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From “There Is No Hierarchy of Oppressions” 

by Audre Lorde 

 

I was born Black, and a woman. I am trying to become the strongest person I can become to 

live the life I have been given and to help effect change toward a liveable future for this 

earth and for my children. As a Black, lesbian, feminist, socialist, poet, mother of two 

including one boy and a member of an interracial couple, I usually find myself part of some 

group in which the majority defines me as deviant, difficult, inferior or just plain "wrong."  

From my membership in all of these groups I have learned that oppression and the 

intolerance of difference come in all shapes and sexes and colors and sexualities; and that 

among those of us who share the goals of liberation and a workable future for our children, 

there can be no hierarchies of oppression. I have learned that sexism and heterosexism both 

arise from the same source as racism. 

 "Oh," says a voice from the Black community, "but being Black is NORMAL!" Well, I and 

many Black people of my age can remember grimly the days when it didn't used to be!  

I simply do not believe that one aspect of myself can possibly profit from the oppression of 

any other part of my identity. I know that my people cannot possibly profit from the 

oppression of any other group which seeks the right to peaceful existence. Rather, we 

diminish ourselves by denying to others what we have shed blood to obtain for our children. 

And those children need to learn that they do not have to become like each other in order to 

work together for a future they will all share.  

Within the lesbian community I am Black, and within the Black community I am a lesbian. 

Any attack against Black people is a lesbian and gay issue, because I and thousands of other 

Black women are part of the lesbian community. Any attack against lesbians and gays is a 

Black issue, because thousands of lesbians and gay men are Black. There is no hierarchy of 

oppression.  

I cannot afford the luxury of fighting one form of oppression only. I cannot afford to 

believe that freedom from intolerance is the right of only one particular group. And I cannot 

afford to choose between the fronts upon which I must battle these forces of discrimination, 

wherever they appear to destroy me. And when they appear to destroy me, it will not be long 

before they appear to destroy you. 

 

 

 

 From Homophobia and Education (New York: Council on Interracial Books for Children, 1983). 
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The Poor Can’t Afford Not to Wear Nice Clothes 
Why do disadvantaged people spend money on status symbols? For the same 

reason we all do. 
by Dr. Tressie McMillan Cottom 

 
Every time there is a national news story about a black shopper getting harassed in a store, there is a 
predictable backlash to the miscarriage of justice. We tend to move quickly from being outraged that 
it happened to critiquing why a black person was shopping there at all. Much like we interrogate what 
a woman was wearing when she was raped, we look for ways to assign personal responsibility for 
structural injustices to bodies we collectively do not value. If you are poor, why do you spend money 
on useless status symbols like handbags and belts and clothes and shoes and televisions and cars? 
One thing I’ve learned is that one person’s illogical belief is another person’s survival skill. And 
nothing is more logical than trying to survive. 

My family is a classic black American migration family. We have rural Southern roots, moved north, 
and almost all have returned. I grew up watching my great-grandmother and, later, my grandmother 
and mother use our minimal resources to help other people make ends meet. We were those good 
poors, the kind who lived mostly within our means. We had a little luck when a male relative got extra 
military pay when he came home a paraplegic or used the VA to buy a Jim Walter house. If you were 
really blessed, when a relative died with a paid-up insurance policy, you might be gifted a lump sum to 
buy the land that Jim Walter used as collateral to secure your home lease. 

That is how generational wealth happens where I am from: Lose a leg, a part of your spine, die right, 
and maybe you can lease-to-own a modular home. We had a little of that kind of rural black wealth, 
so we were often in a position to help folks less fortunate. But perhaps the greatest resource we had 
was a bit more education. 

We were big readers, and we encouraged the girl children especially to go to some kind of college. 
Consequently, my grandmother and mother had a particular set of social resources that helped us 
navigate mostly white bureaucracies to our benefit. We could, as my grandfather would say, talk like 
white folks. We loaned that privilege out a lot. I remember my mother taking a next-door neighbor 
down to the social service agency. The elderly woman had been denied benefits to care for the 

granddaughter she was raising. Her denial had come in the genteel bureaucratic way — lots of waiting, 
forms, and deadlines she could not quite navigate. I watched my mother put on her best Diana 
Ross Mahogany outfit: a camel-colored cape with matching slacks and knee-high boots. I was miffed, 
as only an only child could be, about sharing my mother’s time with the neighbor girl. I must have 
said something about why we had to do this. The Vivian, as I called my mother, fixed me with a stare 
as she was slipping on her pearl earrings and told me that people who can do must do. 

It took half a day, but something about my mother’s performance of respectable black person — her 

Queen’s English, her Mahogany outfit, her straight bob and pearl earrings — got done what the elderly 
lady next door had not been able to get done in more than a year. I learned, watching my mother, that 
there was a price we had to pay to signal to gatekeepers that we were worthy of engaging. It meant 
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dressing well and speaking well. It might not work. It likely wouldn’t work, but on the off chance that 
it would, you had to try. It was unfair, but, as The Vivian always said, “Life isn’t fair, little girl.” 

I internalized that lesson, and I think it has worked out for me, if unevenly. A woman at Belk once 
refused to show me the Dooney & Bourke purse I was interested in buying. The Vivian once made a 
salesgirl cry after she ignored us in an empty store. I have walked away from many a hotly desired 
purchase, like the impractical off-white winter coat I desperately wanted, after some bigot at the 
counter insulted me and my mother. But I have a PhD, and I support myself by aping the white male 
privileged life of the mind. It’s a mixed bag. Of course, the trick is you can never know the 
counterfactual of your life. There is no evidence of access denied. Who knows what I was not granted 
for not enacting the right status behaviors or symbols at the right time for an agreeable authority? 

Respectability rewards are a crapshoot, but we do what we can within the limits of the constraints 
imposed by a complex set of structural and social interactions designed to limit access to status, 
wealth, and power. I do not know how much my mother spent on her camel-colored cape or knee-
high boots, but I know that whatever she paid was returned in hard-to-measure dividends. How do 
you put a price on the double take of a clerk at the welfare office who decides you might not be like 
those other trifling women in the waiting room and provides an extra bit of information about 
completing a form that you would not have known to ask about? What is the retail value of a school 
principal who defers a bit more to you because your mother’s presentation of self signals that she 
might unleash the bureaucratic savvy of middle-class parents to advocate for her child? I didn’t know 
the price of these critical engagements with organizations and gatekeepers relative to our poverty 
when I was growing up, but I am living proof of its investment yield. 

Why do poor people make stupid, illogical decisions to buy status symbols? For the same reason all 
but only the most wealthy buy status symbols, I suppose. We want to belong. And not just for the 
psychic rewards, but because belonging to one group at the right time can mean the difference 
between unemployment and employment, a good job as opposed to a bad job, housing or a shelter, 
and so on. Someone mentioned on Twitter that poor people can be presentable with affordable 
options from Kmart. But the issue is not about being presentable. 

Presentable is the bare minimum of social civility. It means being clean, not smelling, wearing shirts 
and shoes for service, and the like. Presentable as a sufficient condition for gainful, dignified work or 
successful social interactions is a privilege. It’s the aging white hippie who can cut off the ponytail of 
his youthful rebellion and walk into senior management, while aging Black Panthers can never 
completely outrun the effects of stigmatization against which they were courting a revolution. 
Presentable is relative, and, like life, it ain’t fair. In contrast, “acceptable” is about gaining access to a 
limited set of rewards granted upon group membership. 

A manager at the apartment complex where I worked while in college told me, repeatedly, that she 
knew I was “okay” because my little Nissan was clean. That I had worn a Jones New York suit to the 
interview really sealed the deal. She could call the suit by name because she asked me about the label 
in the interview. Another hiring manager at my first professional job looked me up and down in the 
waiting room, cataloging my outfit, and later told me that she had decided I was too classy to be on 
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the call center floor. I was hired as a trainer instead. The difference meant no shift work, greater 
prestige, better pay, and a baseline salary for all my future employment. 

I have about a half-dozen other stories like this. What is remarkable is not that this happened. There 
is empirical evidence that women and people of color are judged by their appearances differently and 
more harshly than white men are. What is remarkable is that these gatekeepers, in one way or 
another, actually told me why I was deemed acceptable. They wanted me to know how I had properly 
signaled that I was not a typical black or a typical woman, two identities that in combination are 
almost always conflated with being poor. 

I once sat in on an interview for a new administrative assistant. My regional vice president was doing 
the hiring. A long line of mostly black and brown women applied because we were a cosmetology 
school. Trade schools at the margins of skilled labor in a gendered field are necessarily classed and 
raced. I found one candidate particularly charming. She was trying to get out of a salon because 10 
hours on her feet cutting hair would average out to an hourly rate below minimum wage. A desk job 
with 40 set hours and medical benefits represented mobility for her. When she left, my VP turned to 
me and said, “Did you see that tank top she had on under her blouse?! OMG, you wear a silk shell, 
not a tank top!” Both of the women were black. The VP had constructed her job as senior 
management. She drove a brand-new BMW because she “should treat herself,” and she liked to tell 
us that ours was an image business. A girl wearing a cotton tank top as a shell was incompatible with 
BMW-driving VPs in the image business. 

Gatekeeping is a complex job of managing boundaries that define not just others but also ourselves. 

Status symbols — silk shells, designer shoes, luxury handbags — become keys to unlock these gates. If 
I need a job that will save my lower back and move my baby from Medicaid to an HMO, how much 
should I spend signaling to people like my former VP that I will not compromise her status by 
opening the door to me? Maybe that candidate could not afford a proper shell. I will never know. But 
I do know that had she gone hungry for two days to pay for it or missed wages for a trip to the store 
to buy it, she may have been rewarded with a job that could have lifted her above minimum wage. 
Shells aren’t designer handbags, but a cosmetology school in a strip mall isn’t a job at Bank of 
America, either. 

At the heart of incredulous statements about the poor decisions poor people make is a belief that we, 
the hardworking, sensible not-poor, would never be like them. We would know better. We would 
know to save our money, eschew status symbols, cut coupons, practice puritanical sacrifice to amass a 
million dollars. There is a regular news story of a lunch lady who, unbeknownst to all who knew her, 
dies rich and leaves it all to a cat or a charity or some such. Books about the modest lives of the rich 
like to tell us how they drive Buicks instead of BMWs. What we forget, if we ever knew, is that what 

we know now about status and wealth creation and sacrifice are predicated on who we are — that is, 
not poor. 

If you change the conditions of your not-poor status, you change everything you know as a result of 
being a not-poor. You have no idea what you would do if you were poor until you are poor. And not 
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intermittently poor or formerly not-poor, but born poor, expected to be poor, and treated by 
bureaucracies, gatekeepers, and well-meaning respectability authorities as inherently poor. Then, and 
only then, will you understand the relative value of a ridiculous status symbol to someone who intuits 
that they cannot afford to not have it. 
 

 

 

Excerpted from Thick: And Other Essays by Tressie McMillan Cottom. Copyright © 

2019 by Tressie McMillan Cottom. Excerpted with permission by the New Press. 
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Mother Tongue 

by Amy Tan 

I am not a scholar of English or literature. I cannot give you much more than personal opinions on 
the English language and its variations in this country or others. 
 
I am a writer. And by that definition, I am someone who has always loved language. I am fascinated 
by language in daily life. I spend a great deal of my time thinking about the power of language — the 
way it can evoke an emotion, a visual image, a complex idea, or a simple truth. Language is the tool 
of my trade. And I use them all — all the Englishes I grew up with. 
 
Recently, I was made keenly aware of the different Englishes I do use. I was giving a talk to a large 
group of people, the same talk I had already given to half a dozen other groups. The nature of the 
talk was about my writing, my life, and my book, The Joy Luck Club. The talk was going along well 
enough, until I remembered one major difference that made the whole talk sound wrong. My 
mother was in the room. And it was perhaps the first time she had heard me give a lengthy speech, 
using the kind of English I have never used with her. I was saying things like, “The intersection of 
memory upon imagination” and “There is an aspect of my fiction that relates to thus-and-thus’–a 
speech filled with carefully wrought grammatical phrases, burdened, it suddenly seemed to me, with 
nominalized forms, past perfect tenses, conditional phrases, all the forms of standard English that I 
had learned in school and through books, the forms of English I did not use at home with my 
mother. 
 
Just last week, I was walking down the street with my mother, and I again found myself conscious of 
the English I was using, the English I do use with her. We were talking about the price of new and 
used furniture and I heard myself saying this: “Not waste money that way.” My husband was with us 
as well, and he didn’t notice any switch in my English. And then I realized why. It’s because over the 
twenty years we’ve been together I’ve often used that same kind of English with him, and sometimes 
he even uses it with me. It has become our language of intimacy, a different sort of English that 
relates to family talk, the language I grew up with. 
 
So you’ll have some idea of what this family talk I heard sounds like, I’11 quote what my mother 
said during a recent conversation which I videotaped and then transcribed. During this conversation, 
my mother was talking about a political gangster in Shanghai who had the same last name as her 
family’s, Du, and how the gangster in his early years wanted to be adopted by her family, which was 
rich by comparison. Later, the gangster became more powerful, far richer than my mother’s family, 
and one day showed up at my mother’s wedding to pay his respects. Here’s what she said in part: 
“Du Yusong having business like fruit stand. Like off the street kind. He is Du like Du Zong — but 
not Tsung-ming Island people. The local people call putong, the river east side, he belong to that 
side local people. That man want to ask Du Zong father take him in like become own family. Du 
Zong father wasn’t look down on him, but didn’t take seriously, until that man big like become a 
mafia. Now important person, very hard to inviting him. Chinese way, came only to show respect, 
don’t stay for dinner. Respect for making big celebration, he shows up. Mean gives lots of respect. 
Chinese custom. Chinese social life that way. If too important won’t have to stay too long. He come 
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to my wedding. I didn’t see, I heard it. I gone to boy’s side, they have YMCA dinner. Chinese age I 
was nineteen.” 
 
You should know that my mother’s expressive command of English belies how much she actually 
understands. She reads the Forbes report, listens to Wall Street Week, converses daily with her 
stockbroker, reads all of Shirley MacLaine’s books with ease–all kinds of things I can’t begin to 
understand. Yet some of my friends tell me they understand 50 percent of what my mother says. 
Some say they understand 80 to 90 percent. Some say they understand none of it, as if she were 
speaking pure Chinese. But to me, my mother’s English is perfectly clear, perfectly natural. It’s my 
mother tongue. Her language, as I hear it, is vivid, direct, full of observation and imagery. That was 
the language that helped shape the way I saw things, expressed things, made sense of the world. 
Lately, I’ve been giving more thought to the kind of English my mother speaks. Like others, I have 
described it to people as ‘broken” or “fractured” English. But I wince when I say that. It has always 
bothered me that I can think of no way to describe it other than “broken,” as if it were damaged and 
needed to be fixed, as if it lacked a certain wholeness and soundness. I’ve heard other terms used, 
“limited English,” for example. But they seem just as bad, as if everything is limited, including 
people’s perceptions of the limited English speaker. 
 
