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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


To those who contributed to the story, with gratitude—
and to Tasha who makes each day a blessing, with love.


“All that each person is, and experiences, and shall never experience, in body and in mind, all these things are different expressions of himself and of one root, and are identical: and not one of these things nor one of these persons is ever quite to be duplicated, nor replaced, nor has it ever quite had precedent: but each is a new and incommunicably tender life, wounded in every breath, and almost as hardly killed as easily wounded: sustaining, for a while, without defense, the enormous assault of the universe…”

—James Agee
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Vagabond Breakdown

Outside the collection of people I interviewed, there are various iterations of we, and I’ll enumerate when necessary but in the end all that is important is we—again and again, and always. In the spirit of Agee, and in alignment with my never-ending pursuit of efficiency, here is a complete billing (in alphabetical order):


Mallery Avidon, collaborator, playwright, information fountain and haiku master.

Beluh, the Jeep: 1999 model, red, 140,000 miles and no air-conditioning, always questionable, mostly sturdy.

Ella, the dog (Pomeranian): honey colored and generally an accompaniment of Tasha Garcia Gibson.

Tasha Garcia Gibson, collaborator, wife, champion aesthete, shuttling back and forth between the road and a steady job.

DW Gibson, instigator.

MJ Sieber, collaborator and filmmaker, always finding light and depth.



Over the summer and fall of 2011 we drove across the country from Southern California to New York City. We occupied blistering hot sidewalks, trying to catch people outside unemployment offices; we attended church services where congregations provided guidance for the unemployed; we stalked business reporters, distant relatives, and recognizable facebook friends, trying to find those who were laid off in the five year span from 2007-2011, those who would be willing to tell the story of the day they lost that job, the circumstances that led up to it, and the consequences that followed.

We met these collaborators in libraries, parking lots, fast-food restaurants, homes, union halls, fellowship halls, cheap motel rooms, coffee shops and bars—wherever someone with a story preferred to sit and talk. The majority claimed that they or their particular experience—or both—were boring. And most people began with a 45-second version of their story. I’d ask a few questions and they’d tell a five-minute version. Then a few more questions and soon enough the most precise detail of the story had been reached—and it was often tethered to the biggest idea or strongest emotion or both. The unfurled version of each story lasted anywhere from 45 minutes to several days. Over the course of that time, a handful of generous collaborators invited us to eat and even sleep in their homes. Some did laundry—insisted on doing laundry. All of this and they were willing to tell a stranger a personal story they would likely prefer to forget.

Since it was work that had been lost, and work that was sought, I ended every conversation by asking each person how he or she defines the word “work.” Here is a sample of what these Americans have lost—and what they seek:


Pride

Security

Self-worth

Self-esteem

A paycheck

A career

A challenge

A reward

A roof overhead

Bread on the table

Adventure

Labor

Blood, sweat & tears

A place to go

Stability

Life

Energy

Creativity

Results

Purpose

Nurture

Responsibility

Fun

Joy

Identity

Dignity




The Precariat

This is the story of becoming unemployed through no fault of one’s own, due to circumstances beyond one’s control. That’s an exact but twisty sentence designed to avoid all of these words and phrases: laid off, excessed, downsized, surplused, separated, sacked, terminated, reorganized, released, reallocated, managed out, fired, let go, discontinued, displaced, discharged, dissolved, RIF’d, canned, hosed, and blown out. This is the language used by the people who endured it, and none of the verbs fully serve the experience of having your work, identity, livelihood, and dignity swept out from underneath you. As one Human Resources manager put it, “There is no way to say it so that anyone can hear anything but ‘you don’t want me here anymore.’”

Layoff seems to be the most commonly used word despite—or maybe because of—a passivity that cheats the impact of the experience. As recently as 1989, the Oxford English Dictionary defined layoff as “a spell of relaxation; a period during which a workman is temporarily dismissed or allowed to leave his work.” This book does not contain spells of relaxation, and not one person characterizes the event as something he or she was allowed to do. It is something new, the layoff, and something ubiquitous; as the writer Louis Uchitelle puts it, it has become “a mass phenomenon of American life.”

Despite capitalism’s propensity for exciting tension between ownership and labor, for much of the 20th century “the thrust of American labor practices had been toward lasting attachments of employers to workers and vice versa,” Uchitelle writes in The Disposable American. “The direction was toward job security, not away from it. Efficiency seemed to require it.” And to optimize productivity from both camps—risk-taking entrepreneurs and motivated workers—the American government embraced responsibility for providing rules and regulations. This philosophical approach—cultivated by an assortment of pre-New Deal progressives from Teddy Roosevelt to Al Smith—proved effective until the mid 1970s when the country experienced the worst economic conditions since the Great Depression, prompting corporations to abandon the more polite “early retirements” of the 1960s for outright layoffs. And in 1981, when President Regan awakened the slumbering Taft-Hartley Act to demand that striking air traffic controllers be fired and replaced, the new approach was vetted. A company’s right to hire permanent replacement workers had been legal since the 1930s but major corporations did not aggressively exercise the right until Regan winked in that direction. And the governmental sanctioning of layoffs has continued through every administration since—Republican and Democratic—becoming not only accepted practice but also supported practice with programs like the Workforce Investment Act of 1998, which provides a purse to train those who have been unceremoniously dismissed. We have systematized the layoff, built up industry around it, written about it in movies and songs and novels: the layoff has become an integral part of the American experience.

