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BARBARA EHRENREICH

Serving in Florida

Born in 1941 and raised in Butte, Montana, Barbara Ehrenreich earned
a doctorate in biology before devoting herself to writing about culture
and politics. She has written extensively on social class, work, gender,
and politics in columns and in books, including The Worst Years of
Our Lives: Irreverent Notes on a Decade of Greed (/ 990), Blood
Rites: The Origins and History of the Passions for War (1997), Nickel
and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America (2001), Bright-Sided:
How the Relentless Promotion of Positive Thinking Has Undermined
America (2009), and her newest book, Living with a Wild God:
A Nonbeliever’s Search for the Truth about Everything (2014).

“Serving in Florida” comes from Nickel and Dimed. In the book,
Ehrenreich recounts her experiences trying to live on the income earned
working a number of low-paying jobs. While these stories are engross-
ing, that is not the only reason they are in the book. As you read the
stories in “Serving in Florida,” keep an eye out for the ways in which
Ehrenreich uses these stories to make a number of points about con-
temporary American life.

I could drift along like this, in some dreamy proletarian idyll, except
for two things. One is management. If I have kept this subject to
the margins so far it is because I still flinch to think that I spent
all those weeks under the surveillance of men (and later women)
whose job it was to monitor my behavior for signs of sloth, theft,
drug abuse, or worse. Not that managers and especially “assistant
managers” in low-wage settings like this are exactly the class
enemy. Mostly, in the restaurant business, they are former cooks
still capable of pinch-hitting in the kitchen, just as in hotels they
are likely to be former clerks, and paid a salary of only about $400
a week. But everyone knows they have crossed over to the other
side, which is, crudely put, corporate as opposed to human. Cooks
want to prepare tasty meals, servers want to serve them graciously,
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but managers are there for only one reason—to make sure that
mnncyjs made for some theoretical entity, the corporation, which
exists far away in Chicago or New York, if a corporation can be
said to have a physical existence at all. Reflecting on her career,
Gail tells me ruefully that she swore, years ago, never to work for
a corporation again. “They don'’t cut you no slack. You give and
you give and they take.”

Managers can sit—for hours at a time if they want—but it’s
their job to see that no one else ever does, even when there’s noth-
ing to do, and this is why, for servers, slow times can be as
exhausting as rushes. You start dragging out each little chore
because if the manager on duty catches you in an idle moment he
will give you something far nastier to do. So I wipe, I clean, I con-
solidate catsup bottles and recheck the cheesecake supply, even
tour the tables to make sure the customer evaluation forms are all
standing perkily in their places—wondering all the time how
many calories I burn in these strictly theatrical exercises. In des-
peration, I even take the desserts out of their glass display case
and freshen them up with whipped cream and bright new mara-
schino cherries; anything to look busy. When, on a particularly
dead afternoon, Stu finds me glancing at a USA Today a customer
has left behind, he assigns me to vacuum the entire floor with the
broken vacuum cleaner, which has a handle only two feet long,
and the only way to do that without incurring orthopedic damage
is to proceed from spot to spot on your knees.

On my first Friday at Hearthside there is a “mandatory meet-
ing for all restaurant employees,” which I attend, eager for insight
into our overall marketing strategy and the niche (your basic
Ohio cuisine with a tropical twist?) we aim to inhabit. But there
is no “we” at this meeting. Phillip, our top manager except for an
occasional “consultant” sent out by corporate headquarters,
opens it with a sneer: “The break room—it’s disgusting. Butts in
the ashtrays, newspapers lying around, crumbs.” This window-
less little room, which also houses the time clock for the entire
hotel, is where we stash our bags and civilian clothes and take our
half-hour meal breaks. But a break room is not a right, he tells us,
it can be taken away. We should also know that the lockers in the
break room and whatever is in them can be searched at any time.
Then comes gossip; there has been gossip; gossip (which seems to
mean employees talking among themselves) must stop. Off-duty
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employees are henceforth barred from eating at the restaurant,
because “other servers gather around them and gossip.” When
Phillip has exhausted his agenda of rebukes, Joan complains
about the condition of the ladies’ room and I throw in my two bits
about the vacuum cleaner. But I don't see any backup coming
from my fellow servers, each of whom has slipped into her own
personal funk; Gail, my role model, stares sorrowfully at a point
six inches from her nose. The meeting ends when Andy, one of the
cooks, gets up, muttering about breaking up his day off for this
almighty bullshit.