I know this for a fact, because when I was growing up, my mother’s “limited” English limited my 
perception of her. I was ashamed of her English. I believed that her English reflected the quality of 
what she had to say That is, because she expressed them imperfectly her thoughts were imperfect. 
And I had plenty of empirical evidence to support me: the fact that people in department stores, at 
banks, and at restaurants did not take her seriously, did not give her good service, pretended not to 
understand her, or even acted as if they did not hear her. 
 
My mother has long realized the limitations of her English as well. When I was fifteen, she used to 
have me call people on the phone to pretend I was she. In this guise, I was forced to ask for 
information or even to complain and yell at people who had been rude to her. One time it was a call 
to her stockbroker in New York. She had cashed out her small portfolio and it just so happened we 
were going to go to New York the next week, our very first trip outside California. I had to get on 
the phone and say in an adolescent voice that was not very convincing, “This is Mrs. Tan.” 
And my mother was standing in the back whispering loudly, “Why he don’t send me check, already 
two weeks late. So mad he lie to me, losing me money. 
 
And then I said in perfect English, “Yes, I’m getting rather concerned. You had agreed to send the 
check two weeks ago, but it hasn’t arrived.” 
 
Then she began to talk more loudly. “What he want, I come to New York tell him front of his boss, 
you cheating me?” And I was trying to calm her down, make her be quiet, while telling the 
stockbroker, “I can’t tolerate any more excuses. If I don’t receive the check immediately, I am going 
to have to speak to your manager when I’m in New York next week.” And sure enough, the 
following week there we were in front of this astonished stockbroker, and I was sitting there red-
faced and quiet, and my mother, the real Mrs. Tan, was shouting at his boss in her impeccable 
broken English. 
 
We used a similar routine just five days ago, for a situation that was far less humorous. My mother 
had gone to the hospital for an appointment, to find out about a benign brain tumor a CAT scan 
had revealed a month ago. She said she had spoken very good English, her best English, no 
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mistakes. Still, she said, the hospital did not apologize when they said they had lost the CAT scan 
and she had come for nothing. She said they did not seem to have any sympathy when she told them 
she was anxious to know the exact diagnosis, since her husband and son had both died of brain 
tumors. She said they would not give her any more information until the next time and she would 
have to make another appointment for that. So she said she would not leave until the doctor called 
her daughter. She wouldn’t budge. And when the doctor finally called her daughter, me, who spoke 
in perfect English — lo and behold — we had assurances the CAT scan would be found, promises 
that a conference call on Monday would be held, and apologies for any suffering my mother had 
gone through for a most regrettable mistake. 
 
I think my mother’s English almost had an effect on limiting my possibilities in life as well. 
Sociologists and linguists probably will tell you that a person’s developing language skills are more 
influenced by peers. But I do think that the language spoken in the family, especially in immigrant 
families which are more insular, plays a large role in shaping the language of the child. And I believe 
that it affected my results on achievement tests, I.Q. tests, and the SAT. While my English skills 
were never judged as poor, compared to math, English could not be considered my strong suit. In 
grade school I did moderately well, getting perhaps B’s, sometimes B-pluses, in English and scoring 
perhaps in the sixtieth or seventieth percentile on achievement tests. But those scores were not good 
enough to override the opinion that my true abilities lay in math and science, because in those areas 
I achieved A’s and scored in the ninetieth percentile or higher. 
 
This was understandable. Math is precise; there is only one correct answer. Whereas, for me at least, 
the answers on English tests were always a judgment call, a matter of opinion and personal 
experience. Those tests were constructed around items like fill-in-the-blank sentence completion, 
such as, “Even though Tom was, Mary thought he was –.” And the correct answer always seemed to 
be the most bland combinations of thoughts, for example, “Even though Tom was shy, Mary 
thought he was charming:’ with the grammatical structure “even though” limiting the correct answer 
to some sort of semantic opposites, so you wouldn’t get answers like, “Even though Tom was 
foolish, Mary thought he was ridiculous:’ Well, according to my mother, there were very few 
limitations as to what Tom could have been and what Mary might have thought of him. So I never 
did well on tests like that. 
 
The same was true with word analogies, pairs of words in which you were supposed to find some 
sort of logical, semantic relationship — for example, “Sunset is to nightfall as is to .” And here you 
would be presented with a list of four possible pairs, one of which showed the same kind of 
relationship: red is to stoplight, bus is to arrival, chills is to fever, yawn is to boring: Well, I could 
never think that way. I knew what the tests were asking, but I could not block out of my mind the 
images already created by the first pair, “sunset is to nightfall”–and I would see a burst of colors 
against a darkening sky, the moon rising, the lowering of a curtain of stars. And all the other pairs of 
words –red, bus, stoplight, boring–just threw up a mass of confusing images, making it impossible 
for me to sort out something as logical as saying: “A sunset precedes nightfall” is the same as “a chill 
precedes a fever.” The only way I would have gotten that answer right would have been to imagine 
an associative situation, for example, my being disobedient and staying out past sunset, catching a 
chill at night, which turns into feverish pneumonia as punishment, which indeed did happen to me. 
I have been thinking about all this lately, about my mother’s English, about achievement tests. 
Because lately I’ve been asked, as a writer, why there are not more Asian Americans represented in 
American literature. Why are there few Asian Americans enrolled in creative writing programs? Why 
do so many Chinese students go into engineering! Well, these are broad sociological questions I can’t 
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begin to answer. But I have noticed in surveys — in fact, just last week — that Asian students, as a 
whole, always do significantly better on math achievement tests than in English. And this makes me 
think that there are other Asian-American students whose English spoken in the home might also be 
described as “broken” or “limited.” And perhaps they also have teachers who are steering them 
away from writing and into math and science, which is what happened to me. 
 
Fortunately, I happen to be rebellious in nature and enjoy the challenge of disproving assumptions 
made about me. I became an English major my first year in college, after being enrolled as pre-med. 
I started writing nonfiction as a freelancer the week after I was told by my former boss that writing 
was my worst skill and I should hone my talents toward account management. 
 
But it wasn’t until 1985 that I finally began to write fiction. And at first I wrote using what I thought 
to be wittily crafted sentences, sentences that would finally prove I had mastery over the English 
language. Here’s an example from the first draft of a story that later made its way into The Joy Luck 
Club, but without this line: “That was my mental quandary in its nascent state.” A terrible line, 
which I can barely pronounce. 
 
Fortunately, for reasons I won’t get into today, I later decided I should envision a reader for the 
stories I would write. And the reader I decided upon was my mother, because these were stories 
about mothers. So with this reader in mind — and in fact she did read my early drafts–I began to 
write stories using all the Englishes I grew up with: the English I spoke to my mother, which for 
lack of a better term might be described as “simple”; the English she used with me, which for lack 
of a better term might be described as “broken”; my translation of her Chinese, which could 
certainly be described as “watered down”; and what I imagined to be her translation of her Chinese 
if she could speak in perfect English, her internal language, and for that I sought to preserve the 
essence, but neither an English nor a Chinese structure. I wanted to capture what language ability 
tests can never reveal: her intent, her passion, her imagery, the rhythms of her speech and the nature 
of her thoughts. 
 
Apart from what any critic had to say about my writing, I knew I had succeeded where it counted 
when my mother finished reading my book and gave me her verdict: “So easy to read.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Posted on: https://blogs.harvard.edu/guorui/2008/02/06/mother-tongue-by-amy-tan/ 
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‘Poor people don’t plan long-term. We’ll just 

get our hearts broken’ 

Why do so many poor people eat junk food, fail to budget properly, show no ambition? Linda Tirado 

knew exactly why… because she was one of them. Here, in an extract from her book, Hand to Mouth, 

she tells her story in her own words 

by Linda Tirado 

 

In the autumn of 2013 I was in my first term of school in a decade. I had two jobs; my husband, Tom, was 
working full-time; and we were raising our two small girls. It was the first time in years that we felt like maybe 
things were looking like they’d be OK for a while. 
 
After a gruelling shift at work, I was unwinding online when I saw a question from someone on a forum I 
frequented: Why do poor people do things that seem so self-destructive? I thought I could at least explain 
what I’d seen and how I’d reacted to the pressures of being poor. I wrote my answer to the question, hit post, 
and didn’t think more about it for at least a few days. This is what it said: 
 
Why I make terrible decisions, or, poverty thoughts 
 
There’s no way to structure this coherently. They are random observations that might help explain the mental 
processes. But often, I think that we look at the academic problems of poverty and have no idea of the why. 
We know the what and the how, and we can see systemic problems, but it’s rare to have a poor person 
actually explain it on their own behalf. So this is me doing that, sort of. 
Rest is a luxury for the rich. I get up at 6am, go to school (I have a full course load, but I only have to go to 
two in-person classes), then work, then I get the kids, then pick up my husband, then have half an hour to 
change and go to Job 2. I get home from that at around 12.30am, then I have the rest of my classes and work 
to tend to. I’m in bed by 3am. This isn’t every day, I have two days off a week from each of my obligations. I 
use that time to clean the house and soothe Mr Martini [her partner], see the kids for longer than an hour and 
catch up on schoolwork. 
 
Those nights I’m in bed by midnight, but if I go to bed too early I won’t be able to stay up the other nights 
because I’ll fuck my pattern up, and I drive an hour home from Job 2 so I can’t afford to be sleepy. I never 
get a day off from work unless I am fairly sick. It doesn’t leave you much room to think about what you are 
doing, only to attend to the next thing and the next. Planning isn’t in the mix. 
 
When I was pregnant the first time, I was living in a weekly motel for some time. I had a mini-fridge with no 
freezer and a microwave. I was on WIC [government-funded nutritional aid for women, infants and children]. 
I ate peanut butter from the jar and frozen burritos because they were 12 for $2. Had I had a stove, I couldn’t 
have made beef burritos that cheaply. And I needed the meat, I was pregnant. I might not have had any 
prenatal care, but I am intelligent enough to eat protein and iron while knocked up. 
I know how to cook. I had to take Home Ec to graduate from high school. Most people on my level didn’t. 
Broccoli is intimidating. You have to have a working stove, and pots, and spices, and you’ll have to do the 
dishes no matter how tired you are or they’ll attract bugs. It is a huge new skill for a lot of people. That’s not 
great, but it’s true. If you fuck it up, you could make your family sick. 
We have learned not to try too hard to be middle class. It never works out well and always makes you feel 
worse for having tried and failed yet again. Better not to try. It makes more sense to get food that you know 
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will be palatable and cheap and that keeps well. Junk food is a pleasure that we are allowed to have; why 
would we give that up? 
 
We have very few of them. 
 
The closest Planned Parenthood [family planning clinic] to me is three hours. That’s a lot of money in gas. 
Lots of women can’t afford that, and even if you live near one you probably don’t want to be seen coming in 
and out in a lot of areas. We’re aware that we are not “having kids”, we’re “breeding”. We have kids for much 
the same reasons that I imagine rich people do. Urge to propagate and all. Nobody likes poor people 
procreating, but they judge abortion even harder. 
Convenience food is just that. And we are not allowed many conveniences. Especially since the Patriot Act 
[aimed at strengthening domestic security in the war against terrorism] was passed, it’s hard to get a bank 
account. But without one, you spend a lot of time figuring out where to cash a cheque and get money orders 
to pay bills. Most motels now have a no-credit-card-no-room policy. I wandered around San Francisco for 
five hours in the rain once with nearly a thousand dollars on me and could not rent a room even if I gave 
them a $500 cash deposit and surrendered my cellphone to the desk to hold as surety. 
 
Nobody gives enough thought to depression. You have to understand that we know that we will never not 
feel tired. We will never feel hopeful. We will never get a vacation. 
 
Ever. We know that the very act of being poor guarantees that we will never not be poor. It doesn’t give us 
much reason to improve ourselves. We don’t apply for jobs because we know we can’t afford to look nice 
enough to hold them. I would make a super legal secretary but I’ve been turned down more than once 
because I “don’t fit the image of the firm”, which is a nice way of saying “gtfo, pov”. I am good enough to 
cook the food, hidden away in the kitchen, but my boss won’t make me a server because I don’t “fit the 
corporate image”. I am not beautiful. I have missing teeth and skin that looks like it will when you live on 
B12 and coffee and nicotine and no sleep. Beauty is a thing you get when you can afford it, and that’s how 
you get the job that you need in order to be beautiful. There isn’t much point trying. 
 
Cooking attracts roaches. Nobody realises that. I’ve spent hours impaling roach bodies and leaving them out 
on toothpick spikes to discourage others from entering. It doesn’t work, but is amusing. 
“Free” only exists for rich people. It’s great that there’s a bowl of condoms at my school, but most poor 
people will never set foot on a college campus. We don’t belong there. There’s a clinic? Great! There’s still a 
copay [cost levied by health insurance companies]. We’re not going. Besides, all they’ll tell you at the clinic is 
you need to see a specialist, which, seriously? Might as well be located on Mars for how accessible it is. “Low 
cost” and “sliding scale” sound like “money you have to spend” to me, and they can’t help you anyway. 
 
I smoke. It’s expensive. It’s also the best option. You see, I am always, always exhausted. It’s a stimulant. 
When I am too tired to walk one more step, I can smoke and go for another hour. When I am enraged and 
beaten down and incapable of accomplishing one more thing, I can smoke and I feel a little better, just for a 
minute. It is the only relaxation I am allowed. It is not a good decision, but it is the only one that I have 
access to. It is the only thing I have found that keeps me from collapsing or exploding. 
 
I make a lot of poor financial decisions. None of them matter, in the long term. I will never not be poor, so 
what does it matter if I don’t pay a thing and a half this week instead of just one thing? It’s not like the 
sacrifice will result in improved circumstances; the thing holding me back isn’t that I blow five bucks at 
Wendy’s. It’s that now that I have proven that I am a Poor Person that is all that I am or ever will be. It is not 
worth it to me to live a bleak life devoid of small pleasures so that one day I can make a single large purchase. 
I will never have large pleasures to hold on to. 
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There’s a certain pull to live what bits of life you can while there’s money in your pocket, because no matter 
how responsible you are you will be broke in three days anyway. When you never have enough money it 
ceases to have meaning. I imagine having a lot of it is the same thing. 
Poverty is bleak and cuts off your long-term brain. It’s why you see people with four different babydaddies 
instead of one. You grab a bit of connection wherever you can to survive. You have no idea how strong the 
pull to feel worthwhile is. It’s more basic than food. You go to these people who make you feel lovely for an 
hour that one time, and that’s all you get. You’re probably not compatible with them for anything long term, 
but right this minute they can make you feel powerful and valuable. It does not matter what will happen in a 
month. Whatever happens in a month is probably going to be just about as indifferent as whatever happened 
today or last week. None of it matters. We don’t plan long term because if we do we’ll just get our hearts 
broken. It’s best not to hope. You just take what you can get as you spot it. 
 
