out to be nothing serious, though the bill is serious enough.


  “Lee,” Sandra says. “Look at this.”


  He puts down the controller and takes the bill from her. “Damn,” he says. “That is way too much money for a bottle of Tylenol.”


  Sandra wonders what Sandie would do if she came home to a bill she couldn’t pay. Pray about it, probably. “What are we going to do?”


  “We’ll figure something out,” Lee says, before returning to his game.


  There’s a pot of rice and beans waiting for her on the stove, along with a bottle of her favorite hot sauce. Sandra fixes herself a bowl and sits at the kitchen counter. “Cammy, baby, come sit here with me. Show me something cute.”


  Cammy scrolls through videos. “Want to see a makeup haul?” She turns the tablet toward her mother. A teenage girl speaks in a whispery voice as she removes a stream of lipsticks and eyeliners from an oversize shopping bag. “Oh my God, Mom, she got so much stuff.”


  “How about a cat video? Cute kittens. That’s what I want to see.” They watch two kittens scampering around a room to a Beyoncé song. Sandra pictures the tortoiseshell cat’s face sawed off, slowly, with a butcher knife. She saw a video of that at work, the kids in the background laughing.


   


  Twelve time zones away, on the opposite side of the city from where Sandra’s mother is staying, Sandie lives with her parents and little sister in a two-room apartment, an even smaller apartment than the one she’d grown up in, which her parents could no longer afford after they lost their store. Two years after graduating college, the only job Sandie had been able to get, despite hundreds of applications, was cleaning a movie theater at a nearby mall. She found out about the Convergion job through her university alumni association. The job paid the equivalent of US$400 a month, and she was shocked to get an interview. She bought a suit, curled her hair, and painted her nails a tasteful shade of pinkish beige. When she learned that the actual job was working with the content on the biggest social media website in the world, Sandie knew this was her big chance. Her family threw her a party with roast pig, noodles, and cake. Her father gave a toast and said, “Not everyone can figure out computers, but this one can.” Uncle Robert said he wished his daughter could get a job like Sandie’s, but Sandie could put in a good word for her, right? Her mother cried and said her dreams were coming true. Sandie cried too. She would finally be able to help her family out.


  Her office is not far from her family’s apartment, which, while not nearly as glamorous as working in the website’s Makati office, is a more convenient commute. The hallways stink of cigarette smoke, and in the mornings, the stairwells jam with employees trying to get to their desks on time. In her queue, Sandie has seen a man punching himself in the face, a woman cutting her leg with a razor blade. Her chest tightens, but she grinds her teeth and looks straight ahead, as if watching people harming themselves would somehow protect her against harm. The more horror she watches, the more she hopes she will be rewarded. She’ll meet her performance targets and be promoted. She will become a manager, working in the Makati office, and buy a condo in a building with a security guard and a swimming pool, and she will catch the attention of her bosses and get a work visa to go abroad, and she will sponsor her family and live in some town with big trees and date hotties.


  All her life, Sandie has done the right thing. Her older sister got married after high school. Sandie dates a little but refuses to let herself fall in love. The perceived dangers of losing herself in love—distractions from her career, out-of-control and unwieldy emotions—are so high that she doesn’t even consider crushes, secret or not. A cute barista, a flirty clerk, a picture of a hot celebrity—looking too closely is like looking at the sun. She glances away, pictures her body as a kind of Death Star. Glamorous, attention grabbing, and impervious to attack. Brushing aside compliments and glances, collecting emojis, indestructible.


  On Sunday, her day off, she sleeps so deeply she doesn’t wake up until after lunch. “Are you sick?” her mother asks, forehead creased.


  Sandie sits up from the sofa bed. She cracks her neck. The apartment smells like fried eggs, and she hears the TV in the bedroom, the canned laughter of a variety show. “I’m tired. It’s been a long week.”


  Her mother’s voice is softer than usual. “You have to take care of your health. Don’t be like me and your father.”


  “Maybe I’m getting my period.”


  Sandie’s mother sits on the edge of the couch. “I talked to Auntie Rosa yesterday, and she said her son is still out of work. She’s worried about him. I told her all about your new job, and she was so impressed. She says you must be a very big deal.”