We’ve accomplish this feat in almost the exact window of time—38 years—since Studs Terkel published Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What They Do, an oral history with an exemplarily expositional subtitle. The voices in Working confirm just how tied our work is to our sense of identity—an entanglement that goes back at least as far as the twelfth century when we began taking the name of our labor: Cooper, Smith, Weaver, Cook, Thatcher, Carpenter, Baker. What happens when that center post is yanked? Over the last four decades we have learned to prop up a revised identity often weighted by the experience of not working. As the cultural analyst Andrew Ross puts it: “Today’s precarity1 is, in large part, an exercise of capitalist control. Postindustrial capitalism thrives on actively disorganizing employment and socio-economic life in general so that it can profit from vulnerability, instability, and desperation.”

This capitalist control—this vulnerability, instability and desperation—hit some kind of crescendo around 2007, when built houses didn’t sell and planned houses stopped getting built; when 158-year-old financial intuitions imploded, and money started disappearing in $18 billion clumps.

It was sometime shortly thereafter that we crawled into the arms of this phrase, The Great Recession, initially blinded, then overcome, by the realities of the first—and here’s to making it the last—depression of the 21st Century. The collapse of banking in the fall of 2008 created the conditions for a depression in economic terms—as underscored by Paul Krugman, a Nobel Prize-winner, and economist Elliot Parker, whom you’ll meet in these pages—and a depression that functions on an visceral level. We the people, we the economic system, we the precariat are depressed. The only challenge to the depth of our depression is the strength of our character. They are both to be taken seriously.

From the beginning of 2007 to the summer of 2011 the national unemployment rate shot up from 4.6% to 9%. It reached 10% in October of 2009 and stayed well above 9% for 28 straight months (with the exception of March 2011, which was 8.9%). Two and a half years of increases and sustained high percentages demonstrate the only useful information yielded by the unemployment figures provided by the US Department of Labor: trends over time, measuring this year against that year. And it is safe to say that since 2007 we’ve climbed at a sharp angle in the wrong direction.

“First of all, it’s a survey,” says economist Elliot Parker when I ask him about the national unemployment rate. He looks slightly put out, as if disappointed by the incompleteness of the statistic. “’Cause we don’t actually count all these people. In this monthly survey…if you’ve worked even a few hours, you’re considered employed. If you stopped looking, you’re not considered part of the labor force, you’re ‘discouraged.’ And so the unemployment rates are always much higher than the official rates. Better estimates suggest that maybe a decent measurement would be closer to 17% unemployment. And that still does not capture the people who are underemployed, who are working at McDonalds when they used to be an engineer.”

The national unemployment rate is an infamous underestimation. I’m inclined to believe that we stunt the number so severely only so we can keep calm and retain whatever will we still possess. Consider not only those who have downgraded jobs or lost jobs but also those married to, dependent on, responsible or concerned for someone who becomes unemployed. Consider those surrounded by vacated cubicles, absorbing the work of those who were let go, anticipating their own unkind fate. The sum total of these precarious circumstances is unknown. Whatever the number, it is our majority.

Beyond the limp statistics there are also endless variables—so ultimately there is nothing scientific about this book. It’s all idiosyncrasy and particularity. The perspective is consistently lopsided, inclined toward the voice on any given page, and the speakers, en masse, stitch the narrative. Certain elements of the story couldn’t fit in one clean section—and so run wild throughout the book:

Lists are everywhere, the names and numbers of those who are getting cut, or those who are being retained—or those who are waiting for the call from the union. Some lists are fiercely guarded, others secretly discovered. And for those who see the list before they are supposed to, or have a hunch, or realize they are excluded from next Thursday’s meeting, there is always the experience of waiting. Waiting for the internal ring or the pop up request for a 4pm meeting. “Just drop the hammer. Do it. Tell me I’m here, or I’m not.”

Health concerns persist: routines are obliterated, not enough sleep, too much sleep, too much booze—insurance is skipped, roll the dice and hope for the best. Too much food, not enough food, trying to eat different food: “I guess I don’t need all that fat stuff I was eating to keep me going through the day.” Cooking instead of ordering; harvesting instead of consuming; gardens fill condominium patios and downtown rooftops. I met an architect-cum-horticulturist: “I get a kick out of anything that grows.”

People are on the move, crossing borders into new counties and states and countries, chasing jobs and homes and schools: out-of-towners and immigrants from any place you could think to love or fear or envy or shun.

Age is rarely a positive factor. I’m too old. I’m too young; I don’t have the experience, my skills are dated. Remove all dates from your resume. It is illegal to ask an interviewee his or her age but “when they find out what year you graduated from high school, they figure it out.” Older people are replaced with younger people: “Probably helped that the guy made about half of what I was making.”

The stakes are consistently high but varied in nature: debt, friendship, marriage, a newborn, health, shelter, food, identity, dignity. There are different types of sacrifice—there’s giving up things you want, and giving up things you need—and it is not always easy to determine one’s own location on the spectrum: “I don’t know how desperate I should be right now.”

Chance and timing always resurface: “I got on the elevator at the county courthouse, and the door almost closed. It was about three inches, and this hand comes through, and this gal gets on…”

There are multiple layoffs over multiple months or years. “I’ve never had that ‘we have bad news’ talk. Here I am, within twelve months, getting it twice.”

Resumes are at the bottom of stacks, deleted from inboxes, and tossed across tables in half-hearted interviews. “It’s a buyer’s market.” Don’t try getting anyone on the phone. Human contact is diminished: filing for unemployment online—“I thought there was an office you went to, like all the TV shows…they didn’t even do unemployment offices anymore”; eradicating Human Resource departments, ending employment by way of an emailed attachment. Proximity is minimized or avoided altogether: people are rarely told they are losing their job by the individual who made the decision. The decision comes from someone over there, in a corporate building two states or three continents away. “It was sort of like that thing out there in the universe had done this to me.”