I am not asking for sympathy. I am just trying to explain, on a human level, how it is that people make what 
look from the outside like awful decisions. This is what our lives are like, and here are our defence 
mechanisms, and here is why we think differently. It’s certainly self-defeating, but it’s safer. That’s all. I hope 
it helps make sense of it. 
 
While I was thinking that maybe a couple of people would read my essay, lightning struck. A lot of people 
started to share it. Someone suggested that I submit it for posting on the main page of the website we hung 
out on. That wasn’t uncommon, so I did. The next thing I knew, the world had turned upside down. The 
Huffington Post ran my essay on its front page, Forbes ran it, the Nation ran it. 
 
After the original piece went viral, I got a lot of emails from people who told me that they did not agree; they 
did not cope in the same ways. That’s fair, and true. Keep it in mind. 
 
What was neither fair nor true was the criticism I received inferring that I was the wrong sort of poor. A lot 
of this criticism seemed to centre on the fact that I was not born into poverty, as though that were the only 
way someone might find herself unable to make rent. And yet we have a term for it: downward mobility. We 
have homeless PhDs and more than one recently middle-class person on food stamps. Poverty is a reality to 
more people than we’re willing to admit. 
 
Overall, though, the response was overwhelmingly one of solidarity. I got thousands of emails from people 
saying they understood exactly what I was trying to describe, that they felt the same way. They told me their 
stories – the things that bothered them and how they were dealing with life. It’s not just me who feels this 
way, not by a long shot. Poor people talk about these things but no one’s listening to us. We don’t usually get 
a chance to explain our own logic. The original piece that you just read was simply that: an explanation. 
 
I am doing what I can to walk you through what it is to be poor. To be sure, this is only one version. There 
are millions of us; our experiences and reactions to them are as varied as our personalities and backgrounds. 
 
I haven’t had it worse than anyone else, and actually, that’s kind of the point. This is just what life is for 
roughly one-third of Americans and one in five people in Great Britain. We all handle it in our own ways, but 
we all work in the same jobs, live in the same places, feel the same sense of never quite catching up. We’re 
not any happier about exploding welfare costs than anyone else is, believe me. It’s not like everyone grows up 
and dreams of working two essentially meaningless part-time jobs while collecting food stamps. 
 
It’s just that there aren’t many other options for a lot of people. In fact, the Urban Institute found that half of 
Americans will experience poverty at some point before they’re 65. Most will come out of it after a relatively 
short time, 75% in four years. But that still leaves 25% who don’t get out quickly, and the study also found 
that the longer you stay in poverty, the less likely it becomes that you will ever get out. Most people who live 
near the bottom go through cycles of being in poverty and just above it – sometimes they’re just OK and 
sometimes they’re underwater. It depends on the year, the job, how healthy you are. What I can say for sure is 
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that downward mobility is like quicksand. Once it grabs you, it keeps constraining your options until it’s got 
you completely. I slid to the bottom through a mix of my own decisions and some seriously bad luck. I think 
that’s true of most people. 
 
While it can seem like upward mobility is blocked by a lead ceiling, the layer between lower-middle class and 
poor is horrifyingly porous from above. A lot of us live in that spongy divide. 
 
I got here in a pretty average way: I left home at 16 for college, promptly behaved as well as you’d expect a 
teenager to, and was estranged from my family for over a decade. I quit college when it became clear that I 
was taking out loans to no good effect; I wasn’t ready for it yet. I chased a career simply because it was the 
first opportunity available rather than because it was sensible. I also had medical bills. I had bouts of 
unemployment, I had a drunken driver total my car. I had everything I owned destroyed in a flood. 
 
So it’s not just one or the other: nature or nurture, poor or not poor. Poverty is a potential outcome for all of 
us. 
 
This is a huge societal problem, and we’re just starting to come to grips with all the ways that a technological 
revolution and globalisation have vastly increased inequality. You cannot blame your average citizen for those 
things. Nor can you blame individual companies – it is how we, collectively, have decided to do things. We 
got here partially because of bad policy decisions and partially because of factors nobody could have foreseen. 
Telling an individual company to do better is like telling a poor individual to save more – true and helpful, but 
not so easy in practice. Most companies, like most people, aren’t the top 1%. They are following the market, 
not driving it. Besides which, any asshole with money can buy and run a company. They’re not all smart 
enough to figure out long-term investments in human capital. 
I am not, for all my frustration, opposed to capitalism. Most westerners, poor ones included, aren’t. We like 
the idea that anyone can succeed. What I am opposed to is the sort of capitalism that sucks the life out of a 
whole bunch of the citizenry and then demands that they do better with whatever they have left. If we could 
just agree that poor people are doing the necessary grunt work and that there is dignity in that too, we’d be 
able to make it less onerous. 
 
Put another way: I’m not saying that someone doesn’t have to scrub the toilets around here. All I’m saying is 
that maybe instead of being grossed out by the very idea of toilets, you could thank the people doing the 
cleaning, because if not for them, you’d have to do it your damn self. 
 
Working for the minimum wage 
 
Working for minimum wage means that making a long-term budget is an exercise in wishful thinking. You 
just have however much money you have until you run out, and you pay whatever bill is most overdue first. 
When I was working in Ohio at a fast-food joint, I’d generally get about 25 hours in a week. That was paid at 
$7.50, making my weekly cheque $187.50. 
My husband, working 40 hours at the same place, brought home $300. We made about $25,000 or so 
between us, working every week of the year. That’s a little over $9,000 above the poverty line for a family of 
two, or an extra $200 or so a week. We made ends meet, but barely. Not well enough to ever really feel 
comfortable or rest or take a day off without feeling guilty. And we were at the top of the bottom third of 
households that year, meaning that approximately one-third of the American population is living on the same 
sort of budget. 
Or, for some, a much smaller one. The yearly income of a 40-hour-a-week minimum-wage worker is $15,080. 
So if you’re paying half of that for housing, you’re left with $7,540 to live on.  
 
Yearly. 
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That’s $628 per month, or $314 per paycheck, for everything else – food, clothes, car payments, gas. If you’re 
lucky, you get all that money to live on. But who’s lucky all of the time, or even most of the time? Maybe you 
get sick and lose your job. Even if you land a new job, that measly $314 is all you’ve got to last you until your 
paychecks at the new place start up. Or what if, God forbid, the car breaks down or you break a bone? 
 
This is what it comes down to: the math doesn’t fucking work. You can’t thrive on this sort of money. 
Period. You can survive. 
 
That’s it. 
 
Temporary work 
 
There is something even worse than minimum wage. It’s called temp work. I bet that the majority of people – 
unless they’ve experienced it for themselves – would be shocked to find out that companies regularly hire 
temps to work full-time hours but because they hire these workers through temporary work agencies they 
have to pay no benefits and offer no job security. To save a buck, companies will regularly hire such workers 
for years. And they do it because it’s cheaper than hiring labour directly, and they are legally entitled to do so. 
The laws in America are so weak that we’re actually way behind South Korea (!) in temp worker protections. 
 
So when financially comfortable people with health insurance and paid sick leave and all kinds of other 
benefits that pad their wallets and make their lives easier and healthier think that the poor are poor because 
somehow we lack the get up and go to change our circumstances… well, I’m not sure my reaction is 
printable. 
 
One factory I lived near used to hire a revolving number of temp workers whom they laid off after 90 days – 
the point at which a temp worker is supposed to get permanent job status. Then after three weeks of 
unemployment, the plant hired them again. 
 
That factory isn’t in town any more. It had gotten a break from the local government, making its first years 
there tax free. 
 
And wouldn’t you know it, after the tax break expired, the company decided that the plant wasn’t profitable 
enough and closed it. A temporary factory that hired temporary workers. 
Who says capitalism isn’t cruel? 
 
Having no job security – and getting fired 
 
We all know that a lot of folks think that poor people are lazy and incompetent. They think we get fired from 
jobs because we don’t know how to behave, or we’re always late, or we just don’t care. But what rich people 
don’t realise is how unbelievably easy it is to get fired. And a lot of times what gets you fired is that you’re 
working more than one job. 
Whenever you are working for the kind of place that has a corporate office, you’re typically given the fewest 
possible hours – definitely less than full-time, because then they’d have to pay you benefits. But even though 
your employer might schedule you for 20 hours a week, you might wind up working 10, or 30. It depends on 
how busy it is – when it’s slow, they send you home, and when it’s busy, they expect you to stay late. They 
also expect you to be able to come in to cover someone’s shift if a co-worker gets sick at the last minute. 
Basically, they’re expecting you to be available to work all the time. Scheduling is impossible. 
 
At one chain I was required to sign a contract stating that I was an at-will employee, that I would be part-time 
with no benefits, and that if I took another job without permission I would be subject to termination because 
the company expected me to be able to come in whenever they found it necessary. 
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And yes, this is legal. 
 
So let’s break this down: you’re poor, so you desperately need whatever crappy job you can find, and the 
nature of that crappy job is that you can be fired at any time. Meanwhile, your hours can be cut with no 
notice, and there’s no obligation on the part of your employer to provide severance regardless of why, how or 
when they let you go. And we wonder why the poor get poorer? 
Not feeling valued 
 
Once I’m home from my shift, I try not to be short-tempered with my husband, whose fault my bad mood 
decidedly isn’t. In turn, he tries not to be short-tempered with me. Working at a low-wage job means getting 
off work and having just enough mental energy to realise what you could be doing with your life … if only 
you could work up the will to physically move. 
 
And honestly, I wouldn’t even mind the degradations of my work life so much if the privileged and powerful 
were honest about it. If they just admitted that this is simply impossible. 
 
Instead, we’re told to work harder and be grateful we have jobs, food and a roof over our heads. And for 
fuck’s sake, we are. But in exchange for all that work we’re doing, and all our miserable work conditions, 
we’re not allowed to demand anything in return. No sense of accomplishment, or respect from above, or job 
security. We are expected not to feel entitled to these things. Being poor while working hard is fucking 
crushing. 
 
It’s living in a nightmare where the walls just never stop closing in on you. 
 
I resent the fuck out of it every time my schedule’s been cut and then I’ve been called in for tons of extra 
hours, as though my time weren’t worth anything, just so that my boss can be sure not to pay me for a minute 
that I’m not absolutely necessary. 
 
I resent signing away my ability to get a second job and being told that I can’t work more than 28 hours a 
week either. 
 
The result of all of this? I just give up caring about work. I lose the energy, the bounce, the willingness. I’ll 
perform as directed but no more than that. I’ve rarely had a boss who gave me any indication that he valued 
me more highly than my uniform – we were that interchangeable – so I don’t go out of my way for my bosses 
either. The problem I have isn’t just being undervalued – it’s that it feels as though people go out of their way 
to make sure you know how useless you are. 
I’d been working for one company for over a year when I injured myself at work in November and had to go 
on leave for two months because I couldn’t stand for long. So I wasn’t invited to the company Christmas 
party. I went as a co-worker’s date and watched as everyone got their Christmas bonuses. I didn’t get one; I 
was technically not in the managerial position and thus didn’t qualify. The fact that I’d worked the rest of the 
year didn’t count. 
 
What really got me, though, was when the owner of the company thanked the woman who was filling in for 
me for working so hard all year. He didn’t recognise me at all. 
 
Unpaid Internships 
 
Here’s another thing the poor can’t afford: unpaid internships. I’ve had to turn down offers that might have 
improved my circumstances in the long run because I just couldn’t afford to work for nothing. Again, the 
people who can afford unpaid internships are getting help from home – in my world, everyone else has to 
work for a living. And this means that we’re being cut out of all that potential networking too. That’s at least 
one reason why I’ve never had much of a professional network: I never had the chance to build one. 
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Accepting an unpaid internship, or one of those internships that basically pays you lunch money, is for people 
who don’t have to pay the rent. 
Because I’ve always been in a take-what-you-can-get situation, I’ve wound up working the sorts of jobs that 
people consider beneath them. And yet people still wonder why we, working at the bottom, aren’t putting our 
souls into our jobs. 
 
In turn, I wonder about people who think that those who are poor shouldn’t demand reciprocity from their 
employers. We should devote ourselves to something that doesn’t benefit us more than it absolutely has to? 
We’re meant to care about their best interests, but they don’t have to care about ours? If you’re going to put 
as little as possible into my training and wages, if you’re going to make sure that I can’t get enough hours to 
survive in order to avoid giving me healthcare, and generally make sure that I’m as uncomfortable as possible 
at any given time just to make sure I know my place, then how can you expect me to care about your profit 
margin? 
 
Remember, you get what you pay for. 
  
Smoking 
 
We all cope in our own special ways. I smoke. My friend drinks. In fact, I’m highly confident in betting that 
you and many of your friends cope by drinking as well. Come home from a long day at work, and what do 
you do? Pop open a beer? Or a bag of potato chips? Or maybe you take a Valium when you’re feeling 
stressed out. Or get a massage. Or go to your gym and sit in the sauna room. 
Why are other people’s coping mechanisms better than poor people’s? Because they’re prettier. People with 
more money drink better wine out of nicer glasses. And maybe they get a prescription for benzodiazepines 
from their own personal on-call psychiatrist instead of buying a pack of cigarettes. They can buy whatever 
they like and it’s OK, because retail therapy is a recognised course of treatment for the upper classes. Poor 
people don’t have those luxuries. We smoke because it’s a fast, quick hit of dopamine. We eat junk because 
it’s cheap and it lights up the pleasure centres of our brain. And we do drugs because it’s an effective way to 
feel good or escape something. 
 
I get that poor people’s coping mechanisms aren’t cute. Really, I do. But what I don’t get is why other people 
feel so free in judging us for them. As if our self-destructive behaviours therefore justify and explain our 
crappy lives. 
 
Newsflash: it goes both ways. Sometimes the habits are a reaction to the situation. 
 