  “I’ll ask around and see if there are any job openings at my office.”


  “I’m so proud of you.”


  Sandie pats her mother’s hand.


  “Maybe you can fix my phone later. It’s not working so well.”


  Her family thinks she is a computer programmer, someone who makes the sites on the internet show up on their phones. Sandie tells them she works in quality assurance, that it’s her job not to make the sites but to look them over and make sure they are okay. What she really does, the content of what she sees in her queue each day, is her secret weapon. Knowing she can wield it in case of an emergency makes her feel powerful, superior, and then guilty for feeling so powerful and superior. With this secret, she can blow her family and her neighborhood away. But by choosing not to, she endures. She doesn’t need to tell everyone the grimy details of what she sees. Bragging is beneath her. She makes herself a cup of coffee and takes it into the bedroom, where her sister Abby is flipping through the TV stations. She turns on her phone and refreshes her profile, where she had announced that she had a new job in content moderation. She replies to each congratulations with a happy-face emoji or a folded-hands-in-prayer emoji.


  Abby is eight and wants her own profile. “In a couple of years,” Sandie says. She thinks of the videos she’s seen, imagines one of them popping up in the scroll of inspirational memes and selfies. Abby watches Sandie scroll through her feed. “Who’s that?” she asks, pointing to a selfie of one of Sandie’s college friends. “Who’s that?” A picture of a group of girls in matching sundresses, posing at a restaurant. Abby says the name of the website.


  Sandie whispers in Abby’s ear, “That’s where I work. That’s where my new job is.” She kisses her sister on her cheek, and Abby kisses her back three times, and a fourth time on the nose, for luck. She curls her head into Sandie’s arm.


   


  In the New Jersey office, the red accuracy square in the upper-right-hand corner of Sandra’s computer monitor says 91. There’s a red frowny face beneath it. If she ever hits the target, 96, the square will turn green and the frown will turn into a smile. Brandon, the team manager, audits a selection of her posts each week. He announces his presence at her workstation by clearing his throat and saying, “Hey, so, it’s that time again.” Like he is being forced to do the audits, like he has no choice.


  Cal says, “Brando, coming to the party tonight?”


  Brandon makes a stuttering sound.


  “Um, no,” Hima says. “That party’s not for management. Management doesn’t want to hang out with us—it would be a conflict of interest.”


  It wasn’t long ago that Brandon had been a moderator like the rest of them. He’d done shots in the parking garage and smoked up in the stairwells and won the worst meme competition three weeks in a row, but now he makes $1.25 more an hour and wears button-downs and pants that make brushing noises when he walks. He looks uncomfortable in his wrinkled slacks and baggy shirts, like he would prefer to be wearing his usual jeans and sneakers but had been forced to play dress up. He asked Sandra out once, in the parking garage, his words slurring as he said he liked her skater-girl vibe, and she had said no, she had a boyfriend. Maybe she had laughed a little, not at him, but okay, kind of at him, at her surprise at his earnestness and hidden vulnerability.


  Brandon clicks on the red square, and a window opens with a highlighted post. He leans so close to Sandra that she can smell his minty chewing gum. It’s a post she had Ignored the other day, the one about hating old people, a picture of white-haired nursing home residents with all-caps Comic Sans curse words across their faces. He clears his throat again. “So, you know how it’s important to keep updated on the community standards?”


  She looks at him, waiting to see if the old Brandon will flicker through, the real Brandon who plays bass in a Joy Division cover band and talked about basketball in the parking garage on Fridays. But she can’t find him. “Old people aren’t a protected group.”


  He won’t meet her eyes. “They are now.”


  “Since when?”


  “Since the last time you read the community standards. Or your email.”


  “I would read my email if I didn’t get dinged for taking time away from the queue.”


  “Okay, so, let’s just make sure those numbers go up?” Brandon puts a hand on Sandra’s arm. She ducks away and pulls her chair in.


