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That is more or less what a real life person said to me about my current job once. It
caught me off guard. Did it really seem that bad from the outside? I quickly be-
came defensive. I was defending a private business that paid me barely more than
minimum wage—way below a living wage in New York City—gave me no health
benefits, and no job security. I worked the busiest and some of the worst shifts. Its
not that bad, I say.

When I tell friends I am working on writing something about class a lot of them
wince. But the truth is I've been struggling to find my place within society as an
adult in the class that I grew up in: the American middle class. Part of this is no
doubt related to my contradictory notions of what successful work is and the other
part is about what my expectations from work are. As a child of American parents
working their way into financial security through professional middle class jobs, I
was raised to expect a certain kind of working experience. I have been educated in
institutions that reward my individualism, my thoughts, and, most importantly, my
adherence to the rules. But these are values only rewarded in a very small section of



the American working landscape, most
notably the professional middle and
creative class.

At my current job I am in a working
middle class limbo. “Intellectual” retail,
or selling an up-market product, is a
precarious position within the middle
class landscape, set on the precipice of
lower working classes and professional
middle classes. At first it was just a job,
but I have been here
almost three years
now and have start-
ed to see how hard
it is to maintain a
fulfilling life in such

an environment.
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I constantly break
my nails, they are
always splitting
and stubby. I cant
ever get my nail
beds completely
clean. My back goes out easily so I stop
offering to move things even though I'm

See more

Highlight of the day

mostly capable. My feet are sore when I
wake up, I have to step out of bed ten-
derly until they adjust. My wrists have
started to ache. My left pinky screams
from all the control v-ing I do while
standing behind registers and computers.
I not-so-secretly think I'm getting carpel
tunnel. I don’t even notice when my boss
touches my shoulder anymore. Except
that I do notice. I have lost track of the
times I tried to keep a count. Customers
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How To Not Cry At Work

routinely ask me if I have a boyfriend or
leave me their number. Or ask if I am

an artist. Or say I look like a woman
they used to love. Or tell me about their
dogs, their sobriety, their mothers. Often
they mention my eyes, my smile, my
name. One man asked if I was wearing a
bathing suit under my clothes.

My manager says, no offense, but you
know how to be cold, men are socialized
to be aggressive and
AV take any hesitation
as yes and you just
have to be cold. I
think I should take
notes from Claire
Underwood on
House of Cards.
Where do other
women learn these

skills?

Hide

I wear two buttons
on my lanyard

that say “not your babe” and “feminist
killjoy” as a sort-of joke that were gifts
from a co-worker. I think they are funny,
I think maybe it will help scare people
away. A customer calls me “dear” and
“sweetie” and “sweetheart” all in a single
interaction. Another one tells me very
proudly he is not a feminist and doesn’t
like Madonna. I keep them on anyway.

I realize that zero managers on the floor
have children. Maybe they don’t want
any, maybe they can’t afford them.



In the HR manager’s office, she tells me
and one other girl about the benefits of
our health plan. Generic prescription
drugs will increase 200% for me. I ask,
what about birth control, is that still
free? I feel very feminist. She says yes.

My first month I cried twice at work.
The first time was when my managers
told me I wasn’t talking enough. I need-
ed to communicate more. I felt like my
personality was under attack. The second
time they said I was talking too much.
Both could be grounds for dismissal. I
was part time and not in the union so

I fought for my job. Now I'm in the
union and sometimes I feel it’s a curse.

I think about other women who have
worked in demanding jobs with low
pay. The list in my head gets very long
the farther back in history I go. It occurs
to me that it was only recently that
women have been paid at 4/l for their
labor. I think about the two women I
pass every two weeks when I bring my
clothes to the laundromat. Each week
they are folding shirt after shirt, giggling
to each other over a Spanish-language
radio program that plays quietly below
the Top 40 radio blaring in the rest of
the laundromat. Sometimes there are
children with them. I think about what
it would be like to wash other people’s
clothes all day. Reading the labels, feel-
ing the fabric, feeling very aware of my
own clothes. Sometimes I think it might

feel like freedom, other times I think it
would be the opposite of that. I remem-
ber how much I hate washing my own
clothes.

