From: Nickel

and Dimed: On
Not Getting By in America

I work from 2:00 till 10:00 P.M. for $2.43 an hour plus
tips. Employees are barred from using the front door, so
I enter the first day through the kitchen, where a redBy Barbara Ehrenreich
faced man with shoulder-length blond hair is throwing
frozen steaks against the wall and yelling, "Fuck this
2001
shit!" "That's just Billy," explains Gail, the wiry middleaged waitress who is assigned to train me. "He's on the
rag again"—a condition occasioned, in this instance, by the fact that the cook on the morning
shift had forgotten to thaw out the steaks. For the next eight hours, I run after the agile Gail, absorbing bits of instruction along with fragments of personal tragedy. All food must be trayed,
and the reason she's so tired today is that she woke up in a cold sweat thinking of her boyfriend,
who was killed a few months ago in a scuffle in an upstate prison. No refills on lemonade. And
the reason he was in prison is that a few DUIs caught up with him, that's all, could have happened to anyone. Carry the creamers to the table in a "monkey bowl," never in your hand. And
after he was gone she spent several months living in her truck, peeing in a plastic pee bottle and
reading by candlelight at night, but you can't live in a truck in the summer, since you need to
have the windows down, which means anything can get in, from mosquitoes on up.
At least Gail puts to rest any fears I had of appearing overqualified. From the first day on, I
find that of all the things that I have left behind, such as home and identity, what I miss the most
is competence. Not that I have ever felt 100 percent competent in the writing business, where
one day's success augurs nothing at all for the next. But in my writing life, I at least have some
notion of procedure: do the research, make the outline, rough out a draft, etc. As a server,
though, I am beset by requests as if by bees: more iced tea here, catsup over there, a to-go box
for table 14, and where are the high chairs, anyway? Of the twenty-seven tables, up to six are
usually mine at any time, though on slow afternoons or if Gail is off, I sometimes have the
whole place to myself. There is the touch-screen computer-ordering system to master, which I
suppose is meant to minimize server-cook contacts but in practice requires constant verbal finetuning: "That's gravy on the mashed, OK? None on the meatloaf," and so forth. Plus, something
I had forgotten in the years since I was eighteen: about a third of a server's job is "side work"
invisible to customers—sweeping, scrubbing, slicing, refilling, and restocking. If it isn't all done,
every little bit of it, you're going to face the 6:00 P.M. dinner rush defenseless and probably go
down in flames. I screw up dozens of times at the beginning, sustained in my shame entirely by
Gail's support—"It's OK, baby, everyone does that sometime"—because, to my total surprise
and despite the scientific detachment I am doing my best to maintain, I care.
The whole thing would be a lot easier if I could just skate through it like Lily Tomlin in one of
her waitress skits, but I was raised by the absurd Booker T. Washingtonian precept that says: If
you're going to do something, do it well. In fact, "well" isn't good enough by half. Do it better
than anyone has ever done it before. Or so said my father, who must have known what he was
talking about because he managed to pull himself, and us with him, up from the mile-deep copper mines of Butte to the leafy suburbs of the Northeast, ascending from boilermakers to martinis before booze beat out ambition. As in most endeavors I have encountered in my life, "doing
it better than anyone" is not a reasonable goal. Still, when I wake up at 4 A.M. in my own cold
sweat, I am not thinking about the writing deadlines I'm neglecting; I'm thinking of the table
where I screwed up the order and one of the kids didn't get his kiddie meal until the rest of the
family had moved on to their Key lime pies. That's the other powerful motivation—the customers, or "patients," as I can't help thinking of them on account of the mysterious vulnerability that
seems to have left them temporarily unable to feed themselves. After a few days at Hearthside, I

feel the service ethic kick in like a shot of oxytocin, the nurturance hormone. The
plurality of my customers are hardworking locals—truck drivers, construction
workers, even housekeepers from the attached hotel—and I want them to have the
closest to a "fine dining" experience that the grubby circumstances will allow. No
"you guys" for me; everyone over twelve is "sir" or "ma'am." I ply them with iced
tea and coffee refills; I return, midmeal, to inquire how everything is; I doll up
their salads with chopped raw mushrooms, summer squash slices, or whatever bits
of produce I can find that have survived their sojourn in the cold storage room
mold-free...
Sometimes I play with the fantasy that I am a princess who, in penance for
some tiny transgression, has undertaken to feed each of her subjects by hand. But
the nonprincesses working with me are just as indulgent, even when this means
flouting management rules—as to, for example, the number of croutons that can
go on a salad (six). "Put on all you want," Gail whispers, "as long as Stu isn't
looking." She dips into her own tip money to buy biscuits and gravy for an out-ofwork mechanic who's used up all his money on dental surgery, inspiring me to
pick up the tab for his pie and milk. Maybe the same high levels of agape can be
found throughout the "hospitality industry." I remember the poster decorating one
of the apartments I looked at, which said, "If you seek happiness for yourself you
will never find it. Only when you seek happiness for others will it come to you,"
or words to that effect—an odd sentiment, it seemed to me at the time, to find in
the dank one-room basement apartment of a bellhop at the Best Western. At
Hearthside, we utilize whatever bits of autonomy we have to ply our customers
with the illicit calories that signal our love. It is our job as servers to assemble the
salads and desserts, pour the dressings, and squirt the whipped cream. We also
control the number of butter pats our customers get and the amount of sour cream
on their baked potatoes. So if you wonder why Americans are so obese, consider
the fact that waitresses both express their humanity and earn their tips through the
covert distribution of fats...
I finish up every night at 10:00 or 10:30, depending on how much side work
I've been able to get done during the shift, and cruise home to the tapes I snatched
at random when I left my real home—Marianne Faithfull, Tracy Chapman, Enigma, King Sunny Adé Violent Femmes—just drained enough for the music to set
my cranium resonating, but hardly dead. Midnight snack is Wheat Thins and
Monterey Jack, accompanied by cheap white
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