Capitalism not only prefers its labor to come without face or name but also that it be cheap. As one ex-banker pointed out to me, Jack Welch once floated the idea of building a giant factory on a giant ship so it could be docked around the world—wherever the wages are the lowest. The quest for cheap labor will travel to the farthest reaches of the world—and circle back around again when the opportunity presents itself.

Many people like to distance themselves from the severity of their circumstances. People tell stories of someone they know—someone even worse off. They really have it bad, not me. “It’s not like I can’t buy groceries, you know?” Even those who have gone without food or shelter speak of those who have done so for more time, or with less help from friends.

After talking, many people confessed anxiety—“you know, I haven’t been sleeping so well since you called me”—and an unexpected gratitude, which I always seemed to share: whether speaking or listening, there is some strange edification in the expression of these experiences.

There was the wife who sat in the far corner of the coffee shop and waited for her husband to exit before darting over to hand me a small bill payment envelope with my name written next to the see-thru window. This is the typed note contained inside:


Dear Mr. Gibson:

Thank you for meeting with my husband H— today. He has been in quite a funk over the last couple of months, but his demeanor improves each time he has a conversation with you. I think it makes him feel better knowing that someone is finally giving his situation the attention it deserves. You have my best wishes for the great success in your latest endeavor and my gratitude for bringing out a bit of the H— who I fell in love with some 12 years ago.

Sincerely,

———



In a downtown St. Louis career services center, while I tried to connect with some of the people working on their resumes, one of the employees in the office tapped me on the shoulder and said, “I know why you’re here. Come with me, I have something to show you.” He had gray hair, a short sleeve white shirt and a dark tie. When he marched down the office hall, I followed. He led me all the way back to his cubicle where he did a Google search that yielded a page full of previously-clicked results, all the text had already shifted from blue to purple. The gray-haired man clicked one of the first hits, which led to video of a local news segment about a young dad who lost his high-paying job, endured months of unemployment, sold his house, downgraded to a job repairing highways, and got sideswiped by a driver—killed soon after he took the job. At one point in the news segment, the father of the deceased man is interviewed, and I can see this is the gray-haired gentleman standing behind me. He pulled me into his cubicle to show me his deceased son’s story of unemployment. And then he gently shooed me away as soon as the video was finished playing—he didn’t want me to have the chance to express condolences or sadness. He wanted his son’s story to be told and he wanted to leave it at that.

No two conversations felt the same but still they all gathered around certain subjects—a sprawling Venn diagram. Some subjects resurfaced more than others, feeling central, and so they guided the organization of the voices in the book: those at the outset of careers comprise Youth; Education includes those who worked in the field or kept circling around to the subject in their own story; Housing brings together the people who built, sold, and bought the gluttonous amount of homes this country developed; Community details a couple of hollowed towns that once revolved around factories that have shuttered; Corporate Citizens are those who worked for large companies, sometimes for several decades; Public Domain gathers former civil servants; Fringe is made up of homelessness, hunger, illegal activity and various other extremities; Family is a collection of stories anchored by bloodlines; and Evolution is about disappearing professions and new pursuits.

In the end, all the voices are tangled, each finding a singular note while still echoing others. This story is told collectively and it confirms the community of those who share it: “I can come home and say, ‘Guess what? So-and-so came in today, and they’re in the same boat, they just lost their job…I don’t feel good about it, but it makes me feel better knowing that there’s somebody else in the boat with me, I’m not paddling the canoe by myself anymore.”


1 Precarity is generated from the Latin verb precor, meaning to be forced to beg and pray to keep one’s job.




BOOK ONE

YOUTH


“I had to work in the closet”

Wendy Hamilton

There’s this joke that, from the day I was born, I was the boss. I came out with an agenda and budget, and I am not messing around here people, we’ve got stuff to do.


Wendy has great posture. She’s been at attention for a long time because responsibility was demanded from her early in life. She’s from a Midwest, middle-class family. Her dad was laid off in 2010: “…he was never really able to get back into his level, because he was now a 50-something overweight white man who didn’t have maybe the most up-to-date training as the young kids.”

After high school she did everything she was supposed to—went to college, got her Master’s in Arts Management. I forgot to ask if she drinks coffee but if she doesn’t I don’t suggest she starts. Energy, she does not lack—nor brains. She is immediately likeable and I think it’s because she’s comfortable within her own skin, with the professional adult she’s become. She’s two months from her 33rd birthday and seems like someone who should be at the beginning of everything.



A fresh-out-of-grad-school 24 1/2 year old, I got interviews all over the country. And I felt I was a really big deal and I actually had to turn down offers. I had an offer in Michigan, I had an offer in New York, I had two offers in DC.

I moved back here to Omaha in 2007. Thinking that, you know, my parents being in Omaha, aging a little bit, the Midwest is going to be lower cost of living, I’m going to be a big fish in a small pond, it won’t be a problem to find a job.

I accepted a position with a museum of a very well respected pillar of artistic strength in the Midwest, and I was in fundraising, and I loved it. Things are going the way that I want: I’m here with my family, paying off the debt, I’m in my hometown—everything is going the way it’s supposed to be going.

Then about 2 1/2 years later, the dreaded executive consultant was brought in to review the management of the museum. And it started from the top down, and just about every week to ten days, more and more cuts were being made, and this was, whaddya know, September of 2008.