I don’t struggle as much as some women.
I live with my boyfriend who is kind and
loves me. My straight, white boyfriend
who has a very high paying creative job.
I can afford a reasonable rent in NYC
through him. I realize this is one way I
benefit from the patriarchy as a white
woman. I'm not sure how to fight that.

I know this doesn’t mean I shouldn’.

I started spending a few hours in the
offices at work to help with market-

ing. It feels more comfortabte fulfiting
comfortable to be thinking big picture.

I have become increasingly aware of
how much money drives business. That
sounds obvious. Is it obvious? I get fed
up with money. I get fed up with greed.
I get fed up with the paranoia that fol-
lows greed. I get fed up with the deci-
sions people make when they are greedy
and paranoid that someone else will take
their money. I realize this is probably not
a view that will make me very successful

in NYC. Or in any city, really.

I need my days off in a way I haven’t
needed them before. I am so mentally
and physically exhausted from working
that my sole pursuit becomes recharg-
ing, rebuilding myself as a person and
distancing myself from feeling like a
mindless machine.



I walk into other stores on my day off
and feel excited by the merchandise. By
their careful curation. I mentally picture
my bank account balance and calculate
how much money I could spend before
payday. I feel like a mindless machine,
there is a safety in being a mindless
machine.

I hate that so much of my time is spent
thinking about money. I think, the only
redemption from working exploitative
labor is that it is in service of spreading
uncensored ideas, encouraging the flow
of information, challenging literature,
and important voices.

This, I realize, is exactly the middle class
loophole Barbara Erhenrich, a sociolo-
gist, talks about in her book Fear of Fall-
ing. How members of the professional
middle class justify and deny their tacit
support of capitalism, of the system that
exploits their labor, by focusing on the
intrinsic reward of their work. “Work, of
the special kind that is reserved to itself,
is the secret hedonism of the middle
class, its alternative to the less satisfying,
and hence more addictive, hedonism of
the consumer culture. And, although we
seldom think of it this way, the pleasure
of work is the middle class’s tacit rebuttal
to capitalism, a pleasure that cannot be
commodified or marketed.” If my job

is enjoyable enough and serves a higher
purpose than simply propelling capi-
talism, I no longer have to focus on the

fact that I am tied to the same system

of oppression that controls the lower
working and nonworking classes. I don’t
have to focus on the “retail therapy”

I allow myself to indulge in because I
deserve it, because I've earned it, because
I need it. I don’t have to admit to myself

how complicit I am in oppressing those
exploited.

It seems pretty clear to me how I fit
into the very molds I'm trying to fight.
As bell hooks once wrote, “the process
[of challenging capitalism] begins with
the individual woman’s acceptance that
American women, without exception,
are socialized to be racist, classist, and
sexist in varying degrees.”

I have been educated to expect a certain
kind of working experience, a certain
kind of educational experience, a certain
kind of living experience. I suppose one
redeeming aspect of capitalism is that
—much like democracy—it is at its most
effective and purest form with maximum
market competition or active citizen
participation. So, I try to be kind and
compassionate and intelligent and care-
ful and open minded and excited and
speak my truth without fear despite my
growing weariness. I think, maybe some
garbagemen are happier than me right
now. Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad
gig, really. Then again, neither is mine, I

think, really, it’ s not that bad.g



"THE PROCESS [OF CHALLENGING
CAPITALISM] BEGINS WITH THE
INDIVIDUAL WOMAN'S ACCEPTANCE
THAT AMERICAN WOMEN, WITHOUT
EXCEPTION, ARE SOCIALIZED TO
BE RACIST, CLASSIST, AND SEXIST
IN VARYING DEGREES”
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He’s the one I told you about

where he said Ugh I have to D]J this party tonight
and I said Oh well

at least you'll get to follow your dream
and he responded in some way like Oh ha
and I thought Oh no

no, you don't get that I was being serious
You like wouldn't ever

get that about me

and it felt bad

Well today a song came on

and it was Party in the USA

and he was like Oh yes

best Miley song

and I said Um what

obviously it’s See You Again

and he said he didn’t know that one



JOUC TAC LG T FOLT . CISLY UNDERS ATIACK . A DISCCT TIEQOACE

I heard what you said

about just not believing that the

« voice of the poem »

would actually listen to Miley Cyrus,
« could actually be a fan. »

But, you know, that’s a problem
with you. That is your SUFFERING
and will always exist as a separation
between YOU and THE

MOST PURE , FORCEFUL

& OBLITERATING

WAVES CALLED ART.