And unless you’re prepared to convince me that smoking and smoking alone keeps me poor, then please, 
spare me the lecture. I know it’s bad for me. I’m addicted, not addled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Retrieved from: https://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/sep/21/linda-tirado-poverty-hand-to-mouth-extract 
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What It Is to Wake Up 

by Carmen Maria Machado 

 

It was hard to fully appreciate The Awakening when I first read it, given to me by my sophomore-year 
English teacher to appease my rage against all the Hemingway we were assigned. It was one among a 
small stack of books from her home library—including titles by Henry James, Gloria Naylor, and 
Gabriel García Márquez—that would begin to make up the backbone of my own personal canon. 
But I read The Awakening, by Kate Chopin, first. Its back flap copy promised a feminist classic, and it 
sounded pretty sexy besides. 

It was 2001. I was fifteen years old and neither mother nor wife (nor straight, though I didn’t realize 
it at the time). I understood The Awakening’s appeal in the abstract; I appreciated that, despite the 
seeming quaintness of its epiphany, its content was radical, even shocking for its era. But Edna’s 
suicide seemed, to my teenage self, as melodramatic as Romeo and Juliet’s. So what if Robert left 
her? Was that any reason to die? 

Rereading The Awakening as an adult, I find that it’s nearly impossible to re-create that quick-to-judge 
adolescent frame of mind. Having marinated in the world of men for nearly two decades, I have a 
far better understanding of the depth and breadth of Edna’s suffering. When I read the book now, 
every male character—the resentful, petty husband; the philandering cad; the condescending doctor; 
the fickle man-child—induces a bowel-curdling rage. It occurs to the present-day me that a more 
just ending would have involved Edna drowning any of those men in the Gulf—maybe all of 
them—and then going to take a well-deserved swim. 

* 

Here is the story of a woman who begins to discover herself as a human being, as a sexual creature. 
Who realizes that while she would “give [her] life for [her] children,” she “wouldn’t give [herself],” a 
sentiment that people still find baffling, astonishing. A woman who stops referring to her drawing as 
dabbling and begins to think of herself as an artist. Who claims a little house all her own. Who 
directs the schedule of her days. 

Think of the nap Edna takes at Madame Antoine’s: Is there any scene in literature more ecstatically 
real? How she takes pleasure in being in bed by herself, in feeling her own body. Her sleep, her 
metaphorical death, her rebirth. How she wakes up hours later, rested, comforted, listening to the 
distant murmur of voices. How she powders her face, eats ravenously, and emerges: a new woman 
into a new world. 

But you can feel free without really being free. Most of us do. Like many stories of women’s 
lives, The Awakening is wreathed in anguish, shot through with sorrow and heartbreaking details: 
Edna watching a friend in childbirth. “With an inward agony, with a flaming, outspoken revolt 
against the ways of Nature, she witnessed the scene of torture.” The ways of Nature. How, throughout, 
the children act out the inevitable fates of their respective sexes in miniature. “A small band of 
[children] were lying on their stomachs on the floor looking at the colored sheets of the comic 
papers which Mr. Pontellier had brought down. The little Pontellier boys were permitting them to 
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do so, and making their authority felt.” Making their authority felt. How she mourns when she learns to 
swim. “Think of the time I have lost splashing about like a baby!” Think of the time I have lost. 

* 

I felt freer at fifteen than I do at thirty-two. Now I know better. 

* 

It is not hard to imagine that even if Edna had left her husband, taken up with Robert, and 
abandoned her children, she would have found new miseries. She gets an inkling of this just before 
Robert leaves her. She has to remind him, “I am no longer one of Mr. Pontellier’s possessions to 
dispose of or not. I give myself where I choose. If he were to say, ‘Here, Robert, take her and be 
happy; she is yours,’ I should laugh at you both.” 

Edna has discovered herself, but the world has not yet discovered her. She seems to know, even 
then, that there are always fresh sorrows in the wings for women, just waiting for their cue. 

* 

Many years after I first read The Awakening, I discovered that it was not Chopin’s only piece of 
fiction in which she explored themes of feminist epiphanies, of women waking up, gasping, beneath 
the burden of men’s mediocrity, their entitlement. In “The Story of an Hour”—originally published 
in Vogue as “The Dream of an Hour” five years before The Awakeningscandalized the world—a 
woman is told by a family friend that her husband is listed among the dead in a train accident. When 
she goes to her room alone, she moves through her grief and into a kind of ecstatic, transcendent 
revelation. She realizes that she is now, “body and soul,” free. 

There would be no one to live for during those coming years; she would live for herself. There 
would be no powerful will bending hers in that blind persistence with which men and women 
believe they have a right to impose a private will upon a fellow-creature … 

Spring days, and summer days, and all sorts of days that would be her own. She breathed a quick 
prayer that life might be long. It was only yesterday she had thought with a shudder that life might 
be long. 

And then, just as she has catalogued the breadth and potential of her freedom, the intoxicating 
giddiness of it, her husband—not dead, not realizing he was thought to be dead—arrives home. The 
family friend tries to block him from her view, to avoid shock, but to no avail. “When the doctors 
came,” the story ends, “they said she had died of heart disease—of joy that kills.” 

The dream of that hour was freedom—it was the waking that killed her. Once you have tasted 
freedom, Chopin seems to be showing us, its confiscation—or knowing that its confiscation is 
inevitable—is impossible to bear. You cannot survive it. 

* 
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So: Edna’s suicide. My take on it as a teenager was that she was heartbroken that Robert had left, 
but now there are so many other, less simple ways for me to read it: That death is the only way to 
have things on her own terms. That she does not want to be forced to bring any more children into 
this world. That she does not believe she’ll be able to fight for herself in the future the way she is 
able to now. That she realizes her freedom is a kind of illusion, and always will be. Each option is 
grimmer than the last, and each is entirely plausible. 

It is, with a modern eye, perhaps difficult to feel much sympathy for the ennui of an upper-class 
woman with every advantage in the world aside from her sex. But the cruelty of what is denied her is 
no small thing; a reminder, perhaps, of the ways in which the dimensions of women’s existences are 
flattened no matter their privilege. 

Almost a hundred years after the 1899 publication of The Awakening, Dorothy Allison wrote in her 
memoir, Two or Three Things I Know for Sure: “Women lose their lives not knowing they can do 
something different.” The only tragedy worse than Edna’s would have been a novel in which she 
lived and died never realizing she had another choice. For all her pain, she knew, albeit briefly, what 
it was to have her own days. She knew what it was to wake up. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Retrieved from: https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2019/06/17/what-it-is-to-wake-up/ 
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American Arithmetic 

by Natalie Diaz  

 

Native Americans make up less than 

one percent of the population of America. 

0.8 percent of 100 percent. 

 

O, mine efficient country. 

 

I do not remember the days before America— 

I do not remember the days when we were all here. 

 

Police kill Native Americans more 

than any other race. Race is a funny word. 

Race implies someone will win, 

implies I have as good a chance of winning as— 

 

We all know who wins a race that isn’t a race. 

 

Native Americans make up 1.9 percent of all 

police killings, higher than any race, 

and we exist as .8 percent of all Americans. 

 

Sometimes race means run. 

 

I’m not good at math—can you blame me? 

I’ve had an American education. 
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We are Americans, and we are less than 1 percent 

of Americans. We do a better job of dying 

by police than we do existing. 

 

When we are dying, who should we call? 

The police? Or our senator? 

 

At the National Museum of the American Indian, 

68 percent of the collection is from the U.S. 

I am doing my best to not become a museum 

of myself. I am doing my best to breathe in and out. 

I am begging: Let me be lonely but not invisible. 

 

In an American city of one hundred people, 

I am Native American—less than one, less than 

whole—I am less than myself. Only a fraction 

of a body, let’s say I am only a hand— 

 

and when I slip it beneath the shirt of my lover, 

I disappear completely. 
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Teaching White Students Taught Me the Difference Between Power 
and Privilege 

by Kiese Laymon 

 

The day I met Brown Sanders, he asked if I could help him get rehired at a job he lost for being 
black, poor, scared, and desperate. I was a 26-year-old adjunct at Vassar College and Brown was the 
first person I met in Poughkeepsie, New York. On the ride home, Brown claimed we clicked not 
because of our bald heads or our love for midrange jump shots but because Brown “rocked gold 
teeth and Jordans, and people from the South love gold teeth and Jordans, ked.” 

I’m not sure anyone from my South loved Jordans as much as Brown, but I’m absolutely sure 
Brown never knew the correct pronunciation of my name. He never called me “Kiese.” Sometimes 
he called me “Keece.” Usually called me “ked,” which was short — or long — for “kid.” 

While Brown Sanders worked at Vassar, he sold drugs to sad people inside and outside Vassar’s 
gates. Like nearly every black dealer I’ve known, Brown wasn’t lucky. In the mid-'90, Brown’s initial 
sentence was six years. He did three. In 1999, while still on parole, Brown went to Maryland with his 
16-year-old brother who had some weed in the car. Police stopped the car. For the parole violation 
Brown got sentenced to another seven months of boot camp. That’s when he had to quit his job 
working building and grounds at Vassar. 

For a few months, while on parole in Maryland, Brown worked two jobs and sent money back to his 
girlfriend, his mother, and his daughter in Poughkeepsie. Eventually Brown moved back to New 
York and traveled to Maryland once a week to meet with his PO. When money for bus rides got 
tight, Brown missed one week, then another week, and another. His PO told him he understood that 
Brown didn’t want to leave his daughter and money was tight, but he’d have to arrest him when he 
reentered Maryland for unlawfully crossing state lines while on parole. A warrant was issued for 
Brown’s arrest. 

One winter night in 2004, I got a call from Brown’s fiancé, Ella. Earlier that day, Brown called my 
office and told me he wouldn’t make our City League basketball game because he had to take his 
daughter, Bria, to the carnival. 

“Keece, they got Brown,” she said. “Can you take me to see him? You’re a professor. They’ll listen 
to you. Can you talk to him?” 

Ella explained how two officers stopped Brown as he was paying a toll on the Mid-Hudson Bridge. 
The officer claimed Brown didn’t signal when changing lanes. Ella, who was in the car with Brown, 
says he didn’t signal because at the last second, he 
saw that the tollbooth in his lane was closed. 
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“The last time he got arrested in Maryland,” Ella said, “they pulled him over ’cause they said he had 
too many air fresheners hanging from his front mirror.” 

After taking turns talking about how sick it was that Americans with the least access to healthy 
choice and second chances are given the harshest punishments, Ella said she was calling the 
Kingston jail on three-way to see what they decided to do. “If Brown picks up, tell him some good 
words, Keece. Make my man feel better.” 

We were on hold for about five minutes when we heard a lowtoned, gruff “Hello.” 

It was Brown. 

Ella told Brown how much she loved him and wanted to marry him as soon as he got home. 

“I love you, too,” Brown said. “Where Bria?” 

“She’s in bed,” Ella said. “You think you can come home tonight?” 

“Probably not,” he said. “Maybe. I’m saying, you never know.” 

“Stop lying,” Ella said. “You know you ain’t coming home. Bria wouldn’t stop crying.” 

“Yo, you act like I’m dead,” Brown said. “I just wanna get this behind me, you know?” 

“Keece on the line,” she told him. 

“You on the line, ked?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m here. You maintaining?” 

“You already know,” he said. “I’m strong, ked. You know what? You about to see how I used to 
looked back in the day when I was in shape. I always lose weight when I go to jail, don’t I, Ella?” 

Ella ignored his question and told him that I had some words for him. 

I sat there hanging in silence. I had three degrees and Brown hadn’t graduated from high school. I 
paid my own rent and Brown stayed illegally in Ella’s Section 8 apartment. I earned $1,900 a month 
after taxes for talking to young people about something called black literary imagination and Brown 
was legally unemployed because no one in the Hudson Valley wanted to hire a black man with 
several felonies on his record. 

“I’ll bring you some books next week,” I told him. “And I’ma put some money on your commissary. 
When you get out, I got you.” 

“That’s all you got to say?” Ella asked me. “Ain’t you a professor?” 
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Brown had neither the money nor the power to fight his arrest. I was the wealthiest, most powerful 
person Brown knew, and I had $67 in my banking account, a living room set filled with furniture 
students threw out, and plenty of family, friends, and students doing time in federal prison for 
murder, racketeering, counterfeiting, and drug trafficking. 

“Just bring me some books, ked,” Brown said. “I know this shit is awkward but can you write a little 
note on the front page of all the books? A nigga been locked up a lot and I never had no one write 
notes in my books.” 

Before and after Brown got out, white colleagues routinely put their hands on my back and called 
me lucky. They meant that Southern black boys like me were more likely to end up incarcerated than 
working beside wonderful white faculty at so-called elite liberal arts colleges. I looked in the eyes of 
those colleagues and routinely shook my head. These colleagues were lucky, not simply because their 
students demanded less of them, nor because their identities were never threated by security or 
armed police officers; they were lucky that they got to share professional space with poor young 
black professors who materially never invested in notions of academic excellence being a stand-in 
for innocence. 

Brown, the first person I met in Poughkeepsie, was a felon because he was black, scared, desperate, 
and guilty. I was black, scared, desperate, and guilty but I came from folks with a bit more money 
than Brown. Though I wasn’t the grandchild of grandparents who passed money or land down to 
my parents, I was a child of what folks called “the black middle class.” My mama was one paycheck 
away from asking Grandmama or me for money neither of us had the week before payday. 

There was no wealth in my family of black middle class women. There were only paydays. 

I knew that my student Cole, a dealer of everything from weed to cocaine, could be a college 
graduate, college professor, college trustee in spite of being scared, desperate, and guilty because he 
was a white child of wealthy parents. Cole could literally become president of all kinds of American 
things, or president of nothing. Either way, he’d be fine. He wouldn’t be free, but materially, Cole 
would never suffer. 

By my fourth semester at Vassar, I learned that it was fashionable to call Cole’s predicament 
“privilege” and not “power.” I had the privilege of being raised by a Grandmama who responsibly 
loved me in the blackest, most creative state in nation. Cole had the power to never be poor and 
never be a felon, the power to always have his failures treated as success no matter how mediocre he 
was. Cole’s power necessitated that he was literally too white, too masculine, too rich to fail. George 
Bush was president because of Cole’s power. Grandmama, the smartest, most responsible human 
being I knew, cut open chicken bellies and washed the shit out of white folks dirty underwear 
because of Cole’s power. My job, I learned that first year, was to dutifully teach Cole to use this 
power less abusively. I was supposed to encourage Cole to understand that his power brought down 
buildings, destroyed countries, created prisons, and lathered itself in the blood and suffering. But if 
used for good, Cole's power could lay the foundation for liberation and some greater semblance of 
justice in our country. Cole's power, I was taught, could one day free Brown. 