Just four days later we are suddenly summoned into the
kitchen at 3:30 p.m., even though there are live tables on the floor.
We all—about ten of us—stand around Phillip, who announces
grimly that there has been a report of some “drug activity” on the
night shift and that, as a result, we are now to be a “drug-free”
workplace, meaning that all new hires will be tested and possibly
also current employees on a random basis. I am glad that this
part of the kitchen is so dark because I find myself blushing as
hard as if T had been caught toking up in the ladies’ room myself:
I haven't been treated this way—lined up in the corridor, threat-
ened with locker searches, peppered with carelessly aimed accu-
sations —since at least junior high school. Back on the floor, Joan
cracks, “Next they'll be telling us we can’'t have sex on the job.”
When I ask Stu what happened to inspire the crackdown, he just
mutters about “management decisions” and takes the opportu-
nity to upbraid Gail and me for being too generous with the rolls.
From now on there’s to be only one per customer and it goes out
with the dinner, not with the salad. He’s also been riding the
cooks, prompting Andy to come out of the kitchen and observe —
with the serenity of a man whose customary implement is a
butcher knife— that “Stu has a death wish today.”

Later in the evening, the gossip crystallizes around the theory
that Stu is himself the drug culprit, that he uses the restaurant
phone to order up marijuana and sends one of the late servers out
to fetch it for him. The server was caught and she may have ratted
out Stu, at least enough to cast some suspicion on him, thus
accounting for his pissy behavior. Who knows? Personally, I'm
ready to believe anything bad about Stu, who serves no evident
function and presumes too much on our common ethnicity,
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sidling up to me one night to eng

o age in a little nativism directed
at the Haitian immigrants: “

I feel like I'm the foreigner here.
They're taking over the country.” Still later that evening, the drug
in question escalates to crack. Lionel, the busboy, entertains us
for the rest of the shift by standing just behind Stu’s back and
sucking deliriously on a imaginary joint or maybe a pipe.

The other problem, in addition to the less-than-nurturing man-
agement style, is that this job shows no sign of being financially
viable. You might imagine, from a comfortable distance, that
people who live, year in and year out, on $6 to $10 an hour have
discovered some survival stratagems unknown to the middle
class. But no. It's not hard to get my coworkers talking about their
living situations, because housing, in almost every case, is the
principal source of disruption in their lives, the first thing they fill

you in on when they arrive for their shifts. After a week, I have
compiled the following survey:

Gail is sharing a room in a well-known downtown flophouse for $250 a
week. Her roommate, a male friend, has begun hitting on her, driving her
nuts, but the rent would be impossible alone.

Claude, the Haitian cook, is desperate to get out of the two-room apartment
he shares with his girlfriend and two other, unrelated people. As far as 1
can determine, the other Haitian men live in similarly crowded situations.

Annette, a twenty-year-old server who is six months pregnant and aban-
doned by her boyfriend, lives with her mother, a postal clerk.

Marianne, who is a breakfast server, and her boyfriend are paying $170
a week for a one-person trailer.

Billy, who at $10 an hour is the wealthiest of us, lives in the trailer he
owns, paying only the $400-a-month lot fee.

The other white cook, Andy, lives on his dry-docked boat, which, as far
as I can tell from his loving descriptions, can’t be more than twenty feet
long. He offers to take me out on it once it’s repaired, but the offer comes
with inquiries as to my marital status, so I do not follow up on it.

Tina, another server, and her husband are paying $60 a night for a room
in the Days Inn. This is because they have no car and the Days Inn is in

walking distance of the Hearthside. When Marianne is tossed out of her
trailer for subletting (which is against trailer park rules), she leaves her
boyfriend and moves in with Tina and her husband.

Joan, who had fooled me with her numerous and tasteful outfits (host-
esses wear their own clothes), lives in a van parked behind a shopping
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center at night and showers in Tina’s motel room. The clothes are from
thrift shops.'