(This POEM to be printed on a T-shirt.)
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ACT 1
SCENE 1

It is the busiest shopping day of the year

at a large bookstore in New York City.
Here, you cant get fired even if you make
someone feel like shit, which creates its own
atmosphere. Employees arrive at the store
before it opens to customers. Christmas dec-
orations and Christmas music plays lightly
throughout the play. One of the employees
arriving is Courtney, a young woman, who

puts her belongings behind a desk.

She just stands behind the desk for a

while doing nothing because shes tired or
distracted.

A bell. The store opens. Customers pour

in. Throughout the play, they walk around
and ask employees for help whenever they
want, interrupting the action. Actors
portraying customers will be whatever kind
of customer they would be in real life, their
natural customer intensity. For this reason,
the play could go on forever, theoretically,
or last for only a few minutes.

A young man named Jake, energetic,
bouncy, appreciated, arrives at the desk
and joins her. They greet each other warmly
like friends who joke and are each others
saviors in their place of work.

COURTNEY

(false managerial voice)

Did ya get those dollies? Like, all of em
ya know it’s the busiest day. Gotta get all
the dollies. Big time.

JAKE
Oh ya, ya got em.

They google or check email.
SCENE 2

A group of employees including Jake,
Courtney, and Miguel are gathered around
two managers, Aaron and Adam.

AARON

So we are gathered up down here, we
called you all down here I mean to say
that it’s our department who is taking
care of these floors. And today is a huge
day for us. Huge. The 23™. It’s up to you



to just keep watch over your depart-
ments and make sure everything’s good,
in order.

ADAM

Right. And beyond that, you know, we
LOVE you guys, we WANT you guys to
love each other and talk and have a nice
time, but right now, it’s more important
that we don't stand around talking. You
should always be on the floor. NOT
standing around talking to each other.

AARON
Right. So. Not standing around.

It becomes apparent that they are all stand-

ing around at this very moment.

MIGUEL
(beautiful Dominican accent)
Did you have anything specific you

wanted us to do?

AARON
No, you guys are doing great. Just. Be
working. You can go back to your floors.

The group disperses, returning to their
esks.

JAKE
Did you get that?

COURTNEY

Yeah, I think what he said was “In life,
if you aren’t directly and immediately
helping another person, everything you
do is merely an aesthetic decision.”

JAKE
Yeah, that’s what I heard, too.

SCENE 3

Courtney is stacking books in the Children’s
Department. Greg, a coworker is behind a

desk nearby.

GREG

I was thinking about what we were
talking about yesterday and I had the
best idea.

COURTNEY

Gravatar?

GREG
Wait. Yeah. Did I tell you yesterday?

COURTNEY
No, it just seems obvious. We were
talking about Gravity and Avatar.

GREG

I don’t think it seems that obvious.

SCENE 4

Courtney is pushing a cart of large books
around a table crowded with similar
books. Aaron and Adam approach her.

AARON AND ADAM

(generally saying stuff like)

Hey Courtney. Hey, How’s it going.
You're doing a great job. Yeah, really
great. Etc. Etc. Etc.

Adam walks away.

AARON
Are you afraid Adam and I are going to
yell at you?



COURTNEY
What? No? Are you going to yell at me?

AARON
No, that’s what I'm saying.

COURTNEY
But why would you even need to say
thar?

AARON

Tony said you told him you were afraid
that me and Adam were going to yell at
you.

COURTNEY
Well. I didn’t tell him that.

AARON
Okay. Well 'm not going to yell at you.

COURTNEY
Okay. I didn’t think you were going to.

AARON
Okay. Well Tony said you did.

COURTNEY
Okay. Well I don’t know why.

AARON

Alright. (a long pause. Says the next lines
Jairly quickly.) Well I wanted you to
know when he told me that I told him
that you didn’t and that you thought

that actually HE was going to yell at
you.

SCENE 5

Courtney and an attractive male manag-
er walk slowly across the stage carrying
their lunch. They have on coats. Snow

is falling. They can still be in the store,
though.