I just didn’t buy it. 
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I loved my job. I loved going to work and I understood the first week of school that it was 
impossible to teach any student you despised. A teacher’s job was to responsibly love the students in 
front of them. If I was doing my job, I had to find a way to love the wealthy white boys I taught 
with the same integrity I loved my black students, even if the constitution of that love differed. This 
wasn’t easy because no matter how conscientious, radically curious, or politically active I encouraged 
Cole to be, teaching wealthy white boys like him meant that I was being paid to really fortify, and 
make more responsible, Cole’s power. 

Cole’s power insisted that Brown, Grandmama, and me were uber disciplined, useful, thankful and 
never paid what we were worth. This was one of the ways Cole’s power remained Cole’s power. A 
part of my work on the inside at Vassar, truth be told, was to take care of Cole, as our family had 
taken care of white folks in trouble for decades. In return for this work, I’d get a monthly check, 
some semblance of security and moral certainty that we were helping white folk be better at being 
human. This was new to me, but it was old black work, and this old black work, in ways my Mama 
and Grandmama warned me about, was more than selling out; this old black work was morally side-
hustling backward. 

This old black work was how we ate, fixed raggedy cars, paid doctor bills, and filled friends' 
commissaries. 

I made good on my promise to bring Brown a new book with a new note every week before they 
shipped him out to boot camp. Every once in a while, Brown returned the books with notes he’d 
written on the second pages. Brown said he shared the books and notes with COs and other 
incarcerated men and they started a reading group. The books didn’t take any time off his sentence. 
They didn’t free Brown’s imagination. The books gave us more to talk about and feel through when 
he got out. One of the last notes Brown wrote me before being released was “It’s hard to get right 
when the free folks out there are more trapped than the criminal folks in jail. I just want to be free." 
I wanted to tell Brown that those of us on the outside were working on getting free. I wanted to tell 
him that one day I knew he would get free too. But both of those sentences were the heaviest kind 
of lies we both needed believe. Instead of lying or telling the truth, I told Brown thank you for the 
note. I asked him if he was able to watch any of the NBA playoffs. I wished him good luck at boot 
camp. 

And I got ready to go back to work.  
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My Very Special Abilities 
by Meredith Talusan 

 
It’s 7 a.m., and the tip of my nose rests in the valley between my kneecaps. Forward bends are my favorite 
because it takes little to no effort for me to perform them, and despite the yogic edict to the contrary, my body 
feels deep satisfaction in its ability to function in ways few bodies can. Sometimes I turn my head and rest my 
ear on my knees to sneak a peek at the person next to me as they struggle, willing themselves to bend, inch by 
arduous inch. I imagine a world where everyone but an unlucky few could comfortably fold themselves in half 
or compact themselves into human balls. Economy class would eliminate legroom because people could just 
bend in their seats. Cars would be so much smaller, more fuel-efficient; offices and apartments a fraction of 
their size. In that world, I would be normal, and the person next to me who couldn’t touch their nose to their 
knees would be disabled. 

My disability is the reason I’m so flexible in the first place. I’m partially blind because I’m albino, and as a kid 
growing up in the Philippines, the desks in my classroom were too far away for me to read the board. So I 
plopped down on the floor to get closer. Somehow, the order that Spanish colonization brought to my 
Catholic school could not deter indigenous practicality, as my teachers realized it made no sense to keep me at 
a desk if I couldn’t see what they wrote. I spent day after day cross-legged, one elbow propped, writing with 
my notebook on the ground, my eyes inches away from the paper. I still take naps on the floor sometimes, at 
bus stations or airports when there’s no convenient place to sit, legs crossed and forehead on the ground, arms 
around my head to cover my ears. I wish everyone could experience this specific sensation of self-contained 
quiet. 

When I think about my special ability, I’m reminded of the accountant in José Saramago’s novel Blindness—the 
one who was already blind from birth before the citizens of an unnamed city find their vision overtaken by a 
milky whiteness that makes them go blind themselves. In a matter of days, as more and more people go blind, 
the accountant ceases to be disabled, but rather becomes gifted with the special ability to navigate in a sightless 
world. It gave me visceral pleasure to read about him joining the villains who hoard food and take advantage of 
the suddenly hapless citizens of the city; so refreshing to read about a blind man who isn’t noble, as well as the 
suffering of the clueless masses who suddenly lose their sight. Of course, one heroine escapes blindness and 
saves the day, the novel’s ultimate message one of able-bodied triumph, even as I perversely rooted for the 
rapacious, talented accountant. 

Because if fiction is a way of purging oneself of the desire to do in life what one vicariously reads about, then I 
confess to a certain need to expunge my frustration at the able-bodied. If there is one quality of theirs I most 
dislike, it’s the way they project disability as inevitable because of its physical nature, like it’s any different from 
the physical differences between races or genders, as though it isn’t the able-bodied and their societies that 
mold disability to their wishes, as negations of a socially constructed normalcy. As Saramago’s novel so vividly 
demonstrates, it is normalcy that creates disability. In a world where an inability to see is the norm, blind 
people are not disabled. 

Though there’s already at least one community where the standard conception of normalcy isn’t generally 
accepted: deaf people who don’t think of deafness as disability but a condition and an identity, hearing a useful 

added talent at best — not unlike touching one’s nose to one’s knees — or a useless distraction at worst. Studies 
show many deaf people prefer to marry deaf partners in the hopes of having children who are deaf. There are 
documented cases of deaf couples using artificial insemination to specifically conceive deaf children, and even 
couples who have terminated hearing fetuses in hopes of parenting a deaf child in the future. Of course, there 
are jurisdictions where such actions are prevented by law, even when it’s legal to promote able-bodied fetuses 
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over those that are deaf or have other disabilities. Here we see a demonstration of how normalcy is made, not 
born. Within the confines of a deaf family and subculture, hearing may not only be socially alienating, but also 
a barrier to emotional connection and linguistic understanding, or viewed as a useless distraction, like a nervous 
tic would be in the non-deaf world. 

Alas, few other disabled groups have been able to form robust communities like deaf people, because they lack 
the compelling forces of common language and heredity to quell the pressures of ableist normalcy (though 
cochlear implants may soon eradicate deaf communities too). I sometimes fantasize about living in Ukerewe 
Island in Tanzania, home of the largest concentration of albinos in the world, to be with people who 
understand this aspect of my existence. Then I remember that apart from the danger of witch doctors using 
my body parts for medicine, I am also so much more than the disability that has been defined on my behalf. 

So I take comfort by bending farther than most, even though my special ability is remarkable only because it 

exceeds perceived normalcy. What goes generally unremarked — except for platitudes of bravery that are their 

own forms of objectification — are the abilities we come to possess in order to cope with our perceived 
disabilities. Here we are merely expected to keep up, hide our deviations from normal, even when our abilities 
take more effort and will than many able-bodied talents and it is our very deviance that produces them, the 
deviance that moves our social system to disable us. 

 

I write “disabled” not as a description but as both an original and ongoing action within a social contract that 
pretends to be for the common good but must work to disable some of its members to preserve the illusion of 
its integrity. If we lived in a society that excluded anyone who didn’t meet a physical standard, then everyone 
would be at risk of being cast out of society, because anyone can be disabled at any time, whether through 
circumstance or the readjustment of standards. So it’s easier for a majority of people with roughly similar 
physical qualities to define themselves as normal and disable those who do not meet their standards. Once 
defined as such, those who are disabled can then be conditioned to be grateful for the beneficence of the 
normal, even as they are actually the ones who have disabled them in the first place. 

For instance, even as I, a so-called mildly disabled person, would find it almost impossible to live in many areas 
of the United States, because I’m incapable of driving—the capitalist needs of the automotive industry have 
consistently outweighed the human need for effective public transport in many parts of the country, which 
would put many disabled people on equal footing with the able-bodied. Lack of public transport is a concrete 
example of how social systems and those who create them actually disable a significant proportion of people, 
rendering us dependent on others for our well-being when we don’t have to be. 

In Enforcing Normalcy, disability scholar Lennard Davis demonstrates that normalcy, like whiteness, is a 
European industrial invention, as “normal” in its current usage did not come about until the mid-19th century. 

Davis writes, “[T]he very term that permeates our contemporary life — the normal — is a configuration that 
arises in a particular historical moment. It is part of a notion of progress, of industrialization, and of ideological 
consolidation of the power of the bourgeoisie.” For Davis, it’s no coincidence that normalcy came hand in 
hand with the rise of the middle class, the large proportion of people who live average lives, along with a 
widespread eugenics movement and the need to create the ideal, uniform, identical laborer to maximize 
efficiency and profit. Without this impetus toward normalcy, there is no need to classify people as disabled. 
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Growing up in a country less directly affected by Western industrialization, I felt no shame in sitting on the 
floor to see, and those around me were not inclined to define my being according to a standard. Though there 

are words to describe physical conditions in Tagalog — blind, deaf, and so on — there is no precolonial word 
for disabled, no concept that sets people apart as permanent deviants from the physical norm. 

Imagine if Saramago’s newly blind citizens survive long enough to have children, who themselves are born 
blind, and their children are also blind and so on. The world would eventually reorder itself to assume that 
people cannot see. People would rely on other senses to negotiate the world, and all written communication 
would be done in a tactile medium. In that world, sight would not be much more than an extra talent that can 
at times be put to good use but confers no huge advantage in a world that does not enable it. 

The challenge is not to allow people to contribute according to their abilities as defined by an able-bodied 
world, but to expand the standards under which ability is judged and to foster environments where people are 
free to determine and develop their specific abilities. A number of completely blind people have developed the 

ability to fully navigate environments — even ride a bike — by clicking their mouths and judging their physical 
world based on the sounds they hear. But the spread of this blind-born navigation system has been stymied by 
the need for “normal” people, especially children at school, to be disrupted by the sounds of the blind. 

Many disabled people are denied access to their potential abilities in this way, being taught as children that their 
mere presence constitutes disruption, the inefficiencies they create, even minimal ones, too inconvenient to 
maintain. After moving to the United States at age 15 and contending with many years of harsh judgment and 
false assumptions, I don’t dare sit on the floor to see a board or screen when I attend lectures and meetings as 
an educator and writer. Instead, I’ve trained myself to have an unusually strong working memory so I can 
absorb large chunks of oral information without seeing words on the board or screen. When the presentation 
involves fine visual detail, I ask for the slides afterward, matching them to the oral narrative I’ve absorbed. This 
is all to deflect the assumptions of incapacity once I’m defined as disabled, a refusal to allow for a model that 
assumes superior normalcy and cannot readily absorb differences in ability, in favor of my hidden reality where 
it’s possible for someone not to see and be capable of keen observation and insight. 

 

After the folding comes the standing and the balancing. I raise and bend one leg to place the bottom of my 
foot against the side of my knee, place my palms together. More than two decades of practice and my tree 
remains unrooted, because being albino entails a messy path between the eyes and the optic nerve leading to 
the brain, which causes a condition called nystagmus, where my eyes jiggle constantly, searching for sight. 
Because of this, I cannot focus on one spot, a key strategy for effective one-legged balance. 

Instead I stare at the wall and imagine a fixed spot that is actually impossible for my eye to see. On good days, 
I’ve worked hard enough to provide a decent approximation of stability. On bad days, I sway inexplicably, 
even topple altogether, and invade the invisible perimeter of the person next to me in the otherwise ordered 
fitness studio. 

Where I’m from, the response would be silly laughter, but in the regimented world of the Western yoga class, it 
is unacceptable for me to deviate too far from the norm without correction, both explicit from the instructor 
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and implicit from the glances of other students, at times so pointed that even I can notice them. My inability to 
balance has even prompted audible snickers, but a more common result is the teacher stopping for instructions 
or adjustments, to try to fix the unfixable, even though I am not broken. It’s at this moment that I must decide 
whether to merely be a “normal” person with bad balance or to reveal myself as disabled. My deviation from 
the norm teeters in this liminal space, between oh she has poor balance to oh she’s disabled, the difference 
between a quality and an inherent identity. The first gets you correction after correction until, you pray, you’re 
finally deemed hopeless. The second gets you pity from the teacher and other people looking away as though 
you’re contagious. In Western instructional fitness society, it’s psychologically punishing to devise your own 
valid normalcy, without the rest of the world insisting that their agreed-upon normal is superior to yours. You 
miss your hometown, where you can just sit on the floor in front of the board, where it’s alright to shout in 
Nanang Lita’s ear because she can’t hear you otherwise, where Isabel is known as the village crazy but people 
make sure to keep her fed, amusing themselves with her nonsensical stories. 

In America, your imagination stares at an imaginary point with your imaginary normal eyes, as the reality the 
world has determined for you shakes uncontrollably. Your imaginary gaze remains determined and fixed even 
as your body sways, even when it shifts and you need to stand on two feet, even as you continue to imagine 
you’re only on one leg, your own normal. You know you can’t do anything else you’re capable of if you let the 
world define your normalcy, so when it tries to mark you as deviant, you fight back with your mind, your most 
flexible body part. You do this until the class ends and you’re told to sit on the floor, where you rest your 
forehead on the ground to find your own peace. 
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Haditha/Katrina 

by Jess Ruliffson 
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Trash Food 

by Chris Offutt  

Over the years I’ve known many people with nicknames, including Lucky, Big O, Haywire, Turtle 
Eggs, Hercules, two guys named Hollywood, and three guys called Booger. I’ve had my own 
nicknames as well. In college people called me “Arf” because of a dog on a t-shirt. Back home a few 
of my best buddies call me “Shit-for-Brains,” because our teachers thought I was smart. 

Three years ago, shortly after moving to Oxford, someone introduced me to John T. Edge. He goes 
by his first name and middle initial, but I understood it as a nickname—Jaunty. The word “jaunty” 
means lively and cheerful, someone always merry and bright. The name seemed to suit him perfectly. 
Each time I called him Jaunty he gave me a quick sharp look of suspicion. He wondered if I was 
making fun of his name—and of him. The matter was resolved when I suggested he call me 
“Chrissie O.” 

Last spring John T. asked me to join him at an Oxford restaurant. My wife dropped me off and 
drove to a nearby secondhand store. Our plan was for me to meet her later and find a couple of 
cheap lamps. During lunch John T. asked me to give a presentation at the Southern Foodways 
Alliance symposium over which he presided every fall. 

I reminded him that I lacked the necessary qualifications. At the time I’d only published a few 
humorous essays that dealt with food. Other writers were more knowledgeable and wrote with a 
historical context, from a scholarly perspective. All I did was write personal essays inspired by old 
community cookbooks I found in secondhand stores. Strictly speaking, my food writing wasn’t 
technically about food. 

John T. said that didn’t matter. He wanted me to explore “trash food,” because, as he put it, “you 
write about class.” 

I sat without speaking, my food getting cold on my plate. Three thoughts ran through my mind fast 
as flipping an egg. First, I couldn’t see the connection between social class and garbage. Second, I 
didn’t like having my thirty-year career reduced to a single subject matter. Third, I’d never heard of 
anything called “trash food.” 

