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Working Conditions

 

We left college bright-eyed and caffeinated, pep in our step and hustle in our hearts. With diplomas clutched in our eager hands, we strode with quick big-city steps down the sidewalks of New York, Boston, Los Angeles. The cities where the opportunities were. The cities where we couldn't afford to live on the barista jobs that hadn't even been enough to pay our way through college, let alone what came after.

We tried to ignore all the stories of the bad job market. They didn't apply to us. We were the future, and the world was ours. The rest of our generation was lazy, wanting something for nothing, but we were willing to work. We would do whatever was necessary to prove ourselves. We had been at the top of our class, and it was like they said: talent and hard work always rise to the top.

One interviewer after another closed their doors on us, always with the same plastic apologetic smile. Too many qualified applicants, they told us, and not enough jobs to go around. With our stellar qualifications, it was only be a matter of time before we found something. They really were very sorry, but there was nothing they could do for us.

The law firms turned us away, and the political consulting offices, and the boring-but-stable insurance companies and international sales monoliths that had been our fallback options. We walked until our feet were bloody, only for one more door to slam in our faces, and another, and another. They all wished us much luck in the future.

The only jobs were in the factories. It was dangerous work, and beyond that, it was drudgery, servitude. It was beneath us. We skimmed over job listings for factories where people routinely lost limbs, and chemical plants where people came away from a lifetime of work with a pittance of a pension and a cancer diagnosis. We all knew people from our parents’ generation who had fallen into that life, but we were meant for better things. That work was for the people who didn't have fresh new diplomas, still wet with ink, clutched in their hardworking hands.

But one company was still offering jobs that were worthy of our freshly minted credentials. Writing jobs—brain work, the kind of work people like us were meant for. And besides, which of us hadn't dreamed of a career as a writer, after dashing off a handful of breathless poems in the heady grip of new love?

They needed smart, educated applicants with the drive to succeed—that was us!—to write the breezy content we read on the subway on our way to yet another interview. Articles on celebrity fashion, on thigh-slimming and butt-trimming exercises, on the hot new trend of body acceptance.

They had offices in New York, in Boston, in Los Angeles, in every city where we pounded the sidewalks. When we went in for our interviews, we learned we couldn’t afford to live in the city on what they were offering. But that was all right, because they promised quick advancement—which made sense to us, because that was what our degrees were for. They were a fast track out of entry-level positions like these. We just had to pay our dues first, and we could do that. We were humble.

In the meantime, the company would provide reasonable loans to cover food and housing, which we could pay back once we started earning our higher salaries. The last thing any of us needed was more debt on top of our student loans, which would come due any day now. But no one else was hiring, and this job smelled like the start of great things.

Besides, it was this or those factory jobs it was getting harder and harder to scroll past.

The day of the interview, or two days later, or two weeks, each of us took the job. Those few who didn't took the factory jobs instead, and lost a hand or foot or died slowly of cancer in a cheap retirement home a few decades later. Maybe they found happiness in the lives they had chosen. We have no way of knowing. All we know is that they lost their chance to become us.

We did the job we had been hired to do. We wrote light, breezy celebrations of the human body—five-minute reads, perfect for the subway or a hurried breakfast at the kitchen counter. We wrote about makeup trends, plastic surgery trends, performance-enhancement trends in sports. The company told us the theme was celebrating everything the human body could do.

The promotions came as quickly as promised. We learned a promotion mostly meant a fancier title to write on our tax return at the end of the year. The salary increases came, but they weren't enough to cover food and housing. But that was all right, because we could renew the company’s loans for another year, and interest rates were low.

Our first student loan payments came due, but we could take out loans from the company to cover those, too. Soon enough, they told us, we would make enough to pay it all back and then some. We were doing good work. We had the potential for greatness in us.

We knew that truth in our bones. It was what everyone had told us when our college acceptance letters had come in. But knowing that truth didn't stop our anxiety from rising along with our debt.

Some of us started browsing the job listings again. There were jobs out in the suburbs—not as much potential for advancement, but the rent was half what it was in the city. Maybe we had narrowed our options too quickly.

The company found out what we had been looking at. We hadn’t known they were monitoring what we did on our phones when we weren't in the building. They sat us down for a quiet meeting, one by one. They told us we were free to seek other opportunities elsewhere as soon as our debt was paid.

We kept writing. Two-minute reads, perfect for a snatched break in the company bathroom or a hurried lunch at our desks. We wrote about whatever they told us to write about, and what they told us to write about was whatever would get clicks. The latest body modification trends—forked tongues, pointed ears. Implants that could let you access the internet with a thought. A new Silicon Valley startup promising immortality through uploading your consciousness to the cloud.

And then we stopped writing.

We didn't come to the decision together in some conspiracy birthed behind closed doors, although the company thought we did. In New York, in Boston, in Los Angeles, one of us came in one morning and sat with folded hands, not typing. Those of us sitting close enough to see stared wide-eyed before dropping our own hands from our keyboards.

In all our lives, as far back as we could remember, none of us could ever remember just… stopping. We did all the work that was in front of us, and then we asked for more. We had success in our hearts, and success was the next best thing to goodness.

It turned out, stopping felt fantastic.

The company called us in for more quiet meetings. We received stern lectures from smiling faces, because threats and smiles went together in the kinds of jobs where the management
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