MANAGER

Sorry I was late to meet you, I was at
the “holiday managers meeting.” I think
they tried to embarrass me by asking me
really obvious questions about really ob-
vious shit. Also, when someone brought
up the spraying homeless people with
cold water at night thing, they never
acknowledged it. I think it was framed
like “We got some bad press recently.”
Just like, absolutely not admitting any
agency whatsoever.

Courtney nods along, looking up at him,
like a girl.

SCENE 6

Greg slinks over toward Courtney and Jake

standing at their desk, putting stickers on
books.

GREG
Hey Jake, what up. Courtney, can I talk
to you for a second.

C0u7ﬂ’18)/ bé‘COWZES very nervous, LZZWZOSI

giddy, as she steps toward Greg.

COURTNEY
Sure. What’s up.

GREG
Tony wanted to talk to us.

COURTNEY
Us? Like both of us? Why.

GREG
Well I think he thinks you’re buying the
books in wrong and have been doing so



all day and I think he wants me to fix
what youre doing wrong, but maybe
wants to like, explain it to you.

COURTNEY

Wait, you're talking to me about work
stuff. Like, stuff that is about work.
Because we work in the same place as
co-workers.

GREG
(very confused)
What?

COURTNEY
I just didn’t want to talk to you about
work.

They walk offstage, ostensibly toward Tony.
She is defeated.

SCENE 7

Courtney is in an apartment in Cobble
Hill on a couch sitting next to a man,
Brett. Their eyes are fixed on the screen of a
large projector, projecting a computer desk-
top with an open forwarded email. During
their entire conversation, they never break
eye contact with the screen.

COURTNEY

... Mostly it’s that I don’t know why
I’m nauseous when I leave everyday. It’s
like everyone is nice but I feel like either
I'm coming apart or that I might just
suddenly die there. But then at the same
time I just love it. What is this?

BRETT

This is an email that Amanda got today
at work from some guy from OkCupid
who she met once. Notice the subject
line “Good morning sweet kisses.”

COURTNEY

I like how he’s really into putting specific
amounts of time into this very vague
and basic fantasy. Like, “it will take me
fifteen minutes to drive to work in traf-
fic, but it will be a nice, slow day at the
shop.” And then he goes into the oral
thing in the most non-specific boring
way.

BRETT

I think the best is his use of the phrase
“using my knowledge.” “Using my
knowledge, I will pleasure you for
hours.” Every single sentence on earth
should start with “using my knowledge.”

COURTNEY

Who is this poor Robbie person. Why
does he talk like this. Why does he use
the word “tit.” It’s so obvious. And he
pictures the woman waiting at home to
like get fucked some more later because
it’s so obvious that in his mind the
woman wouldn’t have a job. It’s not even
offensive. Because it’s so obvious. Its just
like no of course.

BRETT

This is definitely a man who just like
does tons of cocaine and like just loves
it.

COURTNEY

I don’t know if he loves cocaine. I kind
of think he has never tried it. But clearly
wants to. Like either way, if somebody
offered him coke..

BRETT
..He would definitely take it. %
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You grew up on Long
Island. Where did you

go to art school?

SUNY Purchase. I did a
double major in print-
making and photography,
but mostly printmaking,
with a minor in art histo-
ry. But when people ask,
“What did you go for?” I
say printmaking.

When did you start
tattooing?

When I was 15 or 16 1
used to hang around some
of the local tattoo shops
because I was always
drawing. I used to go to
the shops and show them
my stuff. What's super
embarrassing is that after
went to art school, I went
back to the tattoo shop

as a 22-year-old and they
totally remembered me.

It was so embarrassing
but I feel like it’s the only
reason they took me as a
pseudo-apprentice. They
were probably like, “She
was coming here forever
and we remember her and
she’s a neighborhood kid.”
So I've been interested in
tattooing for forever.

Do you remember
what they said when
you showed them your
sketches?

I think they just said,
“These are cool, just

keep drawing.” They

were super goth. Naked
birdwomen and stuff like
that. I think they thought
it was kind of cool that
this girl was drawing dark,

naked, crazy things. You
know, super moody teen-
age drawings. They were
into it. I honestly kind of
blocked it out because I
was so terrified of them. I
remember my friend just
pushing me to go talk to
them, literally pushing
me. It was good though,
I'm glad I did.