I write about my friends, my family, and my experiences, but never with a socio-political agenda 
such as class. My goal was always art first, combined with an attempt at rigorous self-examination. 
Facing John T., I found myself in a professional and social pickle, not unusual for a country boy 
who’s clawed his way out of the hills of eastern Kentucky, one of the steepest social climbs in 
America. I’ve never mastered the high-born art of concealing my emotions. My feelings are always 
readily apparent. 

Recognizing my turmoil, John T. asked if I was pissed off. I nodded and he apologized immediately. 
I told him I was overly sensitive to matters of social class. I explained that people from the hills of 
Appalachia have always had to fight to prove they were smart, diligent, and trustworthy. It’s the 
same for people who grew up in the Mississippi Delta, the barrios of Los Angeles and Texas, or the 
black neighborhoods in New York, Chicago, and Memphis. His request reminded me that due to 
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social class I’d been refused dates, bank loans, and even jobs. I’ve been called hillbilly, stumpjumper, 
cracker, weedsucker, redneck, and white trash—mean-spirited terms designed to hurt me and make 
me feel bad about myself. 

As a young man, I used to laugh awkwardly at remarks about sex with my sister or the perceived 
novelty of my wearing shoes. As I got older I quit laughing. When strangers thought I was stupid 
because of where I grew up, I understood that they were granting me the high ground. I learned to 
patiently wait in ambush for the chance to utterly demolish them intellectually. Later I realized that 
this particular battle strategy was a waste of energy. It was easier to simply stop talking to that 
person—forever. 

But I didn’t want to do that with a guy whose name sounds like “jaunty.” A guy who’d inadvertently 
triggered an old emotional response. A guy who liked my work well enough to pay me for it. 

By this time our lunch had a tension to it that draped over us both like a lead vest for an X-ray. We 
just looked at each other, neither of us knowing what to do. John T. suggested I think about it, then 
graciously offered me a lift to meet my wife. But a funny thing had happened. Our conversation had 
left me inexplicably ashamed of shopping at a thrift store. I wanted to walk to hide my destination, 
but refusing a ride might make John T. think I was angry with him. I wasn’t. I was upset. But not 
with him. 

My solution was a verbal compromise, a term politicians use to mean a blatant lie. I told him to drop 
me at a restaurant where I was meeting my wife for cocktails. He did so and I waited until his red 
Italian sports car sped away. As soon as he was out of sight I walked to the junk store. I sat out front 
like a man with not a care in the world, ensconced in a battered patio chair staring at clouds above 
the parking lot. When I was a kid my mother bought baked goods at the day-old bread store and 
hoped no one would see her car. Now I was embarrassed for shopping secondhand. 

My behavior was class-based twice over: buying used goods to save a buck and feeling ashamed of it. 
I’d behaved in strict accordance with my social station, then evaluated myself in a negative fashion. 
Even my anger was classic self-oppression, a learned behavior of lower-class people. I was 
transforming outward shame into inner fury. Without a clear target, I aimed that rage at myself. 

My thoughts and feelings were completely irrational. I knew they made no sense. Most of what I 
owned had belonged to someone else—cars, clothes, shoes, furniture, dishware, cookbooks. I liked 
old and battered things. They reminded me of myself, still capable and functioning despite the wear 
and tear. I enjoyed the idea that my belongings had a previous history before coming my way. It was 
very satisfying to repair a broken lamp made of popsicle sticks and transform it to a lovely source of 
illumination. A writer’s livelihood is weak at best, and I’d become adept at operating in a 
secondhand economy. I was comfortable with it. 

Still, I sat in that chair getting madder and madder. After careful examination I concluded that the 
core of my anger was fear—in this case fear that John T. would judge me for shopping secondhand. 
I knew it was absurd since he is not judgmental in the least. Anyone can see that he’s an open-
hearted guy willing to embrace anything and everyone—even me. 
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Nevertheless I’d felt compelled to mislead him based on class stigma. I was ashamed—of my 
fifteen-year-old Mazda, my income, and my rented home. I felt ashamed of the very clothes I was 
wearing, the shoes on my feet. Abruptly, with the force of being struck in the face, I understood it 
wasn’t his judgment I feared. It was my own. I’d judged myself and found failure. I wanted a car like 
his. I wanted to dress like him and have a house like his. I wanted to be in a position to offer other 
people jobs. 

The flip side of shame is pride. All I had was the pride of refusal. I could say no to his offer. I did 
not have to write about trash food and class. No, I decided, no, no, no. Later, it occurred to me that 
my reluctance was evidence that maybe I should say yes. I resolved to do some research before 
refusing his offer. 

John T. had been a little shaky on the label of “trash food,” mentioning mullet and possum as 
examples. At one time this list included crawfish because Cajun people ate it, and catfish because it 
was favored by African Americans and poor Southern whites. As these cuisines gained popularity, 
the food itself became culturally upgraded. Crawfish and catfish stopped being “trash food” when 
the people eating it in restaurants were the same ones who felt superior to the lower classes. Elite 
white diners had to redefine the food to justify eating it. Otherwise they were voluntarily lowering 
their own social status—something nobody wants to do. 

It should be noted that carp and gar still remain reputationally compromised. In other words—poor 
folks eat it and rich folks don’t. I predict that one day wealthy white people will pay thirty-five 
dollars for a tiny portion of carp with a rich sauce—and congratulate themselves for doing so. 

I ran a multitude of various searches on library databases and the Internet in general, typing in 
permutations of the words “trash” and “food.” Surprisingly, every single reference was to “white 
trash food.” Within certain communities, it’s become popular to host “white trash parties” where 
people are urged to bring Cheetos, pork rinds, Vienna sausages, Jell-O with marshmallows, fried 
baloney, corndogs, RC cola, Slim Jims, Fritos, Twinkies, and cottage cheese with jelly. In short—the 
food I ate as a kid in the hills. 

Participating in such a feast is considered proof of being very cool and very hip. But it’s not. Implicit 
in the menu is a vicious ridicule of the people who eat such food on a regular basis. People who 
attend these “white trash parties” are cuisinally slumming, temporarily visiting a place they never 
want to live. They are the worst sort of tourists—they want to see the Mississippi Delta and the hills 
of Appalachia but are afraid to get off the bus. 

The term “white trash” is an epithet of bigotry that equates human worth with garbage. It implies a 
dismissal of the group as stupid, violent, lazy, and untrustworthy—the same negative descriptors of 
racial minorities, of anyone outside of the mainstream. At every stage of American history, various 
groups of people have endured such personal attacks. Language is used as a weapon: divisive, cruel, 
enciphered. Today is no different. For example, here in Mississippi, the term “Democrats” is code 
for “African Americans.” Throughout the U.S.A., “family values” is code for “no homosexuals.” 
The term “trash food” is not about food, it’s coded language for social class. It’s about poor people 
and what they can afford to eat. 
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In America, class lines run parallel to racial lines. At the very bottom are people of color. The 
Caucasian equivalent is me—an Appalachian. As a male Caucasian in America, I am supposed to 
have an inherent advantage in every possible way. It’s true. I can pass more easily in society. I have 
better access to education, health care, and employment. But if I insist on behaving like a poor white 
person—shopping at secondhand shops and eating mullet—I not only earn the epithet of “trash,” I 
somehow deserve it. 

The term “white trash” is class disparagement due to economics. Polite society regards me as stupid, 
lazy, ignorant, violent and untrustworthy. 

I am trash because of where I’m from. 

I am trash because of where I shop. 

I am trash because of what I eat. 

But human beings are not trash. We are the civilizing force on the planet. We produce great art, 
great music, great food, and great technology. It’s not the opposable thumb that separates us from 
the beasts, it’s our facility with language. We are able to communicate with great precision. 
Nevertheless, history is fraught with the persistence of treating fellow humans as garbage, which 
means collection and transport for destruction. The most efficient management of humans as trash 
occurred when the Third Reich systematically murdered people by the millions. People they didn’t 
like. People they were afraid of. Jews, Romanis, Catholics, gays and lesbians, Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
and the disabled. 

In World War II, my father-in-law was captured by the Nazis and placed on a train car so crammed 
with people that everyone had to stand for days. Arthur hadn’t eaten in a week. He was close to 
starvation. A Romani man gave him half a turnip, which saved his life. That Romani man later died. 
Arthur survived the war. He had been raised to look down on Romani people as stupid, lazy, 
violent, and untrustworthy—the ubiquitous language of class discrimination. He subsequently 
revised his view of Romanis. For Arthur, the stakes of starvation were high enough that he changed 
his view of a group of people. But the wealthy elite in this country are not starving. When they 
changed their eating habits, they didn’t change their view of people. They just upgraded crawfish and 
catfish. 

Economic status dictates class and diet. We arrange food in a hierarchy based on who originally ate 
it until we reach mullet, gar, possum, and squirrel—the diet of the poor. The food is called trash, 
and then the people are. 

When the white elite take an interest in the food poor people eat, the price goes up. The result is a 
cost that prohibits poor families from eating the very food they’ve been condemned for eating. It 
happened with salmon and tuna years ago. When I was a kid and money was tight, my mother mixed 
a can of tuna with pasta and vegetables. Our family of six ate it for two days. Gone are the days of 
subsisting on cheap fish patties at the end of the month. The status of the food rose but not the 
people. They just had less to eat. 
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What is trash food? I say all food is trash without human intervention. Cattle, sheep, hogs, and 
chickens would die unless slaughtered for the table. If humans didn’t harvest vegetables, they would 
rot in the field. Food is a disposable commodity until we accumulate the raw material, blend 
ingredients, and apply heat, cold, and pressure. Then our bodies extract nutrients and convert it into 
waste, which must be disposed of. The act of eating produces trash. 

In the hills of Kentucky we all looked alike—scruffy white people with squinty eyes and cowlicks. 
We shared the same economic class, the same religion, the same values and loyalties. Even our 
enemy was mutual: people who lived in town. Appalachians are suspicious of their neighbors, 
distrustful of strangers, and uncertain about third cousins. It’s a culture that operates under a very 
simple principle: you leave me alone, and I’ll leave you alone. After moving away from the hills I 
developed a different way of interacting with people. I still get cantankerous and defensive—ask 
John T.— but I’m better with human relations than I used to be. I’ve learned to observe and listen. 

As an adult I have lived and worked in eleven different states—New York, Massachusetts, Florida, 
New Mexico, Montana, California, Tennessee, Georgia, Iowa, Arizona, and now Mississippi. These 
circumstances often placed me in contact with African Americans as neighbors, members of the 
same labor crew, working in restaurants, and now university colleagues. The first interaction 
between a black man and a white man is one of mutual evaluation: does the other guy hate my guts? 
The white guy—me—is worried that after generations of repression and mistreatment, will this 
black guy take his anger out on me because I’m white? And the black guy is wondering if I am one 
more racist asshole he can’t turn his back on. This period of reconnaissance typically doesn’t last 
long because both parties know the covert codes the other uses—the avoidance of touch, the 
averted eyes, a posture of hostility. Once each man is satisfied that the other guy is all right, 
connections begin to occur. Those connections are always based on class. And class translates to 
food. 

Last year my mother and I were in the hardware store buying parts to fix a toilet. The first thing we 
learned was that the apparatus inside commodes has gotten pretty fancy over the years. Like 
breakfast cereal, there were dozens of types to choose from. Toilet parts were made of plastic, 
copper, and cheap metal. Some were silent and some saved water and some looked as if they came 
from an alien spacecraft. 

A store clerk, an African-American man in his sixties, offered to help us. I told him I was 
overwhelmed, that plumbing had gotten too complicated. I tried to make a joke by saying it was a lot 
simpler when everyone used an outhouse. He gave me a quick sharp look of suspicion. I recognized 
his expression. It’s the same one John T. gave me when I mispronounced his name, the same look I 
gave John T. when he mentioned “trash food” and social class. The same one I unleashed on people 
who called me a hillbilly or a redneck. 

I understood the clerk’s concern. He wondered if I was making a veiled comment about race, 
economics, and the lack of plumbing. I told him that back in Kentucky when the hole filled up with 
waste, we dug a new hole and moved the outhouse to it. Then we’d plant a fruit tree where the old 
outhouse had been. 

“Man,” I said, “that tree would bear. Big old peaches.” 
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He looked at me differently then, a serious expression. His earlier suspicion was gone. 

“You know some things,” he said. “Yes you do.” 

“I know one thing,” I said. “When I was a kid I wouldn’t eat those peaches.” 

The two of us began laughing at the same time. We stood there and laughed until the mirth trailed 
away, reignited, and brought forth another bout of laughter. Eventually we wound down to a final 
chuckle. We stood in the aisle and studied the toilet repair kits on the pegboard wall. They were like 
books in a foreign language. 

“Well,” I said to him. “What do you think?” 

“What do I think?” he said. 

I nodded. 

“I think I won’t eat those peaches.” 

We started laughing again, this time longer, slapping each other’s arms. Pretty soon one of us just 
had to mutter “peaches” to start all over again. Race was no more important to us than plumbing 
parts or shopping at a secondhand store. We were two Southern men laughing together in an easy 
way, linked by class and food. 

On the surface, John T. and I should have been able to laugh in a similar way last spring. We have 
more in common than the store clerk and I do. John T. and I share race, status, and regional origin. 
We are close to the same age. We are sons of the South. We’re both writers, married with families. 
John T. and I have cooked for each other, gotten drunk together, and told each other stories. We 
live in the same town, have the same friends. 