It strikes me, in my middle-class solipsism, that there is gross
improvidence in some of these arrangements. When Gail and 1
are wrapping silverware in napkins— the only task for which we
are permitted to sit—she tells me she is thinking of escaping
from her roommate by moving into the Days Inn herself. T am
astounded: how she can even think of paying $40 to $60 a day?
But if I was afraid of sounding like a social worker, I have come
out just sounding like a fool. She squints at me in disbelief: “And
where am I supposed to get a month’s rent and a month’s deposit
for an apartment?” I'd been feeling pretty smug about my $500
efficiency, but of course it was made possible only by the $1,300 I
had allotted myself for start-up costs when I began my low-wage
life: $1,000 for the first month’s rent and deposit, $100 for initial
groceries and cash in my pocket, $200 stuffed away for emergen-
cies. In poverty, as in certain propositions in physics, starting
conditions are everything.

There are no secret economies that nourish the poor; on the
contrary, there are a host of special costs. If you can’t put up the
two months’ rent you need to secure an apartment, you end up
paying through the nose for a room by the week. If you have only
a room, with a hot plate at best, you can’t save by cooking up
huge lentil stews that can be frozen for the week ahead. You eat
fast food or the hot dogs and Styrofoam cups of soup that can be
microwaved in a convenience store. If you have no money for
health insurance—and the Hearthside’s niggardly plan kicks in
only after three months—you go without routine care or pre-
scription drugs and end up paying the price. Gail, for example,
was doing fine, healthwise anyway, until she ran out of money for
estrogen pills. She is supposed to be on the company health plan
by now, but they claim to have lost her application form and to be
beginning the paperwork all over again. So she spends $9 a pop
for pills to control the migraines she wouldn't have, she insists,

1. I could find no statistics on the number of employed people living in cars or
vans, but according to a 1997 report of the National Coalition for the Homeless,
“Myths and Facts about Homelessness,” nearly one-fifth of all homeless people
(in twenty-nine cities across the nation) are employed in full- or part-time jobs.
[Ehrenreich’s note.]




SERVING IN FLORIDA 141

il her estrogen supplements were covered. Similarly, Marianne’s
b(‘)-\'mc”d lost his job as a roofer because he missed so much time
alter getting a cut on his foot for which he couldn't afford the pre-
scribed antibiotic,

My own situation, when 1 sit down to assess it after two weeks
ol work, would not be much better if this were my actual life. The
SCd“C“"C thing about waitressing is that you don'’t have to wait
tor payday to feel a few bills in vour pocket, and my tips usually
cover meals and gas, plus something left over to stuff into the
kitchen drawer I use as a bank. But as the tourist business slows
in the summer heat, I sometimes leave work with only $20 in tips
(the gross is higher, but servers share about 15 percent of their
tips with the busboys and bartenders). With wages included, this
amounts to about the minimum wage of $5.15 an hour. The sum
in the drawer is piling up but at the present rate of accumulation
will be more than $100 short of my rent when the end of the
month comes around. Nor can I see any expenses to cut. True, I
haven't gone the lentil stew route vet, but that’s because I don't
have a large cooking pot, potholders, or a ladle to stir with (which
would cost a total of about $30 at Kmart, somewhat less at a thrift
store), not to mention onions, carrots, and the indispensable bay
leaf. I do make my lunch almost every day—usually some slow-
burning, high-protein combo like frozen chicken patties with
melted cheese on top and canned pinto beans on the side. Dinner
is at the Hearthside, which offers its employees a choice of BLT
fish sandwich, or hamburger for only $2. The burger lasts longest,
especially if it's heaped with gut-puckering jalapefios, but by mid-
night my stomach is growling again.

So unless I want to start using my car as a residence, I have to
find a second or an alternative job. 1 call all the hotels I'd filled out
housekeeping applications at weeks ago— the Hyatt, Holiday
Inn, Econo Lodge, HoJo's, Best Western, plus a half dozen locally
run guest houses. Nothing. Then I start making the rounds again,
wasting whole mornings waiting for some assistant manger to
show up, even dipping into places so creepy that the front-desk
clerk greets you from behind bullet-proof glass and sells pints of
liquor over the counter. But either someone has exposed my real-
life housekeeping habits—which are, shall we say, mellow—or I
am at the wrong end ol some infallible ethnic equation: most, but
by no means all, of the working housekeepers I see on my job
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searches are African Americans, Spanish-speaking, or refugees
from the Central European post-Communist world, while servers
are almost invariably white and monolingually English-speaking.
When I finally get a positive response, I have been identified once
again as server material. Jerry's—again, not the real name—
which is part of a well-known national chain and physically
attached here to another budget hotel, is ready to use me at
once. The prospect is both exciting and terrifying because, with
about the same number of tables and counter seats, Jerry’s attracts
three or four times the volume of customers as the gloomy old
Hearthside.