When the economy tanked, everybody panicked. We budget based on the quarter, and based on the giving history of the sponsor, or of the donor. In the fourth quarter, when so many of those donors lost funding, they weren’t able to fulfill their pledges to us. We went from a staff of 79 to 40.

Over the course of four months, it was like walking on eggshells every day, and you never knew who it was gonna be. Job security didn’t exist any more. It lasted so long—it was so belabored. It was just that feeling, you know, a constant…in the pit of your stomach…it’s just like “I don’t know what to do, I don’t know if I should be looking for another job because I really like this job, but any minute this job could go away.”

To be perfectly honest, I had kind of checked out, and I know that I was not performing the best that I could during those months, because you felt like it didn’t matter. People who had been there for 25 years were being slashed. And they weren’t getting notice. I had been there two and a half years.

And January 8, 2010, was the day of reckoning.

One of my colleagues called me the night before and told me that she was being let go. I was shocked. We thought—I thought—it was just going to be her that week. But when I got to work the next morning, I saw it in my boss’s eyes. She kind of looked at me, she stood in the doorway and goes (using a sad, mopey voice:) “Hey…”

And I was like, (heavy sigh): “Is it my turn?”

“Uhm, I, I, er, can we, can we just talk?”

And I was like “We don’t have to do that. (Sarcastic whisper:) It’s OK, you can just say it.”

And she was—this is my boss—she was crying and she was shaking. I guess I didn’t think of it from her perspective, that she had to cut half her staff that day. And she was the one that had to stay. At that point I felt like I was comforting her, because she was having such a hard time with it.

It was a relief at that point. I mean, yes, I lost my job, I was 32, this was never supposed to happen to me. But, at the same time, I could not continue to live that way, every day. That day I wasn’t emotional. I wasn’t sad. My colleagues were sad, and my assistant, she was like, “What am I going to do now?” But that was a very strong day, I would say. I wasn’t scared. I would say I was happy. Isn’t that so weird? I felt an incredible burden had been lifted.

I was given severance, I was given the opportunity to keep my health insurance through COBRA1. And at the time Obama had passed a COBRA stimulus.2 So, actually, when I was paying for my health insurance through COBRA, it was cheaper than when I was paying the group rate through the museum.

That was January 2010, and, again, based on my history, I thought, “Fine, I’m a fundraiser, I have a masters degree, I’m a big fish in a small pond…” I was laying in bed thinking, why do I feel so completely ok with this? And then I thought, I might not feel ok with this soon. I might start to freak out, I might start to panic.

I got a couple interviews, and they didn’t go anywhere. And then I got a couple of more interviews and I was making it the third round, the fourth round, I was submitting writing samples, my references were being called, and then I was being told that I was not the successful candidate. And that went on for eight months. Which is not even that long in the grand scope of how long some people have been out of work. But again, that wasn’t supposed to happen to me. I did everything I was supposed to do, and I’m type A, and I’m a pleaser, and I know Excel spreadsheets, and I’m funny—I was all of these things.

I must have done something wrong…it’s my fault.

I believe it doesn’t matter how confident you are, how old you are, what class you’re in, when you get laid off, that’s going to get into your mind, at some point. Even if it’s only for five seconds, there will be a moment of…it’s my fault.

I had made it through to the fourth round of interviews, with a non-profit human services organization, and I just knew I had that job. And then I got an email that said “We really appreciate your skills, and everything that you bring to the table, but we’d like to go with someone who has more experience.” I was rejected in an email after four interviews. They knew what my experience was. What was the point of all of that?

I started panicking. And then I thought, everything that I thought was marketable about me, or what is an asset about me, is false, because this is a different world.

In the Fall of 2010, I was financially freaking out. All these months of not being fully employed, so trying to keep up with everything and living with my parents, who are amazing. Love my parents. But there’s, again, I don’t care how confident you are. There is a piece of you that is like, “I’m living with my parents,” you know? And I love my parents—but I live with my parents!

Finally I got a call from S—.

You know when you feel like something’s about to happen and all of a sudden, like, the sky is bluer and music on the radio is better and you don’t care that you ate junk food last night? Everything is just better. That’s how I felt when S— called me. It was like, okay: this is why I went through everything. This is my dream job. Right away, they sent me to a national conference in Las Vegas, and I met hundreds of people from S— all over the world, and it was like, I described it as orientation week in college, when you’re like, “Oh my god, I just met so many people, and they’re so cool, and we’re gonna be best friends, and I’m gonna change the world.” That’s how it felt. And I was like, “God, finally. This is why I had to lose my job and feel like a loser face.”

I didn’t even want to decorate my office. Because I was so scared. Even though in my heart, I was like, ‘I’m going to be with S— forever.’ I waited probably four months, and I finally started putting things on the walls.

Little did I know I’d be taking them down a couple months later.

I was in the middle of writing a $125,000 grant, and got a schedule request from the CEO, and it was a four o’clock meeting, and I was like, “Hmm. That’s weird.” And I accepted the request, and I said, “Hey, what are we talking about? Are we going to go over the grant?”

And she wrote back and said, “Yep. And some other stuff.”

Okay.

This was at about noon. I was like, “What other stuff could there be?” You know, at four o’clock, what are we talking about? So I went through the rest of my afternoon, and I’m just trying to get through the day. Four o’clock rolls around, and I just thought I was going to go into her office and we were going to go over the grant and look at the narrative, because it was due the next day. Massive grant.

Well, she went into the conference room, and I was like, that’s also weird. Why aren’t we just meeting in her office? So I go in the conference room, and then HR walks in.