But none of that mattered in the face of social class, an invisible and permanent division. It’s the 
boundary John T. had the courage to ask me to write about. The boundary that made me lie about 
the secondhand store last spring. The boundary that still fills me with shame and anger. A boundary 
that only food can cross. 
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Home 

by Warsan Shire 

 

 
no one leaves home unless 
home is the mouth of a shark 
you only run for the border 
when you see the whole city running as well 

your neighbors running faster than you 
breath bloody in their throats 
the boy you went to school with 
who kissed you dizzy behind the old tin factory 
is holding a gun bigger than his body 
you only leave home 
when home won’t let you stay. 

no one leaves home unless home chases you 
fire under feet 
hot blood in your belly 
it’s not something you ever thought of doing 
until the blade burnt threats into 
your neck 
and even then you carried the anthem under 
your breath 
only tearing up your passport in an airport toilet 
sobbing as each mouthful of paper 
made it clear that you wouldn’t be going back. 

you have to understand, 
that no one puts their children in a boat 
unless the water is safer than the land 
no one burns their palms 
under trains 
beneath carriages 
no one spends days and nights in the stomach of a truck 
feeding on newspaper unless the miles travelled 
means something more than journey. 
no one crawls under fences 
no one wants to be beaten 
pitied 

no one chooses refugee camps 
or strip searches where your 
body is left aching 
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or prison, 
because prison is safer 
than a city of fire 
and one prison guard 
in the night 
is better than a truckload 
of men who look like your father 
no one could take it 
no one could stomach it 
no one skin would be tough enough 

the 
go home blacks 
refugees 
dirty immigrants 
asylum seekers 
sucking our country dry 
niggers with their hands out 
they smell strange 
savage 
messed up their country and now they want 
to mess ours up 
how do the words 
the dirty looks 
roll off your backs 
maybe because the blow is softer 
than a limb torn off 

or the words are more tender 
than fourteen men between 
your legs 
or the insults are easier 
to swallow 
than rubble 
than bone 
than your child body 
in pieces. 
i want to go home, 
but home is the mouth of a shark 
home is the barrel of the gun 
and no one would leave home 
unless home chased you to the shore 
unless home told you 
to quicken your legs 
leave your clothes behind 
crawl through the desert 
wade through the oceans 
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drown 
save 
be hunger 
beg 
forget pride 
your survival is more important 

no one leaves home until home is a sweaty voice in your ear 
saying- 
leave, 
run away from me now 
i dont know what i’ve become 
but i know that anywhere 
is safer than here  
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I Was a Cable Guy. I Saw the Worst of America. 

by Lauren Hough 

 

I can’t tell you about a specific day as a cable tech. I can’t tell you my first customer was a cat hoarder. I can 

tell you the details, sure. That I smeared Vicks on my lip to try to cover the stench of rugs and walls and 

upholstery soaked in cat piss. That I wore booties, not to protect the carpets from the mud on my boots but 

to keep the cat piss off my soles. I can tell you the problem with her cable service was that her cats chewed 

through the wiring. That I had to move a mummified cat behind the television to replace the jumper. That 

ammonia seeped into the polyester fibers of my itchy blue uniform, clung to the sweat in my hair. That the 

smell stuck to me through the next job. 

But what was the next job? This is the stuff I can’t remember — how a particular day unfolded. Maybe the 

next job was the Great Falls, Virginia, housewife who answered the door in some black skimpy thing I never 

really saw because I work very hard at eye contact when faced with out-of-context nudity. She was expecting 

a man. I’m a 6-foot lesbian. If I showed up at your door in a uniform with my hair cut in what’s known to 

barbers as the International Lesbian Option No. 2, you might mistake me for a man. Everyone does. She was 

rare in that she realized I’m a woman. We laughed about it. She found a robe while I replaced her cable box. 

She asked if I needed to use a bathroom, and I loved her. 

 

For 10 years, I worked as a cable tech in the Virginia suburbs of Washington, D.C. Those 10 years, the 

apartments, the McMansions, the customers, the bugs and snakes, the telephone poles, the traffic, the cold 

and heat and rain, have blurred together in my mind. Even then, I wouldn’t remember a job from the day 

before unless there was something remarkable about it. Remarkable is subjective and changes with every day 

spent witnessing what people who work in offices will never see — their co-workers at home during the 

weekday, the American id in its underpants, wondering if it remembered to delete the browsing history. 

Mostly all I remember is needing to pee. 

And I remember those little glimpses of the grotesque. I’ll get to Dick Cheney later. The one that comes to 

mind now is the anti-gay lobbyist whose office was lined with framed appreciation from Focus on the Family, 

and pictures with Pat Buchanan and Jerry Falwell, but whose son’s room was painted pink and littered with 

Barbies. The hypocrite’s son said he was still a boy. He just thought his sundress was really cute. I agreed, told 

him I love daisies, and he beamed. His father thanked me, and I wanted to tell him to go fuck himself. How 

the fuck do you actively work to ensure the world’s a more dangerous place for your beautiful little kid? But I 
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didn’t ask him that. I just stood and glared at him until he looked away. I needed the job. I assumed his kid 

would grow up to hate him.  

Maybe the next job that day was the guy whose work order said “irate.” It’s not something you want to see on 

a work order. Not when you’re running late and you still have to pee, because “irate” meant that the next job 

wasn’t going to be a woman in lingerie; it was going to be a guy who pulled out his penis while I fixed the 

settings on his television. 

I know after that one, I pulled off the side of the road when I saw a horse. Only upside of Great Falls. Not 

too long ago, Great Falls was mostly small farms and large estates. The McMansions outnumber the farms 

now. But there are still a few holdouts. I called the horse over to the fence, and he nuzzled my hair. I fed him 

my apple. Talking to a horse helps when you can’t remember how to breathe. 

Maybe that “irate” was an “irate fn ch72 out.” Fox News. Those we dreaded. It was worse when the 

comment was followed by “repeat call.” Repeat meant someone had been there before. If it was someone I 

could call and ask, he’d tell me: “Be careful. Asshole kept calling me ‘boy.’ Rather he just up and call me a 

[that word]. Yeah, of course I told them. Forwarding you the emails right now. Hang on, I have to merge. 

Anyway, it’s his TV. Dumbass put a plasma above his fireplace. Charge the piece of shit ’cause I warned him. 

Have fun.” 

I’d walk in prepared for anything. There was sobbing, man or woman, didn’t matter. There were the verbal 

assaults. There were physical threats. To say they were just threats undermines what it feels like to be in 

someone else’s home, not knowing the territory, where that hallway leads, what’s behind that door, if they 

have a gun, if they’ll back you into a wall and scream at you. If they’ll stop there. If they’ll call in a complaint 

no matter what you do. Sure, we were allowed to leave if we felt threatened. We just weren’t always sure we 

could. In any case, even if we canceled, someone else would always be sent to the same house later. “Irate. 

Repeat call.” And we’d lose the points we needed to make our numbers. 

The points: Every job’s assigned a number of points — 10 points for a “my cable’s out” call, four points to 

disconnect a line, 12 to install internet. We needed about 120 points a day to make our monthly quota. 

A cut cable line was worth 10 points, whether we tried to fix it or not. We could try to splice it if we found 

the cut. Or we could maybe run a temp line. But you can’t run one across a neighbor’s lawn or across a 

sidewalk or street. That’s what happened with the guy who was adding a swimming pool. The diggers had cut 

his line. I knew before I walked in. But he still wanted me to come stare at the blank cable box while we 

talked. I did because the Fox News cult loves to call in complaints about their rude techs. 
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The tap, where the cable line connects, was in a neighboring yard. There was a dog door on the back patio of 

that yard. I like dogs, but I’m not an idiot. I told him it would be a week, 7 to 10 days to get a new line. He 

said through his teeth he needed an exact day. I gave him my supervisor’s number. This whole time, his wife 

was in the kitchen wiping a clean counter. 

I was filling out the work orders and emailing my supervisor to give him a heads-up on a possible call from a 

member of every cable tech’s favorite rage cult, when his wife knocked on my van window. She stepped back 

and called me “ma’am.” Which was nice. Her husband with the tucked-in polo shirt had asked my name and I 

told him Lauren. He heard Lawrence because it fit what he saw and asked if he could call me Larry. Guys like 

that use your name as a weapon. “Larry, explain to me why I had to sit around here from 1 to 3 waiting on 

you and you show up at 3:17. Does that seem like good customer service to you, Larry? And now you’re 

telling 7 to 10 days? Larry, I’m getting really tired of hearing this shit.” Guys like that, it was safer to just let 

them think I was a man. 

She said she was sorry about him. I said, “It’s fine.” I said there really wasn’t anything I could do. She blinked 

back the flood of tears she’d been holding since God knows when. She said, “It’s just, when he has Fox, he 

has Obama to hate. If he doesn’t have that ...” She kept looking over her shoulder. She was terrified of him. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just need him to have Fox.” I got out of my van. 

The neighbor with the possible attack dogs wasn’t home. The next-door neighbor wasn’t either. But I looked 

up his account. I got lucky. He didn’t have TV service. I pulled up his modem on my laptop, perfect signal. 

There was an attenuator where the cable connected to his house-wiring to tamp down the signal — too much 

is also a problem. I got enough running a line from the neighbor’s house to theirs so the asshole would be 

able to get his rage fix from Hannity. I remember leaving a note on the neighbor’s door, some ambiguous lie 

about their internet service being urgent. I figured the neighbor might be more understanding about internet 

service than Fox. I sure as fuck was. 

Maybe the next job was unremarkable in every way. I liked those jobs. Nothing to remember but maybe a 

cute dog. Maybe a few spiders. But I’d gotten used to spiders. I don’t feel mosquito bites anymore either. If 

the customer worked any sort of manual job, they’d offer me water. I wouldn’t usually accept. But it was a 

nice gesture. 

Blue-collar customers were always my favorite. They don’t treat you like a servant. They don’t tell you, “We 

like the help to use the side door.” They don’t assume you’re an idiot just because you wear a name tag to 

work and your hands are calloused. The books on their shelves aren’t bound in leather. But the spines are 

cracked. Most of them, when you turn on the TV, it’s not set to Fox. They’re the only customers who tip. 
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Maybe the next job I had to climb into an attic. Maybe it was above 90 outside and 160 up there. I’d sweat 

out half my body weight, and my skin would itch like hives from the insulation the rest of the day. At some 

point, I’d blow something black out of my nose. You have to work fast in an attic. You don’t come down, 

not all of these customers would even bother to see if you’re at medium rare yet. If the customer had a shred 

of humanity, you could ask to reschedule for the morning. 

Humanity is rarer than I imagined when I first took the job. One woman wanted me to shimmy down into a 

crawl space that held 3 feet of water and about a foot to spare under her floorboards. A snake swam past the 

opening. She said it wasn’t a copperhead. Like I fucking cared. 

We had a blizzard one year — a few, really. Snowmaggedon and Snowverkill and Snowmygod, I think WTOP 

named them. We had to work. I went to one call where the problem was dead batteries on a remote. They 

didn’t think batteries were their responsibility. The next, they wanted me to replace a downed line. Yes, that’s 

the power line in the tree, too. Well, sure the telephone pole’s lying in the street, but we figured you could do 

something. I didn’t explain why I didn’t get out of my van. I took a picture and sent it to my supervisor with 

“Bullshit.” 

Most of the streets were blocked. Thirty-five inches is a lot of snow. A state trooper told me to get the fuck 

off the road. My supervisor said, “We can’t. We do phone so we’re considered emergency service.” I didn’t 

have any phone jobs. No one else I talked to did either. 

The supervisors made a good show of pretending to care that we made it to jobs. The dispatchers canceled 

everything they could. The techs, we didn’t talk much. Every so often someone would mic their Nextel to 

scream: “This is bullshit! They’re going to get us fucking killed!” And someone else would say, “They don’t 

care, man. They won’t have to pay anyway. They’ll piss test your corpse and say you were high. 

Motherfuckers.” 

“They’ll fucking care when I plow my van through the front of their building.” 

“Dude, I’m gonna ram the next little Ford Ranger I see.” Supervisors drove Rangers. 

“Fuck that. I’m ramming a cop.” 

“Bitch, how you gonna know what you’re ramming? Can’t fucking see the snowplow in front of me.” 

I couldn’t respond. My voice would stand out. We had to hope for the humanity of others, the customers, 

because corporate didn’t care. They didn’t have to drive through a blizzard. The blizzards, I remember. 
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The other days, they all blended together. Let’s go back to imaginary day. Maybe next I had the woman with 

the bull mastiff named Otto. I don’t remember much about her because I like bull mastiffs with their giant 

stupid heads. I told her I needed to get to her basement. She said, “Do you really? It’s just it’s a mess.” 

(That’s never why.) I explained the signal behind her television was crap. The signal outside her house was 

great. With only one line going through the cinderblock wall, there was probably a splitter. She was taller than 

I am. That’s something I remember because, like I said, I’m tall. And probably a useful trait for her 

considering what I found next. I told her what I told everyone who balked about their privacy being invaded: 

“Unless you have a kid in a cage, I don’t fucking care.” Kids in cages were an unimaginable horror then. A 

good place to draw a line. 

This is a good time to say, if you’re planning on growing massive quantities of marijuana, look, I respect it. 

But don’t use a $3 splitter from CVS when you run your own cable line. Sooner or later, you’ll have a cable 

tech in your basement. And you’ll feel the need to give them a freezer bag full of pot to relieve your paranoia. 

Which is appreciated, don’t get me wrong. Stoners, I adore you. I mean it. You never yell. I can ask to use 

your bathroom because you’re stoned. You never call in complaints. But maybe behind the television isn’t the 

most effective place to hide your bong when the cable guy’s coming over. 

Anyway, Otto’s mom laughed and said, “Not a kid.” It took me a second. She went down to get his 

permission. And I was allowed down into a dungeon where she had a man in a cage. I don’t remember if she 

had a bad splitter. So that was probably early on. After a few years, not even a dungeon was interesting. Sex 

workers tip, though.  

Maybe my next job was a short little fucker who walked like a little teapot and who beat his kids. Sometimes 

you can tell. Some of us recognize the look in their eyes, the bite of fear in the air. He followed me into the 

office. And he rubbed himself against my ass when I leaned over to unplug the modem. I let it happen that 

time. Sometimes you know which guys you can’t fight back against. 

There were a lot of those. Those I never forgot. They seep into your skin like cat piss. But you can’t shower 

them off. It’s part of why I didn’t mind most people assuming I was a man. Each time I had to calculate the 

odds of something worse against the odds of getting back to my van. 

One of those creeps, his suit cost more than my car. I can’t fathom what his smile cost. He had an elevator in 

his three-story McMansion. Maybe he thought he owned me, too. I broke his nose with my linesman’s pliers. 

Nice heft to those linesman’s pliers. He’d called me a dyke. I hope I ruined his suit. I lost the points. 

I made it back to my van. My van became my home, my office, my dining room. I was safe in my van. In my 

van, I could pull off near a park for a few minutes, smoke a cigarette, read the news, check Facebook, breathe 



53 

 

until I stopped shaking, until I stopped crying. That’s only if there was someplace to pull over, preferably in 

the shade. We were monitored by GPS. But if I stayed close enough to the route, I could always claim traffic. 

This was Northern Virginia. There was always traffic. 

Maybe that’s why I was running late to the next job, and my dispatcher, my supervisor, another dispatcher 

and the dispatch supervisor called to ask my ETA. No, that job canceled. 

Irate doesn’t always mean irate. Sometimes it just means he’s had three techs out to fix his internet and not 

one has listened to him. They said it was fixed. He was bidding last night on a train. It was a special piece. 

He’d seen only one on eBay in five years. One. He showed me his collection. His garage was the size of my 

high school gym. But his sensible Toyota commuter box was parked out front. His garage was for the trains. 

