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DISTANCE LEARNING (4/1/2020) 

 

ADDITIONAL EXCERPTS:  

“SERVING IN FLORIDA” 

 

from the book  

Nickel and Dimed 

by BARBARA EHRENREICH 
  

 

ON MY FIRST FRIDAY AT HEARTHSIDE, there is a “mandatory meeting 

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 

windowless 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 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 bullsh—.” 
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 The other problem, in addition to the less-than-nurturing 

management style, is that this job shows no sign of being financially viable. 

You might imagine, from a comfortably 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 

thinking 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 I can 
determine, the other Haitian men live in similarly crowded situations. 
 
Annette, a twenty-year-old server who is six months pregnant and abandoned 
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. 
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Joan, who had fooled me with her numerous and tasteful outfits (hostess wear 
their own clothes), lives in a van parked behind a shopping center at night and 
showers in Tina’s motel room. The clothes are from thrift shops. 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. 

 

 It strikes me, in my middle-class solipsism, that there is gross 

improvidence in some of these arrangements. When Gail and I 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, I am astounded. How can she 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 lower-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 emergencies. 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 hot dogs and Styrofoam cups of soup that can 

be microwaved in a convenience store. If you have no money for heath 

insurance—and the Hearthside’s paltry plan kicks in only after three 

months—you go without routine care or prescription drugs and end up 

paying the price. Gail, for example, was doing fine, health-wise 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 
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form and to begin the paperwork all over again. So she spends $9 a pop for 

pills to control the migraines she wouldn’t have, she insists, if her estrogen 

supplements were covered. Similarly, Marianne’s boyfriend lost his job as a 

roofer because he missed so much time after getting a cut on his foot for 

which he couldn’t afford the prescribed antibiotic.  

 My own situation, when I sit down to assess it after two weeks of 

work, would not be much better if this were my actual life. The seductive 

thing about waitressing is that if you don’t have to wait for payday to feel a 

few bills in your pocket, and my tips usually cover meals and gas, plus 

something left over to stuff in 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 it 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 yet, 

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 

jalapenos, but by midnight my stomach is growling again. 

 So unless I want to start using my car as a residence, I have to find a 

second job. 
 

 