   


  It’s nighttime in Manila when the reporter calls Sandie. She takes the phone into the apartment’s bathroom for privacy. What does she do in a typical workday? How much does she get paid? She answers the reporter’s questions about the name of the neighborhood where she lives, the size of her family’s apartment. She makes sure not to complain. She knows her salary is higher than what other companies pay, much higher than what she made at the movie theater. It’s something to be proud of, the daily quotas and how hard she works to meet them, and she wants to make her company look good in the article, to have something to show for all her work, maybe even something she can share on social media, though the reporter said he would use a pseudonym in the article, so it’s not like her real name will be in there. She doesn’t tell the reporter that she rarely meets the quotas and that her numbers are down, her scores slipping, and with them, the promotion, the condo, the visa, the rest of her life.


  Sometimes Sandie feels that it’s wrong to sit in front of a computer all day and watch people hurt themselves, even kill themselves. Kill others and hurt others. Children doing things with animals, women loading bullets into guns, men getting electric shocked. What do you do with all that hurt? You eat it and keep it inside you. You watch and delete, but every day there are two thousand new posts waiting. On a popular TV show about cops, a car chase ends in gunfire, and when Sandie’s family covers their eyes at the bodies and gasps at the blood, she sits there scowling at how fake it looked. But she has to do it. She has to keep going. There are worse jobs, far worse, and she is lucky to have hers. If she doesn’t look at the posts, someone else has to, and since she is getting paid, it might as well be her.


  Sandie and Sandra start to email more frequently, and then they are emailing every day. When Sandie arrives at work, there’s always a message from Sandra, sent at the end of Sandra’s workday. Sandra writes that she misses her mother and has been fighting with her boyfriend, and Sandie wonders why Sandra doesn’t visit her mother if she misses her so much. She tells Sandra how hard it was to get the Convergion job, that her friends and family are envious, but sometimes she has her doubts. I wish someone was envious of my job, Sandra writes back. Sandie writes, Well, we have the same job!


  It’s been two weeks since the reporter called, and Sandie has yet to hear anything about the article. She assumes the reporter will send her a copy when it is finished, but he doesn’t. Instead, Sandra emails her a link to the magazine’s website. Sandie skims the article on her work computer, before her boss can catch her. Her name has been changed to “Terry,” but the quotes are hers. She sees the words exploited, victim, and unknowing. The phrases global economy and subsistence wages. She learns that her salary is not only a fraction of what Sandra earns in New Jersey, despite accounting for differences in standards of living, but it is also less than what her male coworkers make. Later, when she’s at home and has time to reread the article on her phone, what angers her the most out of all the things she is angered by is its condescending and pitying tone. “Terry lives with her extended family,” the reporter writes, “in a borderline slum lacking most amenities taken for granted in the First World. Her future was bleak, and she believed Convergion was offering her a toehold to climb out of the despair surrounding many of the country’s young graduates.” Sandie hadn’t described her life, her neighborhood, in this way. The reporter had taken her words and twisted them, added his own.


   


  After Sandra reads the article with Sandie’s interview, she feels bad. Sandie is making only 80 percent of what her male coworkers earn, and the Manila office has a higher target number, 98 instead of 96, and they have a quota, one thousand posts a day, labeling them for some AI program. One thousand? It’s impossible. No one can do that, Sandra thinks, and she is relieved that the New Jersey office doesn’t have a quota, only management monitoring them, and then she feels even worse, like she does whenever she hears about people in other countries who get paid nearly nothing to make the clothes she wears or the toys Cammy wants. But the guilt lasts only a moment because how is this her fault when she hardly has any money herself? It’s not like she is rich, not at all. It’s cheaper to live where Sandie lives, so they don’t need to make as much. It’s proportional. It’s fair, or at least as fair as it can be when nothing is fair.


  The article describes “Terry” as wearing a business suit to work, and this makes Sandra think Sandie’s job can’t be so bad if it’s professional like that, if they have to dress up in suits. Sandra has never owned a suit. On Saturday night, after Cammy goes to sleep, she wears jeans, a pair of old Converse, and a hoodie with a skull on it, pulls her hair into a stubby ponytail, and logs in to a ride-share app. She heard that you can pick up some decent cash driving around Hoboken and Jersey City on a weekend night, where the bars are. She still hasn’t sent her mom any money, though Lee had surprised her and paid a few hundred dollars of Cammy’s hospital bill. He’d bet some money in a fantasy football pool and won.