My heart’s racing. My stomach is flipping. My mouth goes dry.

This is still very fresh, because it was exactly one month ago today.

My CEO said, “How’s it going with the grant?”

And just like it was a year and a half ago, I said, “You don’t have to do that.” I was like, “What’s going on?”

And she’s like, “Well…” And she kind of danced around it. She danced around it a lot. And this whole time I’m thinking maybe I’m going to be put on probation, because the budget, you know, we’re not quite at budget yet, or maybe I’m gonna have to do a review. But then the words “We’re restructuring the department. We’re going to have to let you go” came.

The difference this time was no severance, no notice, and it was you’re gone today.

I was so calm. I was freakishly calm. And I just said, “Why? Why me?”

And again, she danced around it. “Well, there’s only so many positions…”

All of a sudden without warning I go from having a perfectly normal day to being let go. That happens in big corporations. That doesn’t happy in tiny little nonprofits who make pennies for human services.

I have all of these things in my head like what did I do wrong, how did I fail? In my mind, I’m like, panicking. Like, “No. You’re wrong. You’re wrong. You’ve got the wrong person,” or “this isn’t the position you want to cut, because I’m doing this, this and this.” I had never even been given a 90-day review, a six month review. I had only been there seven months. In my dream job. And then I was being told that it was going away. This is going to sound so cliché—but I don’t think they cared that they just completely changed my life at all.

It was humiliating.

I had to have somebody there watch me pack up my office and watch me go through files. She and I became very, very close colleagues, and she was crying. And she just kept saying, “I’m so sorry.” And she even said, “I don’t agree with this decision. I wish it didn’t have to happen.” And she said all these wonderful things about how, you know, my passion and my energy and my positivity and all that, but you know, in that moment, you don’t hear anything at all. At that point, I cried. I cried a lot. Like full-body weeping, like, “Oh my god. What am I going to do?”

That’s what I did that night was I cried. I had Taco Bell. Because who doesn’t want Taco Bell when they’re sad? But I don’t think I ate it all. I think I thought, “This burrito will solve all of my problems,” and sure enough, that burrito did not solve my problems.

And I thought, “God, I have to start telling people, and what am I going to say?” And they’re going to say, “Again? Again you lost your job?” I was ashamed, and I was sad, and I was humiliated. I remember I was crying and crying and crying and crying to my parents, and then I just kept saying, “I am so embarrassed. I am so embarrassed.”

My sister came over with pie, and cried it out a little bit, and she was very sweet. She made all of these to-do lists for me for the immediate five days. And one of them was “you have to remember to shower.” And one of them was “please don’t forget to eat.” And then one of them was, one of my to-dos was “think about going to yoga, and maybe even go.” You know, stuff like that. My to-do for Monday, the following Monday, the only thing it said was, “Fight the blues.”

I did not make it facebook official for a few days. I did shower. And I did think about going to yoga, but I had ice cream instead. And I got in a fury of cleaning one day. I was like, “I will clean this house until it doesn’t ever need to be cleaned again.” You know it’s a good cleaning day when your back gets sore the next day.

And then I stayed in bed the following week. I got really, really sad, and those were the days that I didn’t eat. And those were the days that I didn’t get up. And those were the days that I was humiliated and really just felt like a loser. This is not supposed to happen to me.

It was so draining. I didn’t have anything left. I had no energy. I had no motivation. I was like, how am I going to do this again? I’m going to write cover letters again. I gotta go online again. I gotta file for unemployment again and go through the waiting period and the adjudicator and the phone calls and the questions and—oh my god, what am I going to do?

I was like, I think I have to grieve. I think I have to go through all of the stages of this, because I feel like I did something wrong. I feel like I’ve been a bad girl. And ultimately, it’s that little girl, it’s that little child in you that’s like, “What did I do wrong? I’m so sorry.”

I’m still getting over it. It was like a horrible, horrible, horrible break-up. I was telling my parents, “You know, it’s like a new relationship. Against my better judgment, I have fallen fast, and I have fallen hard. And I am in love with S—.” Then when this happened, it felt like I had been living a lie or something.

So twice in 18 months, two very different experiences, and yet I’m right back here feeling like I got it wrong. There’s something that I’m not doing right ‘cause I keep losing jobs.

This time I don’t feel creative, and this time I don’t feel refreshed, and this time I don’t feel revitalized. I feel like a loser. And the same thing, I’m applying for jobs, and I’m not getting calls even though everybody loves me, and everybody knows me, and everybody knows I have this great work ethic and I’m a good writer, and da da da da da. I’m not getting calls.

I’m still going through it now, you know, when I go out. I’m very involved in my community. I volunteer at everything you can think of, and I go to art openings, and I go to shows, and everything, and so when I see people…“Hey! How’s S—?”

I have to go, “Well…”

Then I have to go through it all over again. And it’s that again that is now hanging over me. Because these people that knew what I had gone through before, they just. “Not again.” And then it’s that same thing. I have to comfort them through it. Which is fine, because it helps me get over it too, but, you know, then I have to go through the editing. What am I going to say? What am I going to not say? How am I going to make it sound like I’m okay so they don’t worry about me? When inside I’m just so sad.

My mom has a very difficult time coping with big life stuff. She’s very black and white existence, and grey is like—I mean it just rocks her world. My mom has Asperger’s Syndrome. Basically, if you think about a very awkward 12-year old who kind of just never really gets social situations and empathy, that’s my mom. Another way that I explain it is that it’s kind of like being bilingual. So you’ve got this other thing in your household that maybe everybody in that household understands and can speak and relate to, but in the outside world, it’s kind of like, how do you bring someone from the outside in?