Who are some of your
mentors?

Jo Tremblay. She was a big
mentor of mine. She’s this
very strong female tattoo-
er who is very no-non-
sense and very honest and
so kind and wonderful
and talented. 'm very
fortunate to have her in
my life. I still talk to her.
I was always drawing with
line work and she was



always saying, “Just do
tattoos that you want to
draw.” I didn’t really do
that until within the past
3-4 years. I feel like once
I did do that, that’s when
I started to feel like I was
going somewhere with it.
Even though she gave me
this advice so long ago,

[ finally started taking

it now and that’s what
happened. I think when
you first start tattooing

or wanting to tattoo, you
want to draw how you see
other tattoos, like skulls
and top hats. To innovate
and to do something dif-
ferent you have to kind of
look outside of tattooing.
That’s what she taught me
to do. Not just look at
tattooing for ideas about
how to tattoo but to go
look at art and what you
would want to do.

Was there anyone who
had a style that made
you realize that this was
something you wanted
to do or was it more of
an organic process?

It felt a little organic. As I
started to do it, I started
to see other artists doing

it. One of the first artists
that I saw whose style I
really love was Thomas
Hooper. My third tattoo
was by him and that

was what inspired Jo to
see that I was serious
about it. I was doing my
research and for my third
one I went and I made a
consultation in Manhat-
tan and I waited the 3
months and then waited
another 3 months to get
it. I think she was like,
“Okay, this girl seriously
cares.” About not only
doing tattoos but going to
a good artist.

How do you feel your
work progressed over the
years?

I think a lot of it with
tattooing is that it’s just a
matter of getting bet-

ter at it in learning the
medium. Having done a
lot of different mediums
over time — having tried
painting, photography,
etchings, drawings, pen
and ink, watercolor — it’s
the only medium that
you try it and your hand
doesn’t work. It’s like, why
is this line not straight?

I just made a straight
line! It’s just a matter of
refining skills. Now I'm
finally at the point where
I do a tattoo and it kind
of looks like how I want
it to look in my head?
But 'm definitely still
learning. I think thats
really what’s pushing me
now. How can I just take
what I want to do and
make it look really good?
At the moment I've been
tattooing for a little over
5 years. I think the first 4
years are just still learn-
ing and now I finally am
getting it and can start to
experiment with different

things.

I know that you’re into
antiquing and I’ve seen
several tattoos you've
done of antique furni-
ture or objects.

I’'m actually a pretty seri-
ous antiquer. I collect Vic-
torian mourning jewelry.
Specifically hair jewelry.
Jewelry that’s woven

from hair. I have a mini
collection. All of that
symbolism is really fantas-
tic. Like pearls represent
tears. Hearts originated



from this thing called the
witch’s heart, which was
originally a teardrop shape
that just evolved. First it
was a teardrop shape, then
it curved one way, then

it got a little bent and it’s

jewelry and the hair is
that it’s based around the
idea that the whole body
decays except for the hair.
So you can preserve the
hair in a broach or some-

thing like that and it will

around 30 years old, and
it’s all brown hair. White
is really cool. Sometimes
they would save it over
the generations and make
paintings out of it. They
would grind up the hair

now the heart we know
today. The witch’s heart
was meant to ward against
evil spells.

Tell me more about
mourning jewelry.

What’s amazing about
Victorian mourning

always stay. What's so cool
is that there are certain
hair types that are more
expensive or rare like
redheads and blondes. Or
if you see white hair, you
would think that every-
body who dies has white
hair but it’s turn of the
century so everybody was

with sepia pigment and
do little micro portraits.

We've talked before
about toile wallpaper
prints. Are you mostly
interested in Victorian
ones?

Not really. All kinds. I'm



really into colonial
wallpaper. I don’t
know why. Maybe as

a young Jewish girl,
wanting to be like

a rich, white man.
That’s a lot of colonial
stuff — taxidermy and
wallpaper and fine
wooden chairs.

I noticed a lot of an-
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too.” It’s not like I'm
saying, “I don’t wan-
na do any bunnies!”
I’'m like, “I wanna do
a bunny too.”