  Sandra drives an elderly Italian man to his daughter’s home in Bayonne and agrees with everything he says to her about baseball, which she knows nothing about. A drunk college-age woman wearing a bandage dress and heels falls asleep in the back seat, and Sandra has to park the car in a no-parking zone and wake her up, make sure she gets into her building safely. Around midnight, she takes a guy about her age, prematurely balding with big nerd glasses, to a bar on Newark Avenue. He mentions his car has been out of commission all week, and it is a pain in the ass to not have a car in Jersey, especially if you work in the suburbs, like he does, out in Iselin.


  “Where do you work in Iselin?” Sandra asks.


  He names the social media website.


  “I work there too. When I’m not doing this.”


  “I thought you looked familiar. You were at the holiday party, that cruise?”


  “I work on the third floor.” The third-floor lobby is painted the same shade of blue as the rest of the floors, but beyond the lobby doors is the line for the metal detector, then a line for the locker room, where everyone has to stash their phones before their shifts.


  “I’m on the sixth. What’s it like down on three? We’ve heard rumors. We don’t see you guys in the cafeteria, I guess they’re working you hard.”


  She asks him what kind of rumors.


  “Drugs, partying, that kind of stuff.”


  “Some of us need a way to cope. We watch a lot of terrible shit.”


  “Like?”


  “Like, killings. Actual rapes and killings and things like that.”


  He gives her his card. His name is Musu, and he is a product manager.


  The following Monday, Sandra says to Hima, “Let’s see if we can get into the sixth-floor cafeteria.” Hima is game for anything, so they take the elevator up during their break. Their ID cards won’t scan to let them through, but the door is glass, so they can read the signs for the coffee bar and the pizza of the day. “Where is everyone?” Sandra asks a woman cleaning the lobby, the only person there. The woman says the employees work from home some days.


  “Must be nice,” Hima says.


  When Sandra gets back to her workstation, she finds a new email from Sandie. The article is full of lies. Sandie writes that she doesn’t live in a slum. She isn’t poor, not like that. She’s angry for trusting the reporter, for thinking he’d make her look good.


  Sandra writes back. He’s only exposing how things aren’t fair. Like the differences in what you guys get paid and we do. We don’t even have target quotas.


  You don’t have quotas?!?


   


  It’s a terrible feeling, to be pitied, to have thought you were excelling but then be reminded of how you weren’t. You were actually being exploited. And now, to be looked down on by this woman with the same name as her, who should have been here in the Manila office with Sandie. Why had Sandra ended up in New Jersey and not Sandie? The pity is worse when coming from Sandra, who hadn’t gone to university. She hadn’t gotten married to her daughter’s father. She doesn’t even visit her own mother.


  Sandie types so loudly that Rodel, the man who sits at the computer across from her, shoots her a look. I don’t NEED you to pity me! You have it so easy over there! You could make things better if you wanted to but you don’t even try!


  Sandra writes back: Are you serious? I don’t have it easy at all. YOU have no idea.


  Sandie doesn’t respond. She deletes Sandra’s emails and lets the hours pass, then the days. She will not deign to respond. She will pride herself on her willpower. But she can’t stop thinking about how she is getting paid less to do more work than Sandra. It leaves a sick feeling in her stomach, even sicker than seeing the posts themselves.


   


  When Sandra doesn’t hear back from Sandie, she considers offering an apology. But what does she have to apologize for? It’s not Sandra’s fault her parents were able to immigrate here, like it isn’t Sandie’s fault that she was born there. Sandie doesn’t know anything about her life.


  Her mom calls and says, coughing, everything is fine. Sandra stops by Brandon’s office and asks if he’s heard any good music lately. He’s in the middle of eating a hoagie, a gob of dressing escaping onto his desk, but says he’ll send her some songs by a band he likes. Sandra drops hints about how things aren’t going well with Lee. She asks him for more hours, and he gives her an extra shift.