He had the Old West to the west. And Switzerland to the east. But the train he wanted went to someone in 

Ohio because his internet went out again and he lost the auction. He wasn’t irate. He was heartbroken, and 

no one would listen. 

I remember he started clicking a dog-training clicker when I said the signal was good behind the modem. He 

said he was sorry. The clicker helped when he was feeling overwhelmed. I said I should probably try it. My 

dentist didn’t like the way I clenched my teeth. He said, “They all come here and say it’s OK, but it goes out 

again.” 

This was probably around the time my supervisor realized I was pretty good at fixing the jobs the guys 

couldn’t, or wouldn’t. And really good with the customers who’d had enough. The guys looked at cable as a 

science. Name a channel, they’d tell you the frequency. They could tell you the attenuation per 100 feet of any 

brand of cable. The customers were just idiots who didn’t know bitrate errors from packet loss. I looked at 

cable like plumbing, or something like that. I like fixing things. Some customers were idiots. Most just wanted 

things to work the way they were promised. This guy’s plumbing had a leak. I didn’t pay attention in class 

when they explained why interference could be worse at night, or I forgot it soon after the test. I knew it was, 

though. So when he said the problem only happened at night, I started looking for a leak. One bad fitting 

outside. Three guys missed it because they didn’t want to listen to him. Because he was different. Because he 

was a customer. And customers are all idiots. 

I remember training a guy around the time I was six years in. He’d been hired at $5 more an hour than I was 

making, 31 percent more. I asked around. We weren’t allowed to discuss pay. But we weren’t allowed to 

smoke pot and most of us did. We weren’t allowed to work on opiates either. We were all working hurt. I 

can’t handle opiates. But if I’d wanted them, there were plenty of guys stealing them from customer’s 

bathrooms. I could’ve bought what I needed after any team meeting. 
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That’s the thing they don’t tell you about opiate addiction. People are in pain because unless you went to 

college, the only way you’ll earn a decent living is by breaking your body or risking your life — plumbers, 

electricians, steamfitters, welders, mechanics, cable guys, linemen, fishermen, garbagemen, the options are 

endless. 

 

They’re all considered jobs for men because they require a certain amount of strength. The bigger the risk, the 

bigger the paycheck. But you don’t get to take it easy when your back hurts from carrying a 90-pound ladder 

that becomes a sail in the wind. You don’t get to sit at a desk when your knees or ankles start to give out after 

crawling through attics, under desks, through crawl spaces. When your elbow still hurts from the time you 

disconnected a cable line and your body became the neutral line on the electrical feeder and 220 volts ran 

through your body to the ground. When your hands become useless claws 30 feet in the air on a telephone 

pole and you leave your skin frozen to the metal tap. So you take a couple pills to get through the day, the 

week, the year. If painkillers show up on your drug test, you have that prescription from the last time you fell 

off a roof. Because that’s the other thing about these jobs, they all require drug tests when you get hurt. 

Smoke pot one night, whether for fun or because you hurt too much to sleep, the company doesn’t have to 

pay for your injury when your van slides down an icy off-ramp three weeks later. I chose pot to numb my 

head and body every night. But it was the bigger risk. 

I probably should’ve stolen pills. It would have made up for the fact I was making less than every tech I 

asked. They don’t like you talking about your pay for a reason. Some had been there longer. Most hadn’t. I 

was the only female tech because really, why the fuck was I even doing that job? Because I didn’t go to 

college. I joined the Air Force. They kicked me out for being gay. I’d since worked at a gay bar, Home Depot, 

Starbucks, Lowe’s, 7-Eleven, a livery service, construction, a dog groomer and probably 10 more shitty jobs 

along the way. Until I was offered a few dollars more, just enough to pay rent, as a cable guy. 

My supervisor hadn’t known, said he didn’t know our pay. But he said he’d take care of it, and he did. He said 

the problem was my numbers were always lower than most of the guys. All those points I mentioned. So my 

raises over the years had always been lower. The math didn’t quite work. But it was mostly true. My numbers 

were always lower. Numbers were based mostly on how many jobs we completed a day. On paper, the way 

we were rated, I was a terrible employee. That I was a damn good tech didn’t matter. The points were what 

mattered. The points, I’m realizing now, were why I spent the better part of 10 years thinking about 

bathrooms. 

The guys could piss in apartment taprooms, any slightly wooded area, against a wall with their van doors open 

for cover, in Gatorade bottles they collected in their vans. I didn’t have those options. And most customers, I 
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wouldn’t ask. If I had to pee, I had to drive to a 7-Eleven or McDonald’s or grocery store, not all of which 

have public bathrooms. I knew every clean bathroom in the county. I knew the bathrooms with a single stall 

because the way I look, public bathrooms aren’t always safe for me either. But they don’t plant a 7-Eleven 

between the McMansions of Great Falls. One bathroom break and I was already behind. 

The guys could call for help on a job. No problem. If I called, some of them wouldn’t answer. Some I’d asked 

before and taken shit for not being able to do something they couldn’t have done either. One of them told 

me my pussy smelled amazing while he held a ladder for me. One never stopped asking if I’d ever tried dick. 

Said I needed his. And for the most part, I liked to tell myself I could handle their taunts and harassment. But 

I wasn’t calling them for help. Sometimes I’d have to reschedule the job because there was no one around I 

could ask for help. Rescheduling meant I’d lose even more points that day. 

So my numbers were lower than the men’s. I never had a shot at being a good employee really, not by their 

measure. Well, there was one way. 

I worked with an older guy, a veteran like me. I usually got along with the veterans. He was no exception. 

Once, after I explained why I called him for help, he told me that he understood. He said he found vets were 

less likely to treat him like shit for being black. Higher odds they’d worked with a black guy before. That 

made sense. But when I asked him how he kept his points up, seeing as how he worked slower than the other 

guys, he said he clocked out at 7 every day. Worked the last job for free. It brought up his average. I wasn’t 

willing to work for free. 

One year, though, the company tried a little experiment: Choose a couple of people from each team, let them 

take the problem calls, those jobs a couple of techs had failed to fix, and give them the time to actually fix the 

problem. 

Time was the important thing. Time is why I can’t tell you what day or week or year a thing happened. 

Because for the 10 years I was a cable tech, there was no time. I rushed from one job to the next, sometimes 

typing on the laptop, usually on the phone with a dispatcher, supervisor, customer or another tech. Have to 

pee, run behind, try to rush the next so the customer doesn’t call and complain you’re late, dispatch gives the 

call to another tech, lose the points. The first few years, I was reading a map book to find the house. Then 

crawling down the street, counting up for 70012 because I needed house number 70028 but no one else on 

the street thought it important to put numbers on their house. They’d tell me I needed to pick up my 

numbers. One more bad month and I was out of a job. Maybe you can understand why I avoided canceling 

anything but the most dangerous jobs. 
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After a few years, I spent most of my days off recovering. I’d get home and couldn’t read a page in a book 

and remember what I’d read. I was depressed. But I didn’t know it. I was too tired to consider why I couldn’t 

sleep, why I stopped eating, why I was so ashamed of what my life had become. 

Sometimes at night, when I couldn’t sleep, I’d think of the next 10 years doing the same fucking thing every 

day until my knees or ankles no longer worked or my back gave out. I thought maybe the best thing that 

could happen was that if I got injured seriously enough, but not so seriously I’d forget the synthetic urine I 

kept in my lunch cooler, I could maybe try to survive on workers’ comp. Most mornings, I woke and it took a 

minute to decide. Do I want to die today? I guess I can take one more day. If I just make it to my day off. I 

tried to go to school for a while. But I was too tired to learn coding. And anyway, I missed most of the classes 

because I’d have to work late. 

That one year, though, being a cable tech wasn’t all that bad. I’d start in the morning with a couple of jobs. 

And the rest of day, they’d throw me one problem job at a time. And I had all the time in the world to fix 

them. It’s how I became the Cheneys’ tech. 

My supervisor called and said, “Look at the work order I just dropped you. You’re gonna thank me.” I 

recognized the name: Mary Cheney, the former vice president’s daughter. I didn’t know why he thought I’d 

thank him. I called him back. “What the fuck are you doing to me here?” 

“I thought you’d be happy. They’re lesbians.” 

“Dude. They’re married.” He didn’t say anything. I said, “Google her and tell me you still think you’re doing 

me a favor.” 

He said I was just pissed because they were Republicans. I said I was pissed because Dick was a fucking war 

criminal. He called me a communist. Said a couple of guys had been out. Internet problem. Read the notes. I 

didn’t actually have a choice. But with the pressure off to complete 12 jobs a day, I found I could actually 

have fun at work, joke with my boss about whether or not the Cheneys constituted a favor just because, hey, 

we’re all lesbians. 

Mary Cheney wasn’t home. Which was good. The further I was from Dick, the more likely I was to keep my 

mouth shut. Her wife was friendly and talkative in the way old people are friendly and talkative because they 

haven’t had a visitor since Christmas. The house had a few problems. I’d fix one. She’d call my supervisor 

and I’d have to go back to fix another. But I finally got it fixed. 
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A few months later, my boss called and started with, “Don’t kill me.” He was sending me to Dick Cheney’s. 

Dick was home.  

He had an assistant or secretary or maybe security who followed me around while I checked connections and 

signal levels. I’d already found a system problem outside. I just wanted to make sure I never had to fucking 

set foot in that house again. Dick walked into the office while I was working. He was reading from a stack of 

papers and ignored me. I told the assistant it would probably be a week or so. I’d put the orders in. He had 

my supervisor’s number. 

He said something to the effect of, “You do understand this is the former vice president.” 

Cheney looked up. 

 

I panicked and said the first thing that came to mind: “Yeah, well, waterboard me if it makes him feel better. 

It’ll still take a week.” And I walked out. 

It was my last call that day. I drove the entire way home thinking of a hundred better things I could’ve said. 

Finally, I called my supervisor and told him I might’ve accidentally mentioned waterboarding. He laughed and 

said I’d won. He’d stop sending me to the Cheneys’. I don’t actually know if they ever complained. If they 

did, he never mentioned it. 

That was the year I met a Russian mobster whose name was actually Ivan, a fact that on its own made me 

laugh. There were rumors of mob houses. The guys said they’d been to others. My original trainer pointed 

one out in Fairfax and said, if you have to go in there, just don’t try to see shit you don’t want to. I pressed 

him for details. But he wouldn’t tell me. I thought he was full of shit. 

The Russian mob house was off Waples Mill Road. It was a massive McMansion, looked like a swollen Olive 

Garden. I parked behind a row of Hummers. 

Ivan was a big kid with cauliflower ears. He met me at the door. Told me, “Please follow.” I followed him to 

an office. Same collection of leather-bound books on the shelf in most McMansions. I think they come with 

the place. The modem was in the little network closet. The signal looked like they had a bad splitter 

somewhere. (Remember what I said about cheap splitters?) I told Ivan I thought there was a bad splitter 

somewhere. I needed to check the basement. He said, “Is not possible.” 
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I said, “I can’t fix it then.” He didn’t say anything, and I wasn’t clear on where we were with the language 

barrier. So I added, “No basement, no internet.” 

He seemed worried. Kept looking at the door. Looking at me. Like a puppy trying to figure out where to pee, 

a large, heavily tattooed puppy. I said, “Look, unless you’ve got a kid in a cage, I don’t fucking care.” 

He nodded and said, “You stay. I ask for you.” I told him I’d stay. I heard him down the hall. Heard Russian, 

garbled words. A couple of doors opened and closed. 

Ivan came back and opened his paw to show me a gram bag of coke. He’d helpfully brought a caviar spoon. 

He said, “You must taste.” I actually laughed. He seemed sad that I was laughing. I told him: “Look, I can’t. 

I’m at work. I’ll take it home, though, for tonight.” This was one of my first jobs that day. I did not want to 

find out what climbing a telephone pole felt like on cocaine. 

He said, “No. You must taste.” This time he emphasized the word “must.” I told him I get sinus infections. 

(This is true and extremely annoying.) He didn’t understand. I pantomimed and explained a sinus infection in 

words like “nose, coke, bad, no breathing.” This made him happy. It was a problem he could fix. “Stay.” I 

was the puppy now. 

He came back with a little round mirror and a little pile of coke. He said, “This is better. No cuts.” I was just 

standing there. I really couldn’t figure out what to do. I hoped this was some weird mob thing like when 

every Russian I’d ever met forces you to do vodka shots and then you’re friends. But I’m not great with 

vodka. And I’m really not great with coke. Drugs affect me. 

He stepped closer and he looked older and very sad. He said, “I am trying to say, is safe for you if you taste. 

You do not taste, is maybe not safe for you now.” I figured it was probably his job to kill me and he honestly 

felt awful about it. I took a bump. 

He was visibly relieved. He smiled all goofy and lopsided and said, “OK. Yes. This is smart decision you 

make.” And he took me to the basement. 

I think my heart attack started on the stairs. It was good, though. Best heart attack I’d ever had. I could hear 

it. I didn’t know my eyes could open that wide. Which didn’t help me see. 

They had a bunch of sweet gaming computers lined up on a table. But with no internet, all the guys were 

hanging out on a couple of sofas watching soccer. The World Cup was on. One of the guys pointed at me 

and asked Ivan something. Ivan said, “Yes, of course.” I understood that much Russian. And the guy gave me 
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a thumbs up, said, “Good shit, yes?” I agreed that it was good shit. And I changed their splitter and got the 

fuck out of there. 

We got a new regional manager after that. He called me “young lady.” I told him not to. My old vet buddy 

said he’d called me an entitled dyke after I left the room. The company was bleeding money with the whole 

“no one fucking needs cable anymore” thing. And I was back to chasing points. Eventually, my ankle went 

out. 

I remember my last day. There was a big meeting. I hated these. The only potential good part was that they’d 

play happy messages from happy customers about their cable tech. If you got one, you got a $20 gift card to 

Best Buy. I got lots of calls, mostly because little old ladies liked me. I programmed their remotes. They never 

played mine in the meetings because no one ever figured out what to do about customers thinking I was a 

“nice young man.” That last meeting, they gave a guy an award. For 10 years, he’d never taken a sick day, 

never taken a vacation day. He had four kids. I thought maybe they’d have enjoyed a vacation. But that 

mentality is why I was never getting promoted in that company. 

I couldn’t go back after surgery. My ankle never healed right. I needed a letter from HR to continue my 

disability. Just a phone call. But they moved their HR team somewhere else. They never answered my emails. 

So I work at a gay bar. The pay is shit. But I like going to work. I don’t spend my nights worrying about 

where I’ll pee. And no one has called me Larry in years. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