In addition to that, she has several other disorders. She has very profound obsessive-compulsive disorder. She has anxiety and paranoia. She has really serious learning disorders. But she’s amazing. She’s funny. She’s really, really smart, and she would never admit that.

The museum layoff, I had some time to prepare her and say, “You know, mom. Things might be changing.” But with S—, I was so devastated that I knew that I had to get stronger in order to help her through it, and so I waited a week to tell her. And she completely spazzed, just like I thought she would. And her reaction was, “Well, great. Now I have to worry about you. Anyway, I went to the store and the ice cream was on sale, and then I went and got some peanut butter…”

Okay…Which is fine.

A lot of people have asked me if I would consider relocating. And that’s a really difficult question, because I’m responsible for the care of my mom. I need a job. So it’s not that I’m not looking outside of non-profit, but I don’t know what else I can do. It’s very confusing, because I don’t know how desperate I should be right now. I don’t know if I should just take the first job that comes up regardless of the salary and the title and all of that because it’s a job and it maybe has health insurance, or I don’t know if I should wait.

I did everything you are supposed to do, I had my job, I had my health insurance, I was a big time grownup at 25, I had tons of credit cards and I thought I’d be ok, and I just figured that’s what everybody does, that’s how you survive.

Love my parents, though I do, I did not have any money going into college. I never had a savings account, and I always worked for arts organizations or non-profits.

Sometime around 27 it occurred to me that those credit cards have to be paid back…ha ha…(nervous laughter)…based on the fact that I had been using credit cards since I was 18…No judging, right?…


She takes a moment, not really a deep breath or anything just sort of settling into herself.

…in the past five years, I’ve paid off $36,000 in credit card debt.

After releasing the number she belts the highest note she can hit, vibrato and all, like an opera star. I give her a moment then ask if she’s completely finished paying off her debts.



Is anyone ever done dealing with their debt? I am so close. I am so close I can taste it. I had this five-year plan of how I was going to whittle down the credit card debt, pay off my car. Rather than going into bankruptcy and being mortified at 27, I did one of those credit consolidation programs. I got down to the last $1,000 that I owed. There’s like two cards left, and I think I had ten credit cards enrolled.

I started in 2005, so it’s taken about six years to pay that off, but that was instead of bankruptcy, and I just have to believe that I made the right decision not doing bankruptcy as a young, unmarried…talk about shame.

I really could’ve had that paid off probably by this month, but then my income drastically changed, and so I’ve been doing that.

My car is like this close, and there’s all these things that are so close, and I just keep getting pushed back. Because I spent so many months in 2010 as a self-employed consultant, I owe taxes. Not too much. But I owe. Okay, so I’m on a payment plan for that. That’s about $1,000. Credit card’s about $1,000. Car’s about $1,000. Then I had a horrible shoulder injury. Guess how much I owe on that? About $1,300. I’ve got all these little things, and it’s like, how does anybody do it?—with children! Here I am, just me, and I’m trying so hard to pay for life, and then I lose my job on top of it, and it’s really difficult.

Yeah, probably I shopped too much here and there, but really, what I was charging was bills. Gas, groceries, anytime I needed to come back to Omaha for something, whether it was a happy time or a sad time, I had to charge it. My paychecks were going to rent. I should’ve gotten a roommate sooner. I lived above my means for too long, and so my entire paycheck was going to rent. And it took me a really long time to have that financial epiphany of like, “This isn’t good anymore.”

So that’s where I’m at. And then there’s student loans on top of that, but those don’t count.


She smiles a worried smile and holds it for a moment.



When you’re 18 and it’s your first day of college and you’re at orientation and you sit there and they tell you how to sign your papers for financial aid, they don’t really explain interest, and they don’t really explain credit cards, and they don’t really explain living above your means. And I take responsibility for maybe not researching that as well as I should have. I didn’t have a super great role model for that kind of thing, and I was single, so I didn’t have anybody like, “You’re spending too much on gas.” It was all just me. I only had to answer to myself. So that’s part of it is just trying to forgive myself for letting it get that far. I’m taking responsibility for it.

I actually had terrible sleep last night, and I had nightmares all night that they hired me back, only I couldn’t work in my office. I had to work in the closet. And like, I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone that they hired me back.

You know, it’s still really fresh right now. I still have to figure out what this means, what I’m supposed to do, how I’m going to pay my bills, how I’m going to be a responsible person and get a job. I’m obviously still reeling…and really bitter. Not bitter. Trying not to be bitter.

I’m sorry if I’m a little bit Polyanna, but weren’t we taught that good behavior gets rewarded? Weren’t we taught that “be all you can be” and “live the American dream” and go and get a job and be good at it?


1 Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act

2 “COBRA continuation coverage assistance” under The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA): an expired government program that is referenced with gratitude in more than one conversation.




“I just try not to do anything crazy”

Justin Fiedler


Outside his home there is a crate filled with a heap of empty beer bottles. It’s a daily routine observed by Justin and many of his Reno contemporaries: leaving the glass for the early morning recyclers who collect them—also drinking all the beers.

Justin is 25. His skin is ghostly pale and his bushy, dark beard makes him look like someone from 1849, thinking about heading west next month. In fact, he has already made the journey. Born and raised in Mobile, Alabama, Justin moved to Reno in 2007. He left Alabama because there was “nothing really keeping me there…I didn’t have many friends and I just wanted to get out on my own.”

His father, still in Alabama, recently lost a twenty-five year job at a ceiling tile plant. His mom lost her job with a regional office supply store when it was sold to a national corporation.

