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and when I can start. T mutter about being woefully out of practice as a waitress,
but he’s already on to the uniform: I’'m to show up tomorrow wearing black
slacks and black shoes: he’ll provide the rust-colored polo shirt with
“Hearthside,” as we’ll call the place, embroidered on it, though I might want to
wear my own shirt to get to work, ha ha. At the word tomorrow, something
between fear and indignation rises in my chest. I want to say, “Thank you for
your time, sir, but this is just an experiment, you know, not my actual life.”

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-of-work 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.

Ten days into it, this is beginning to look like a livable lifestyle. I like Gail,
who is “looking at fifty,” agewise, but moves so fast she can alight in one place
and then another without apparently being anywhere between. I clown around
with Lionel, the teenage Haitian busboy, though we don’t have much vocabulary
in common, and loiter near the main sink to listen to the older Haitian
dishwashers’ musical Creole, which sounds, in their rich bass voices, like
French on testosterone. I bond with Timmy, the fourteen-year-old white kid
who buses at night, by telling him I don’t like people putting their baby seats
right on the tables: it makes the baby look too much like a side dish. He
snickers delightedly and in return, on a slow night, starts telling me the plots of
all the Jaws movies (which are perennial favorites in the.shark-ridden Keys):
“She looks around, and the water-skier isn’t there anymore, then SNAP! The
whole boat goes . . .7

I especially like Joan, the svelte fortyish hostess, who turns out to be a
militant feminist, pulling me aside one day to explain that “men run
everything—we don’t have a chance unless we stick together.” Accordingly,
she backs me up when I get overpowered on the floor, and in return T give her a
chunk of my tips or stand guard while she sneaks off for an unauthorized
cigarette break. We all admire her for standing up to Billy and telling him, after
some of his usual nastiness about the female server class, to “shut . . .up.” T
even warm up to Billy when, on a slow night and to make up for a particularly
unwarranted attack on my abilities, or so I imagine, he tells me about his glory
days as a young man at “coronary school” in Brooklyn, where he dated a
knockout Puerto Rican chick—or do you say “culinary”?

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 1
snatched at random when I left my real home —Marianne Faithfull, Tracy
Chapman, Enigma, King Sunny Adé, Violent Femmes—just drained enough for
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