  After a week of working overtime, Sandra wakes up with a fever and a sore throat and goes to work anyway. She loads up on cold medicine and brings antibacterial wipes and Kleenex.


  Hima says, “You look like crap.”


  “I feel like crap.”


  Brandon comes by her desk and tells her that the band he recommended is playing in the city on Saturday. “Maybe we could check out the show?” He puts a hand on her shoulder.


  “I have my daughter,” she says, disentangling herself, but not too quickly. She hopes he catches whatever flu she has, makes sure to breathe her germs all over him.


  After Brandon leaves, Sandra feels herself space in and out. The posts swim in front of her, the sound warping. She thinks of the worst day, three or four months ago, when there was a video of a murder, a string of murders, and the videos had hit all of their queues at the same time, reposted and reposted, overflowing them, and she had puked, screamed, cried. She and Hima had walked out and hyperventilated, and then they had come back to their workstations and finished their shifts. Brandon had been a moderator then, and that night, the parking garage party had been more intense than usual, everyone drinking like it was a race. She remembers how glassy Brandon’s eyes had gone. He drank so much he blacked out and Cal had to drive him home.


  She checks her email. Musu has forwarded the article about Sandie’s office to her. Thought you’d be interested in this, he writes. Sandra wonders how Sandie is doing and tries to push the thought away. The bad feeling, the guilt and annoyance, churn up again. To Musu, to the real employees on the sixth floor, she is their Sandie. Even to Brandon, she is Sandie, or how the journalist sees Sandie. Or maybe they are all like Sandie, in different ways. In the article, the reporter wrote about the worldwide network of contractors. There are thirty thousand of them, community process leaders or quality assurance assistants or engagement analysts or content moderators or online safety technicians. She shudders, thinking of Brandon’s hand on her shoulder. She opens up another window and types, despite the warning sign on her screen, I read the article about the Convergion office in Manila. Exploiting contractors is not only happening in foreign countries. It’s happening right here in New Jersey. We don’t get the benefits of the full-time employees. We have to look at violent pictures and videos all day. We don’t get help or real breaks, and we’re paid $12/hour, which is $25,000 a year, while the average salary for a full-time employee is $250,000 a year. Even the team managers only make $13.25/hour. We’re always afraid of getting fired and we have no sick days. I am writing this anonymously and I am sick. I shouldn’t even be at work today because I have the flu. She forwards what she has written to Musu and asks him to post the letter on an online forum for full-time employees.


  He posts it. Someone forwards the post to another journalist, who reposts Sandra’s letter on a technology blog. The post is shared hundreds of thousands of times in three days. People announce they are boycotting the social media website, announce they are deleting their accounts. In the parking garage on Friday, everyone talks about the letter, speculating who wrote it. Sandra agrees with Hima that it could be a guy who was fired last month, or another guy who likes to forward political memes. She doesn’t want to admit to writing the letter, not until she sees what will become of it, though it’s hard to stay quiet when Cal calls the letter writer a hero and asks everyone to toast him with their drinks, when everyone assumes the writer must be a guy.


  On Monday, the workstations are clean and there are bagels and coffee in the kitchen. The toilets have been scrubbed and unclogged. “Some reporter is coming,” Hima whispers. “Shit is going down.” There are two reporters, a woman with a video camera and a man who asks them to sign waivers agreeing to be filmed, though not necessarily interviewed. Sandra, Hima, and Cal are filmed silently working, the camera panning over their screens and workstations. The reporters ask Brandon and one of the other team managers to be interviewed in their offices.


  The article comes out later in the week. Brandon is portrayed as a “former moderator who is held to impossible standards by the management.” “What the fuck,” Cal says. “How the hell did they make Brandon look like the good guy?” Convergion posts a press release saying they are establishing a task force and hiring an outside consultant to improve the situation for the contractors. The bagels never appear again, and Sandra locks herself in her car and screams.


   


  In Manila, Sandie wakes up with her fingers frozen in mousing position, her hand curled into a C, and when she tries to straighten it out, she can’t. She goes to work, but it hurts too much and she can’t even hold the mouse in place. After a few attempts she gives up and tells her boss she has to leave. He tells her she won’t be paid for the day.