Justin says he followed a friend who wanted to come west: he seems to enjoy many things and initiate few. He is slow-moving this early in the morning—and I can’t say I blame him: it is bright and hot and all parties involved in this conversation, Mallery and MJ included, are, safe to say, creatures of the night. The world is a bit sluggish and subdued.

Justin sits under the protection of shade on the steps outside his one-bedroom portion of a small duplex. There aren’t many things inside. A foosball table and drum set occupy most of the place, separated by an empty space left for jam session participants and amplifiers. Above the kitchen entry there’s a cartoon drawing of a pin-up girl on a torn piece of paper that could almost be mistaken for a patch of shoulder stolen from a sailor. On one wall there is a collage of photos, ticket stubs and handwritten notes—all assembled by Jason’s mom after a visit: “I had a really good time with you…Love you. Miss You. Come home soon. Mom”

Back in Alabama Justin attended college but says he couldn’t afford to continue after moving to Reno. “I wanna finish school eventually. I don’t really know when that’s gonna be; I don’t know how I’ll know when that’s gonna be, but I feel like that’s something internal.”

While he was still in school he worked part-time in retail for a nationwide electronics store. He stayed with company in Nevada, working full time and excelling with multiple promotions.

He enjoys building his own computers but he’s hesitant to pursue a career in that direction. He’s unfamiliar with—and so a little fearful of—identifying something he enjoys as work “because I don’t know if it would still be fun for me to do.”



About a year and eight months I was a manager. I made $38,000. They offer quarterly bonuses and I’d made a bonus every three months for performance. Two weeks before I was let go they gave me a raise, a $2500 a year raise for performance. For the new year, you were given a bonus based on how you did against your store’s previous year and certain things like that, and I was still beating my store’s previous year but they had jacked the numbers so much between the two years that it was almost impossible to compensate. It went from about $36,000-$35,000 a month to $51,000-$52,000 a month. The previous year they were at $40,000 a month—the actual sales.

Usually you could expect a 10% growth from year to year, that’s normal for most sales, but the sales in those few months or so when the economy was doing really bad were not going up. Some places were going down in sales. It was really tough to turn a gain on the year before at that point.

They extended our store hours I guess in an attempt to make more money; they kept us open for an hour a day every day longer, and they cut our payroll hours by about 15 hours a week. The person who came in to close would have to come in an hour or even two hours later, so it would be a person by themselves from open until two o’clock in the afternoon or so and you’d miss a lot of customers between there. I did it most days a week and would do as best I could, but with one person and four, five customers you really can’t make sales. You can check people out, it’s hard to make sale and spend any real time with a customer.

My boss told me, “If you don’t get your numbers up, we’re going to have to let you go.” And he would say that for probably a year…leading up to the actual event he would say it more and more, asking me if I’d been looking for other jobs and stuff. He wasn’t malicious, I know he was under a lot of pressure to make it look like he was trying to do something to make the district do better. I was doing everything I could, there was no way really to…I dunno, I think I was doomed to failure.

I got let go about a year and a month ago.

I wasn’t due in until the afternoon. My boss called me that morning and said he needed me to come in early. It happened in the back room. He said that I needed to turn over my keys and everything that I had from work, and said that they weren’t going to need me anymore. He said there was nothing he could do about that.

I gathered my things and then said bye to all of my employees who were there. They knew what had happened too; I had pressured them saying you know, we have to help our sales or you know…I didn’t necessarily want to fire any of them because there was nothing really that they were doing wrong that I could see, but I told them that my job was on the line because my boss’s job was on the line. And he actually got laid off the week after I did. (Laughs.)

I think only one or two of the fifteen stores in the district were hitting their goals, and so that pretty much gave them a right to fire thirteen out of the fifteen of the managers if they wanted to. It seems like they were firing all the old managers and replacing them with new managers…inexperienced, outside hire managers that they were paying a lot less. And I know this because I trained one of them. She was my assistant manager and she was offered a position at another store and we talked about what she could expect to make and things like that. And she got shafted—almost half of what I was making. They told her she could either take the position or she was going to be let go. And so she took that position.

It was just kind of a turning point in my life, because I’ve had a job since I was about 16 or 17 I think was my first job, and I worked since then, and that was when I was 24, so—seven solid years and I moved here on my own, I’ve got no family or anything, I’m no longer friends with the person I moved out here to live with…So I really have no fallback now. I didn’t know if I was going to be able to get unemployment or anything like that, so it was really kind of scary, that day.

I went home and I made some phone calls and stuff about unemployment and how to file for it and everything. I do it online. It takes like thirty seconds. I put in my social security number and my pin, I was available to work, I didn’t work—then hit submit. That’s pretty much it. They’ve never even asked me to go down there and talk to anyone or anything.

I started looking for jobs but nothing really offered me what I was making on unemployment—not even close. I’ve been looking for jobs that pay well, but eventually, I’m just going to have to take a job that pays less. I mean I always keep my ear to the ground, if something worthwhile was to come up to my friends, or someone told me about. I look on Craigslist maybe once every two weeks just to look through like job openings and stuff, but for the most part, not a whole lot until it’s time to get an extension.

Unemployment is four percent of your highest quarter per week. So if you made like, $30,000 a year, and you made just $7,500 every quarter, then it’d be four percent of $7,500, which would be $300 a week. So that’s that. Even four percent of my highest quarter is more than I would make working at ten dollars an hour for forty hours a week. And that sounds like a pretty decent job, ten dollars an hour and forty hours a week, but that wouldn’t be any different than what I’m doing now. Unless I can find something significantly better than that, then I’m not gonna take shit. The only thing that worries me still is no health insurance. So that’s a little bit scary but I just try not to do anything crazy.