Picture a fat person’s hell, and I don’t mean a place with no
food. Instead there is everything you might eat if eating had no
bodily consequences—the cheese fries, the chicken-fried steaks,
the fudge-laden desserts—only here every bit must be paid for,
one way or another, in human discomfort. The kitchen is a cav-
ern, a stomach leading to the lower intestine that is the garbage
and dishwashing area, from which issue bizarre smells combin-
ing the edible and the offal: creamy carrion, pizza barf, and that
unique and enigmatic Jerry’s scent, citrus fart. The floor is slick
with spills, forcing us to walk through the kitchen with tiny steps,
like Susan McDougal in leg irons. Sinks everywhere are clogged
with scraps of lettuce, decomposing lemon wedges, water-logged
toast crusts. Put your hand down on any counter and you risk
being stuck to it by the film of ancient syrup spills, and this is
unfortunate because hands are utensils here, used for scooping
up lettuce onto the salad plates, lifting out pie slices, and even
moving hash browns from one plate to another. The regulation
poster in the single unisex rest room admonishes us to wash our
hands thoroughly, and even offers instructions for doing so, but
there is always some vital substance missing—soap, paper tow-
els, toilet paper—and I never found all three at once. You learn to
stuff your pockets with napkins before going in there, and too
bad about the customers, who must eat, although they don't real-
ize it, almost literally out of our hands.

The break room summarizes the whole situation: there is none,
because there are no breaks at Jerry’s. For six to eight hours in
a row, you never sit except to pee. Actually, there are three fold-
ing chairs at a table immediately adjacent to the bathroom, but
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hardly anyone ever sits in this, the very rectum of the gastroarchi-
tectural system. Rather, the function of the peri-toilet area is to
house the ashtrays in which servers and dishwashers leave their
cigarettes burning at all times, like votive candles, so they don't
have to waste time lighting up again when they dash back here
for a puff. Almost everyone smokes as if their pulmonary well-
being depended on it—the multinational mélange of cooks; the
dishwashers, who are all Czechs here; the servers, who are Ameri-
can natives—creating an atmosphere in which oxygen is only an
occasional pollutant. My first morning at Jerry’s, when the hypo-
glvcemic shakes set in, I complain to one of my fellow servers that i
I don’t understand how she can go so long without food. “Well, I |
don't understand how you can go so long without a cigarette,” she
responds in a tone of reproach. Because work is what you do for '
others; smoking is what you do for yourself. T don’t know why the
antismoking crusaders have never grasped the element of defiant
self-nurturance that makes the habit so endearing to its victims —
as if, in the American workplace, the only thing people have to
call their own is the tumors they are nourishing and the spare
moments they devote to feeding them.

Now, the Industrial Revolution is not an easy transition, espe-
cially, in my experience, when you have to zip through it in just a
couple of days. I have gone from craft work straight into the fac-
tory, from the air-conditioned morgue of the Hearthside directly
into the flames. Customers arrive in human waves, sometimes
disgorged fifty at a time from their tour buses, puckish and whiny.
Instead of two “girls” on the floor at once, there can be as many as
six of us running around in our brilliant pink-and-orange Hawai-
ian shirts. Conversations, either with customers or with fellow
employees, seldom last more than twenty seconds at a time. On
my first day, in fact, I am hurt by my sister servers’ coldness. My
mentor for the day is a supremely competent, emotionally unin-
flected twenty-three-year-old, and the others, who gossip a little
among themselves about the real reason someone is out sick
today and the size of the bail bond someone else has had to pay,
ignore me completely. On my second day, I find out why. “Well,
it's good to see you again,” one of them says in greeting. “Hardly
anyone comes back after the first day.” I feel powerfully vindi-
cated—a survivor—but it would take a long time, probably
months, before I could hope to be accepted into this sorority.

