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DISTANCE LEARNING (3/31/2020) 

 

EXCERPTS:  

“GETTING READY” and “SERVING IN FLORIDA” 

 

from the book  

Nickel and Dimed 

by BARBARA EHRENREICH 
  

 

THE IDEA THAT LED TO THIS BOOK arose in comparatively sumptuous 

circumstances. Lewis Lapham, the editor of Harper’s, had taken me out for 

a $30 lunch at some understated French country-style place to discuss 

future articles I might write for his magazine. I had the salmon and field 

greens, I think, and was pitching him some ideas having to do with pop-

culture when the conversation drifted to one of my more familiar themes—

poverty.  

How does anyone live on the wages available to the unskilled?  

How, in particular, were the roughly four million women about to be 

booted into the labor market by welfare reform going to make it on $6 or $7 

an hour?  

“Someone ought to do the old-fashioned kind of journalism—you 

know, go out there and try it for themselves.”  

I meant someone much younger than myself, some hungry neophyte 

journalist with time on her hands. But Lapham got this crazy-looking half 

smile on his face and ended life as I knew it, for long stretches at least, with 

the single word “You.” 

 In the end, the only way to overcome my hesitation was by thinking 

of myself as a scientist, which is, in fact, what I was educated to be. I have a 

Ph.D. in biology, and I didn’t get it by sitting at a desk and fiddling with 

numbers. In that line of business, you can think all you want, but sooner or 

later you have to get to the bench and plunge into the everyday chaos of 
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nature, where surprises lurk in the most mundane measurements. Maybe 

when I got into the project, I would discover hidden economies in the 

world of the low-wage worker. After all, if almost 30-percent of the 

workforce toils for $8 an hour or less, as the Washington-based Economic 

Policy Institute reported in 1998, they may have found some tricks as yet 

unknown to me. Maybe I would even be able to detect myself the bracing 

psychological effects of getting out of the house, as promised by the wonks 

who brought us welfare reform. Or, on the other hand, maybe there would 

be unexpected costs—physical, financial, emotional—to throw off all my 

calculations.  

The only way to find out was to get my hands dirty… 
 

 

MOSTLY OUT OF LAZINESS, I decided to start my low-wage life in the 

town nearest to where I actually live, Key West, Florida, which with a 

population of about 25,000 is elbowing its way up to the status of a genuine 

city. The downside of familiarity, I soon realize, is that it’s not easy to go 

from being a consumer, thoughtlessly throwing money around in exchange 

for groceries and movies and gas, to being a worker in the very same place. 

I am terrified, especially at the beginning, of being recognized by some 

friendly business owner or erstwhile neighbor and having to stammer out 

some explanation of my project. Happily, my fears turn out to be entirely 

unwarranted: during a month of poverty and toil, no one recognizes my 

face or my name, which goes unnoticed and for the most part unuttered. In 

this parallel universe where my father never got out of the mines and I 

never got through college, I am “baby,” “honey,” “blondie,” and most 

commonly, “girl.” 

 My first task is to find a place to live. I figure that if I can earn $7 an 

hour—which, from the want ads, seems doable—I can afford to spend $500 

on rent or maybe, with severe economies, $600 and still have $400 or $500 

left over for food and gas. In the Key West area, this pretty much confines 

me to flophouses and trailer homes—like the one, a pleasing fifteen-

minute drive from town, that has no air-conditioning, no screens, no fans, 

no television, and, by way of diversion, only the challenge of evading the 
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landlord’s Doberman pinscher. The big problem with this place, though, is 

the rent, which at $675 a month is well beyond my reach. All right, Key 

West is expensive. But so is New York City, or the Bay Area, or Jackson, 

Wyoming, or Telluride, or Boston, or any other place where tourists and 

the wealthy compete for living space with the very people who clean their 

toilets and fry their hash browns. Still, it is a shock to realize that “trailer 

trash” has become, for me, a demographic category to aspire to. 

 I decided to make the common trade-off between affordability and 

convenience and go for a $500-a-month “efficiency” thirty miles up a two-

lane highway from the employment opportunities of Key West, meaning 

forty-five minutes if there’s no road construction and I don’t get caught 

behind some sun-dazed Canadian tourists. I hate the drive, along a 

roadside studded with white crosses commemorating the more effective 

head-on collisions, but it’s a sweet little place—a cabin, more or less, set in 

the swampy backyard of the converted mobile home where my landlord, 

an affable TV repairman, lives with his bartender girlfriend. 

  

 

SO BEGINS MY CAREER at the hearthside restaurant where, for two 

weeks, I work from 2:00 until 10:00 P.M. for $2.43 an hour plus tips. 

According to the Fair Labor Standards Act, employers are not required to 

pay “tipped employees,” such as restaurant servers, more than $2.13 an 

hour in direct wages. However, if the sum of tips plus $2.13 an hour falls 

below the minimum wage, or $5.15 an hour, the employer is required to 

make up the difference. This face was not mentioned by managers or 

otherwise publicized at either of the restaurants where I worked. 

Employees are barred from using the front door, so I enter the first day 

through the kitchen, where a red-faced man with shoulder-length blond 

hair is throwing frozen steaks against the wall, yelling, “F— this sh—!”  

 “That’s just Billy,” explains Gail, the wiry middle-age 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.  
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 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 bow,” never in your hand. 

—and after he was gone, she spent several months living in her truck, 

peeing in a plastic 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. 

  

 

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, et cetera. As a server, though, I am 

beset by requests as if by bees: more ice 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 contracts but in practice 

requires constant verbal fine-tuning: “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 defenselessly and probably go down in flames. I 
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screw up dozens of times at the beginning, sustained in my shame entirely 

by Gail’s support—“It’s OK, baby, everyone does that sometimes”—

because to my total surprise and despite the scientific detachment that I am 

doing my best to maintain… 

I care. 

 

 

I COULD DRIFT ALONG LIKE THIS—I could—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, corporately as opposed to 

human. Cooks want to prepare tasty meals. Servers want to serve them 

graciously. But managers are there for only one reason—to make sure that 

money is 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 nothing 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 manger on duty catches you in 

an idle moment, he will give you something far nastier to do. So I wipe, I 

clean, I consolidate catsup bottles and recheck the cheesecake supply, even 

tour the tables to make sure the customer evaluation forms are all still 

standing perkily in their place—wondering all the time how many calories 

I burn in these strictly theatrical exercises.  
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 In desperation, I even take the desserts out of their glass display case 

and freshen them up with whipped cream and bright new maraschino 

cherries; anything to look busy. When, on a particularly dead afternoon, the 

manager 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… 