  Sandie has been doing overtime to keep her numbers up, even if she doesn’t get paid for overtime. Each week there are more categories to choose from, more selections to tag and assign. In addition to the categories of Terrorism, Pornography, Harm to Others, and Self-Harm, there are new subcategories for skin color, hair color, body type, vehicle, landscape, and age. Rodel says they are feeding a database with information. Sandie lurked in the stairwell with the cigarette smokers and heard a rumor that if your scores are good enough, you can be hired by another office to test the algorithm when it’s ready.


  The apartment is quiet. Abby is at school. Sandie’s older sister is pregnant, and her parents have gone to visit her. Sandie lies in her parents’ bed with the blinds down and the TV on. She watches Korean soap operas, moving in and out of sleep. She pulls the sheets up over her head and stares at the underside of the fabric’s floral print, imagines lying in a garden full of flowers like the ones where the characters on the soap operas go to fight and make up. If she were on a soap opera, at least there would be a guaranteed happy ending, some resolution after the drama.


  Sandie massages her hand, but the fingers are still stiff. There is a relief in not having to be at work, to spend the day lying around doing nothing. She likes it, maybe too much. She wonders how long it will take for her hand to go back to normal, how much time she will have to take off work, and if she will even have a job to go back to. If she is fired for leaving early, what will she tell her family?


  She has done everything right, unlike Sandra in New Jersey, who has been given everything and still managed to mess it up. Sandie has followed all the rules, but the rules are not fair. It is this helplessness, this ruthless self-pity, that makes her teary and furious. Her hand throbs. She shoves her face into a pillow and cries.


  It isn’t until the following day that Sandie’s hand finally unfreezes. When she gets to the office, her workstation is waiting for her, along with a backlog of posts. She starts to click and select, working more slowly than usual.


  An email comes from Sandra. It is not a provocation or an apology. Hi, she writes. My friend Musu is working on developing this algorithm and I heard they’re using your office to help build it. She includes a press release about the algorithm, which will use artificial intelligence to provide customer services twenty-four hours a day, eliminating the need for human labor. The press release includes a paragraph about how the Manila office has been selected as the ideal labor pool to help populate the database with the correct information, selecting categories that will help the social media website automatically flag posts for inappropriate content. When the algorithm is finished, their jobs will become redundant. They will be fired for doing their jobs well.


  A wave of resentment rises. So we’re working our butts off so they can fire us?


  I know, Sandra writes. It’s all totally messed up.


  I can’t even talk to my coworker Rodel without thinking about how he probably makes more money than I do! I’ve worked here longer! He doesn’t even have a college degree, or a family to support!




  That pisses me off.


  Sandie types, I want to quit but I can’t.


  I want to quit too. Everything is bad here. Bad bad bad. Sandra writes that she is trying to leave her boyfriend but can’t afford to move out. That she is worried about her mother’s health but can’t do anything because her mother lives so far away.


  We have to do something. It has to get better. But Sandie doesn’t know if she believes in what she writes. She tells Sandra about the work getting harder. That her sister has always wanted to have a baby and now she is finally having a baby, and Sandie doesn’t want a baby, but the things she does want aren’t working out for her, not in the ways she wanted. She envies Sandra, for not being surrounded by so much family, because it’s a sort of freedom, even if Sandra can’t see it. For some reason it feels easier to tell this stranger these things because it is someone she will never meet. She doesn’t even know what Sandra looks like, but she envisions the woman looking like her, maybe a little taller and fatter. Some distant cousin, family. Send me a picture of you and Cammy? It would cheer me up!


  The next day, Sandie opens her email to find a picture of a woman who is pretty but could be prettier if she took the piercings out of her nose. Sandra doesn’t look much older than Sandie but is dressed like a teenager, in black jeans and a T-shirt with neon geometric shapes. Her daughter, Cammy, is smiling in a sweatshirt and leggings with cats printed on them. They have their arms around one another, and Sandie can see the resemblance in their faces.


  Sandie writes, You have so much! Times might be hard right now but you always have your daughter and your health.