I ——— e |
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I start out with the beautiful, heroic idea of handling the two
jobs at once, and for two days I almost do it: working the break-
fast/lunch shift at Jerry’s from 8:00 till 2:00, arriving at the
Hearthside a few minutes late, at 2:10, and attempting to hold out
until 10:00. In the few minutes I have between jobs, I pick up a
spicy chicken sandwich at the Wendy's drive-through window,
gobble it down in the car, and change from khaki slacks to black,
from Hawaiian to rust-colored polo. There is a problem, though.
When, during the 3:00-4:00 o’clock dead time, I finally sit down
to wrap silver, my flesh seems to bond to the seat. I try to refuel
with a purloined cup of clam chowder, as I've seen Gail and Joan
do dozens of times, but Stu catches me and hisses “No eating!”
although there’s not a customer around to be offended by the
sight of food making contact with a server’s lips. So I tell Gail I'm
going to quit, and she hugs me and says she might just follow me
to Jerry's herself.

But the chances of this are minuscule. She has left the flop-
house and her annoying roommate and is back to living in her
truck. But, guess what, she reports to me excitedly later that eve-
ning. Phillip has given her permission to park overnight in the
hotel parking lot, as long as she keeps out of sight, and the park-
ing lot should be totally safe since it's patrolled by a hotel security
cuard! With the Hearthside offering benefits like that, how could
anyone think of leaving? This must be Phillip’s theory, anyway. He
accepts my resignation with a shrug, his main concern being that
I return my two polo shirts and aprons.

Gail would have triumphed at Jerry’s, I'm sure, but for me it's a
crash course in exhaustion management. Years ago, the kindly fry
cook who trained me to waitress at a Los Angeles truck stop used
to say: Never make an unnecessary trip; if you don't have to walk
fast, walk slow; if you don't have to walk, stand. But at Jerry's the
effort of distinguishing necessary from unnecessary and urgent
from whenever would itself be too much of an ener:gv drain. The
only thing to do is to treat each shift as a one-time-only emer-
gency: you've got fifty starving people out there, lying scattered
on the battlefield, so get out there and feed them! Fvorget that you
will have to do this again tomorrow, forget that you will have to

be alert enough to dodge the drunks on the drive home tonight—
just burn, burn, burn! Ideally, at some point you enter what serv-
ers call a “rhythm” and psychologists term a “flow state,” where
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signals pass from the sense organs directly to the muscles, bypass-
ing the cerebral cortex, and a Zen-like cnﬂplincss sets in. I'm on a
2:00-10:00 p.m. shift now, and a male server from the morning
shift tells me about the time he “pulled a triple” — three shifts in a
row, all the way around the clock—and then got off and had a
drink and met this girl, and maybe he shouldn'’t tell me this, but
they had sex right then and there and it was like beautiful. . . .

For Discussion and Writing

1%
2.
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Why is Ehrenreich working as a waitress?

Ehrenreich builds her argument about the difficulties of living on
minimum or near-minimum wage through her use of examples. Her
argument is well constructed and her examples plentiful, but the
effectiveness of many of her examples comes from their being part
of a story. By looking closely at one of the stories she tells about her
experiences and the experiences of the men and women she works
with, describe how Ehrenreich embeds examples in stories about
individuals.

. connections Lars Eighner’s “On Dumpster Diving” (p. 146) makes

most of its readers rethink homelessness. Similarly, Ehrenreich’s
piece makes us rethink employment: contrary to what many comfort-
able middle- or upper-class people might think, it is clear from
“Serving in Florida” that employed people can be homeless or at least
in a precarious financial position. With regard to the way in which
these pieces make us rethink ways of life, how are Ehrenreich’s and
Eighner’s pieces similar? How are they different?

. One of the key points of comparison between “Serving in Florida” and

Lars Eighner’s “On Dumpster Diving” (p. 146) is the position of the
writer in relation to the life he or she is describing. It is also a point of
contrast, as Eighner was homeless when he wrote his book, while
Ehrenreich was only living as a wage worker in order to write her
book. Write a dialogue between the two writers in which they discuss
this difference. Might Eighner challenge Ehrenreich? Or praise her?
How might she defend herself?

looking further The first sentence of “Serving in Florida” includes
the term proletarian. Outside of Roman law, the term is best known
from its appearance in Marxist theory. Do a little research on Marxist
political theory. Though Ehrenreich doesn't discuss larger economic
systems, there is certainly a critique of capitalism here. Do you think
this critique is informed by Marxist thought? Do you agree with the
implicit critique of capitalism Ehrenreich makes here? Based on your
limited research, do you agree with the explicit critique Marx made?




