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shorts and scoop-neck T-shirt and set out for a tour of the local hotels and
supermarkets. Best Western, Econo Lodge, and HoJo’s all let me fill out
application forms, and these are, to my relief, mostly interested in whether I am
a legal resident of the United States and have committed any felonies. My next
stop is Winn-Dixie, the supermarket, which turns out to have a particularly
onerous application process, featuring a twenty-minute “interview” by computer
since, apparently, no human on the premises is deemed capable of representing
the corporate point of view. I am conducted to a large room decorated with
posters illustrating how to look “professional” (it helps to be white and, if
female, permed) and warning of the slick promises that union organizers might
try to tempt me with. The interview is multiple-choice: Do I have anything,
such as child care problems, that might make it hard for me to get to work on
time? Do I think safety on the job is the responsibility of management? Then,
popping up cunningly out of the blue: How many dollars’ worth of stolen goods
have 1 purchased in the last year? Would I turn in a fellow employee if I caught
him stealing? Finally, “Are you an honest person?”

Apparently | ace the interview, because I am told that all T have to do is
show up in some doctor’s office tomorrow for a urine test. This seems to be a
fairly general rule: if you want to stack Cheerios boxes or vacuum hotel rooms
in chemically fascist America, you have to be willing to squat down and pee in
front of a health worker (who has no doubt had to do the same thing herself.)
The wages Winn-Disxie is offering—$6 and a couple of dimes to start with—are
not enough, I decide, to compensate for this indignity.

I'lunch at Wendy’s, where $4.99 gets you unlimited refills at the Mexican
part of the Super-bar, a comforting surfeit of refried beans and cheese sauce. A
teenage employee, secing me studying the want ads, kindly offers me an
application form, which I fill out, though here, too, the pay is just $6 and change
an hour. Then it’s off for a round of the locally owned inns and guest houses in
Key West’s Old Town, which is where all the serious sightseeing and guzzling
goes on, a couple of miles removed from the functional end of the island, where
the discount hotels make their homes. At The Palms, let’s call it, a bouncy
manager actually takes me around to see the rooms and meet the current
housekeepers, who, I note with satisfaction, look pretty much like me —faded
ex-hippie types in shorts with long hair pulled back in braids. Mostly, though,
no one speaks to me or even looks at me except to proffer an application form.
At my last stop, a palatial B & B, I wait twenty minutes to meet “Max,” only to
be told that there are no jobs now but there should be one soon, since “nobody
lasts more than a couple weeks.”

Three days go by like this and, to my chagrin, no one from the
approximately twenty places at which I've applied calls me for an interview. I
had been vain enough to worry about coming across as too educated for the jobs
I'sought, but no one even seems interested in finding out how overqualified 1
am. Only later will I realize that the want ads are not a reliable measure of the
actual jobs available at any particular time. They are, as I should have guessed
from Max’s comment, the employers’ insurance policy against the relentless
turnover of the low-wage workforce. Most of the big hotels run ads almost
continually, if only to build a supply of applicants to replace the current workers
as they drift away or are fired, so finding a job is just a matter of being in the
right place at the right time and flexible enough to take whatever is being
offered that day. This finally happens to me at one of the big discount chain
hotels where I go, as usual, for housekeeping and am sent instead to try out as a
waitress at the attached “family restaurant,” a dismal spot looking out on a
parking garage, which is featuring “Pollish sausage and BBQ sauce” on this 95-
degree day. Phillip, the dapper young West Indian who introduces himself as
the manager, interviews me with about as much enthusiasm as if he were a clerk
processing me for Medicare, the principal questions being what shifts I can work
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