   


  That night, Sandra lies next to Cammy in Cammy’s twin bed with the polka-dot pillows. Lee is downstairs on the couch. Cammy snores. In the dark, her daughter looks even younger, more relaxed, though if Sandra looks closely, she can see the face of the person Cammy could grow up to be, the features lengthening, hardening. If Sandra takes a picture of her sleeping daughter, what could she post? Something cute and sentimental, about the gift of motherhood and the waning days of childhood and how fast they grow up, how rare it was that they let you snuggle with them like they used to. She tries not to think about the videos she’s seen in her queue with girls Cammy’s age, or how when she called her mother earlier, her aunt had answered and said her mother was at the doctor’s office and couldn’t talk right now. She feels helpless, trapped. She doesn’t post anything, doesn’t even pick up her phone. She watches Cammy until her eyes start to close and she falls asleep herself.


  The next day, she sends Sandie a password, a username, and a link. She emails Brandon and says she would be happy to hang out with him, but could he do her a favor and give her more hours? You got it, he writes back. Let’s do something next weekend? With the password and username Musu gave her, she posts screenshots of her and Brandon’s emails on the employee forum.


  The comments pile up from the full-time employees, everyone expressing horror that a Convergion manager is agreeing to give one of his workers extra hours in exchange for a date. The full-time employees lament the two-tier system that put them on top and the powerlessness of the contractors, the lack of change that’s occurred after Sandra’s letter went viral.


  A week later, four Convergion employees come to the third-floor office, two men and two women in business casual. “I think it’s the task force,” Hima says, and she and Sandra watch as they go into Brandon’s office.


  They go through their queues and wait for Brandon’s door to open. The task force leads him out. He carries his belongings in a plastic bag. As he passes the workstations, he avoids looking at Sandra.


  They offer her his job with a salary of $12.75 an hour, fifty cents less than what Brandon had earned, and refuse to bump it higher. Sandra says no. Instead, she quits. There is not enough money in her account to move out, far from it, but when Lee is asleep, Sandra carries a sleeping Cammy and bags of clothing out to her car. She drives to Hima’s house. “It won’t be for long,” she says. She tells Hima that she was the one who wrote the letter.


  “I knew it!” Hima says. “You were too quiet about it. I knew something had to be up.”


  Sandra sleeps with Cammy on Hima’s couch and in the morning, she looks online for warehouse jobs.


   


  Sandie takes a car to the Makati Medical Center. She has the room number in her purse and carries a tote bag with some fruit and a small houseplant. With the information about the algorithm that she got from the employee forum, she realized nobody was checking whether or not her classifications were accurate. They only wanted the job done as fast as possible, to meet the delivery date for the algorithm. She selected the same category for every post in her queue and was shocked when no one reprimanded her. She met the target quotas and her numbers went up, though she hung out in the stairwell on her break and complained with Rodel and their coworkers about how hard the work was getting. She hoped none of them would catch on to her shortcut. Eventually, she received a promotion and a transfer. Her new title is manager. She has a team of twelve, half men and half women, and she makes sure they all receive the same salaries.


  She waits for the elevator in the hospital lobby. She thinks of Sandra in New Jersey, all thirty thousand moderators around the world, doing whatever they need to do to get through the day. In the smudged metal door she can see a fuzzy reflection of herself in her new navy suit and her new short haircut. She can make out the blurry outline of her face, though not the features.


  The elevator arrives. She takes it to the floor with the private suites. She walks down the hallway to the room and knocks. “Mrs. Guzman?” she says. “I’m a friend of your daughter.”


  
ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  [image: ]


  Photo © Art Streiber


  Lisa Ko is the author of The Leavers, winner of the 2016 PEN/Bellwether Prize for Socially Engaged Fiction, finalist for the 2017 National Book Award for Fiction and 2018 PEN/Hemingway Award, and a best book of the year pick by NPR and Entertainment Weekly. Her writing has appeared in Best American Short Stories, the New York Times, The Believer, and elsewhere.



cover.jpeg
THE
CONT ACT RS





images/00004.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
AMAZON ORIGINAL STORIES

THE
CONTRACTORS

LISA KO

OUT DF LINE





images/00003.jpeg