I noticed a long

time ago you posted
a sketch of a Gibson
Girl. What drew you

to that image?

thropomorphic tat-
toos in your portfolio. Is
that something that you
often suggest to clients
or do they usually come
to you with that idea?

I like all the sides that
tattooing has to offer. I
like the super feminine
stuff that’s black because
it’s girly but it’s badass.

I like that guys get a lot
of floral work too. I also
really like doing super
cute stuff because I am a
gitl who loves super cute
stuff. Like a baby bunny
rabbit? It’s so cute! And
then I get to draw a baby
bunny rabbit and look up
a bunch of baby bunny
rabbit pictures for refer-
ence and then spend all
my time tattooing it and
looking at its cute little

face. If people want a
really fun thing, it’s really
fun to draw. You take

the energy of whatever
youre working on. I really
like doing super brutal,
badass stuff but not so
many people come to

me for that because they
see so many bunnies and
flowers. But I got a person
coming in this morning
who’s going to get a back
piece of the dance with
death, which is when

a skeleton is dancing
with an instrument or a
banner. I love doing the
really dark stuff. But we
have so many artists that
work at our shop that do
really dark, morbid stuff
that they always get the
cool morbid stuff. And

I'm like, “I love bunnies

I can’t claim too
much knowledge about
the Gibson Girl. I know
they were excellent at
playing tennis. I know
that they were super well-
to-do. I don't know why, I
really am drawn to super
white, aristocratic culture
coming from my family...
I’m first generation and
they were survivors of the
Holocaust so I don’t have
a big family history. And
certainly not aristocratic.
My grandma came here
to clean and my grand-
father was a professor. I
think that super white,
aristocratic, European
thing is so not what my
life is. Even though I look
super white American. I
also love tennis for that
reason. It’s so posh. I like
them because they’re these



super fancy tennis ladies
with amazing hair. T just
love doing some hair. The
aesthetic used to draw
them is so wonderful.
They have these petite fac-
es and little tiny eyeballs.
They're so opposite of
what my culture is.

What do you like most
about tattooing?

To me it’s the most fun
thing in the world. You
get to meet really cool
people and give them
something that hopefully
they’ll love forever. I think
the craziest thing is when
you see a person either in
the wild with one of your
tattoos just so unexpect-
edly. Or you see a picture
somebody posted on Ins-
tagram of them just living
their life with your tattoo.
It feels incredibly special
and it’s definitely a lot of
fun and a very big honor
to do those things.

What’s the most reward-
ing part of your job?

Just seeing people be hap-
py in a very genuine way
that is incredibly reward-
ing. Art is one of those

things that is very much
for the person doing it.
But if someone else can
appreciate it...when you're
sitting and you're doing
the tattoo, people come
over and say “Wow that
looks so good.” Or you're
working on the drawing,
“That’s so nice,” and you
say, “Oh, thank you!” But
then once the tattoo is
done, you'll notice this.
If you don’t say anything,
and somebody comes up
and says, “Oh my gosh,
that tattoo is so beauti-
ful!” Without a second’s
notice, the client says,
“Thank you.” It just flips.
Ownership of it is entirely
theirs. When it’s on paper
and they say, “that’s beau-
tiful,” the client doesn’t
say “thank you.” But

the minute it’s done, it’s
theirs.

I never thought about it
that way.

Totally. Whatever you
decide to do with it is up
to you. That’s the thing,
being a printer there’s no
such thing as an original.
I love that I can give peo-
ple things and know that

I can always have a copy
for myself. But nothing is
more painful than seeing
a tattoo that you love just
walk out that door and
get on a plane to Europe.
But in some ways you're
so happy because you
know that person gets to
have it with them in ways
that you'll never know.
That tattoo lives and that
tattoo will die. You can
get super deep with it.
I¢’s almost like a musi-
cal performance. There
will always be a physical
representation, like a
photograph, but seeing it
alive is so unique. Once
that person dies, it will
never exist again. It’s not
like a painting that hangs
on the wall. That tattoo
is going to live an entire
lifetime and then rot in
the ground afterwards.
That’s the fate of all my
tattoos. [Laughs] Rotting
in the ground. You've
gotta think of the whole
life of it. One day this is
going to be dead in the
ground. Is that too deep?
Did I go too dark? I used
to be goth, we covered

that already. Eb
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