“They call me their butterfly”

Tina Hall


She grew up as a military kid. By the age of five her dad put her in the boxing ring and out on the shooting range. A paternal grandmother was a full-blooded Cherokee Indian. She passed when Tina was 15. “Beautiful lady. I loved her.”

Tina lives in Maryville, Tennessee, and knows exactly how beautiful this part of the country is: “You go on up to 441 and out towards the lake…oh my gosh, just gorgeous. Beautiful mountains. Little waterfalls. There’s even creeks where you can take your jugs and get fresh water.”

At 33, her dark hair is died a dark red; she has a nose ring and, as she puts it, “psychedelic colors on my nails.” She was a straight A student who “completely followed all the parents’ rules. I was one of those kids that whippings didn’t work, grounding didn’t work. It was the disappointment. I couldn’t stand disappointing anybody.”

She did have one lapse. Late one night, at the age of 18, Tina and a friend decided on the spur of the moment to move to Florida. “We packed up my little bitty Hyundai with my little $300 check, and we drove down to Jacksonville.” But after six months Tina was homesick so she returned to Tennessee. “That was my big adventure.”

In 2009, she escaped an abusive relationship with the help of a good friend: “She walked in on him choking me to the point I was turning blue. He had busted my head through the front door…it was a two-month planning to get me out.” She has resiliency that traverses the personal and professional. Her experience with unemployment begins with a career in the mortgage business in Knoxville, 15 miles north of Maryville.



I was a senior supervisor at C— Mortgage for seven years, made $100,000 a year.

It started out as father and son, very family-oriented company. We were used to $2500, $3000 dollar bonuses. Once B— bought out our company, it went all to hell. It really did. They took my seven teams and slammed me with somebody else, and came to me on Christmas Eve: “You have to fire this person or it’s going to be you.”

I mean, honestly. On Christmas Eve I had to fire a lady, or it was going to be me. And I just don’t agree with that. I had to finally stand up for myself and be like, “I don’t believe in this and I can’t honestly in good conscience do that.”

A few months later, we were all in a meeting discussing the bonuses that they were taking away from us and the extra work we were going to have to do. I was already working to one, two o’clock in the morning. There were 12 of us supervisors that walked out that day.

I went through a really bad divorce and kind of lost everything. And mentally just broke down. After ten years of us being married…all of a sudden a lady showed up at my door with a six-month old baby.

$495 later, it wasn’t his baby. But it was already done.

So he needed to sow his wild oats and move back home to mommy. I put him through college and everything, got him a corporate job and…he needed to move on. My ex did a lot to me, and he wiped out my bank account, pretty much. And it’s been a struggle since trying to find anything else.

My real mother is dying, and through the years of her medication and stuff…doesn’t want anybody around. When she wants to see me is when she wants me to pay her mortgage—and that’s very hard for me. You know, I’m barely getting gas. There’s days I don’t eat. And that’s very hard. And I’m not used to that either. I’m used to being able to stop somewhere and get me something to eat—and provide for people. So her and I haven’t even spoken in a couple years.

My real father went through a midlife crisis after my parents divorced and my grandmother died, and basically got with this lady that’s 23 years younger, and she was very jealous of me because I was his only real child. She made him choose, and he chose.

I haven’t spoken to him in four years.

My brother was the troublemaker. That’s why I had custody of his daughter for eight years. He went to prison, and I don’t agree with his lifestyle and just couldn’t involve myself in that. I helped him as much as I could. I had my niece for eight years, and I raised her. She’s almost 11. She’s with my mom. It’s two streets over from her school. It was just something for my mom to live for. She’s dying and going through all that, she had no will to live. So I let her live with my mom for the last two years. I’ll go and visit her. I’ll usually go to the school and visit her, or I’ll pick her up and take her away because, like I said, my mother and I…

I have no family. I’ve actually spent the last three Thanksgivings, Christmases and birthdays on my own. I haven’t even had a birthday card. (Laughs.) I was like, “Somebody, please at least just draw a little birthday card for me.” It’s not about having gifts. It’s just that family thing, and I don’t have that.

I’ve worked since I was 14 years old. I got a hardship license. My grandmother was sick. My little $300 Chevette was my first car, and I drove to work and I’ve worked ever since. And like I said, I put myself through two college degrees and paid it all by myself.


After Tina left the mortgage business and got divorced in 2007 she decided it was time for a drastic career change: “I was just over the whole corporate America thing, and I wanted to help people.”



I was with a company called O—, and I had worked with adults there. They were just precious. I loved them to death. They were a bit violent because they were schizophrenic. Severe MR1 patients. A lot of health problems. We had water restrictions, fluid restrictions, food restrictions. You had to be very strict with them. One of them I caught with my lunchbox, sitting. I mean, this is like a 6’2” man, sitting in the middle of the kitchen, eating my lunch and drinking both of my sodas—had both of them!—and he was just ecstatic. But I had to take them from him because he would go into diabetic shock. So he became distressed and came after me with a frying pan.

I have a companionship license. And I also was certified in prescription administration for disabled persons. First aid, CPR, I did all of that.

The individuals I was with, they don’t have the ability to set controls. I had one that was a food hoarder, and it was almost to the point of being very dangerous, because he would go into diabetic shocks. It was so eyes-on, I would go check the mail, and I would see him running through the house with hot dogs, bologna, anything he could get. And he would hide them, and we would have
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