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Dedication

For Amy Joy,
and in memory of my dad


Epigraph

“[Dishwashers] are quintessential dirty workers, necessary for operating the establishment, but functionally non-persons.”

—Gary Alan Fine,
Kitchens: The Culture of Restaurant Work

“And yet the plongeurs, low as they are, also have a kind of pride.”

—George Orwell,
Down and Out in Paris and London
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Part I

Initiation


1

Wine O’Clock

A bead of sweat rolled from my forehead, down my nose and into the greasy orange sink water. I wiped my face with my apron, lifted my baseball cap to cool my head and sighed. As I picked at the food dregs that had coagulated from the sink water onto my arm hairs, I surveyed my domain—the dishpit. It was a mess. The counters were covered with the remains of what, not long before, had been meals. But the dishmachine stood empty. No dirty dishes were in sight. No one yelled: “More plates!” or “Silver! We need silverware!” For the first time in hours, a calm settled over my dishroom. Having successfully beaten back the bulk of the dinner rush, I was caught up and it felt good.

Time for another go-round. On my way to the waitress station, I grabbed an empty bus tub and twirled it on my middle finger—a trick I’d perfected while working at a bagel shop in New Mexico. I lowered the spinning tub from my finger to my cap—a new trick I’d yet to perfect. The tub sputtered from my head and plummeted into the full bus tub that awaited me. A couple plates smashed to the floor.

The crash rang throughout the restaurant and was followed by a shocked hush from employees and customers alike. I, too, observed the moment of silence for the departed plates. But I wasn’t sad to see them go. If dishes had to break—and they did have to—then it was best to break the dirty ones rather than the plates I’d already worked to clean.

In some Illinois cemetery, Josephine Cochrane was spinning in her grave. She was the 1880s socialite who’d grown fed up by her servants breaking her precious china as they washed it by hand. Cochrane presumed that by reducing the handling, there’d be far less breakage. So she invented the motorized dishwashing machine. Her contraption became an instant hit with large restaurants and hotels in Chicago. Even the machine I was using at this place—a Hobart—was a direct descendent of Cochrane’s. But now, more than a century since the introduction of her innovation, human dishwashers—particularly this one—were just as cavalier about dish breakage as they’d been back in Cochrane’s day.

As I looked down at the wreckage at my feet, the boss-guy charged around the corner wide-eyed with his hand clutched to his chest as if he’d been shot.

“Plates fell,” I said.

“Again?” he sighed. “Try to be more careful, Dave.”

Six weeks earlier, when a fellow dish dog had tipped me off about this gig—an Austrian-themed inn at a ski area in Vermont’s Green Mountains that came complete with room and board—I was immediately intrigued. I’d pictured myself isolated in the mountains and hibernating through the winter at this job while getting caught up with my reading, saving up some money and crossing yet another American state off my list. When I called about the job from Wisconsin, the boss-guy assumed that if I wanted to come all that way to dish in a ski area, then I must’ve been a ski nut.

“No,” I told him. “Actually I don’t ski.”

That made him suspicious. He then asked, “Do you have long hair?”

“Not anymore,” I said.

“Okay,” he said. “If you can get here by next week, the job’s yours.”

I rode the bus most of the way and hitchhiked the rest and when I arrived, the boss was no longer suspicious. I was willing to dish and that was enough for him. In fact, he gave so little thought to me that by the second day, he started calling me by the wrong name.

“And Dave, clean it up,” he said, looking at the broken plates on the floor.

I’d never bothered to correct him.

“All right,” I said.

When he turned and walked back to the dining room, I kicked the debris under the counter and headed back to the dishpit with the full bus tub.

While unloading the dirty dishes, I mined for treasure in the Bus Tub Buffet. The first find was fool’s gold—a half-eaten schnitzel. I couldn’t blame the diner who’d left the second half uneaten. It was the place’s specialty, but it wasn’t very special. I snobbishly passed on it as well and continued excavating.

I unearthed more dishes and then struck pay dirt: some garlic bread and remnants of crème brulée. I smeared the crème brulée on the garlic bread and scarfed it down. Scrumptious, said my taste buds. Queasy, countered my stomach. The gut had a point. Bus Tub Buffet? More like Bus Tub Roulette: you win some, you lose some. So far I was losing.

As I was guzzling water from the tap, the call went up in the adjacent kitchen: “Wine o’clock! Wine o’clock!”

I looked at the clock. Indeed, it was already wine o’clock.

Dick, one of the cooks, entered the dishpit with a grin on his face and a jar in each hand. He handed me a jar and held up the other in a toast.

“Wine o’clock,” he said.

“Wine o’clock,” I repeated.

We clinked jars and then downed their cooking sherry contents. Wine o’clock was eight o’clock—an hour before closing time and an occasion observed by the cooks with rounds of sherry. Closing time—nine o’clock—was celebrated in a similar fashion except with shouts of “Five o’clock! Five o’clock!” and the consumption of Five O’Clock brand vodka.

A couple of weeks earlier, the inevitable cook/waitress tension had come to a head here over the question of how the waitresses should place their orders. The waitresses wanted to just give the ticket—the food order—to the salad cook, who in turn would relay it to the line cooks and then to the dessert cook. The cooks argued it’d be better if the waitresses wrote their tickets in triplicate and distributed copies to each of the three cooking stations. The waitresses were less than thrilled.

From the dishpit doorway, while consuming Bus Tub Buffet strudel and wine o’clock sherry, I watched the two groups bicker. The cooks had their clique and the waitresses theirs. But as the dishman, I kept to myself and labored alone—the way I liked it.

But then a cook suddenly shouted, “Let’s ask the dishwasher then!”

Looks from all twenty or so eyes darted my way. I quickly averted them all. I looked down at my hands, down at the strudel, down at…the cooking sherry. Wine o’clock. I’d been accepting the wine o’clock sherry from the cooks. The waitresses never gave me any sherry.

I cleared my throat and then announced, “Triplicates sounds better.”

The scales tipped. From then on, the order placing was done the cooks’ way.

But that’d been a couple weeks earlier. Now wine o’clock had struck once again. I emptied my jar and dove back into the sinks. As my stomach settled, I sweated out several more rounds of clean dishes. Then someone behind me said, “Hon?”

In the doorway stood the waitress who’d never before uttered a word to me. Now that I was “Hon,” she probably wanted me to do some part of her job like empty the waitress station trash can.

I hesitated before answering, “Yeah?”

“Is it true what Linda just told me?” she said. “That you go all over washing dishes?”

Of course it was true. It was my life’s mission, after all. But that didn’t mean I wanted my cover to be blown.

I hesitated again. “Um…”

I now regretted having cracked under the intense questioning from that nosy Linda. My anonymity had been compromised.

“Uh, yeah,” I finally stammered as I nervously picked at my arm hair boogers. “I guess it’s true.”

“Wow!” she said. “So, you like, go all over?”

She was hooked. I’d seen it so many times before: a waitress who barely notices a quiet dopey dishman suddenly gets interested once she finds out that he’s a traveling quiet dopey dishman.

“Yeah, sure,” I answered.

“That’s so cool!” she said, entering the dishpit. “I wish I could do that.”

I shrugged and asked, “Why don’t you?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Seems hard.”

“Hard?” I asked. “No, staying in one place is hard.”

“You think?”

For the first time, I realized how cute she was. Tall, bobbed dark hair, glasses, requisite black skirt and white blouse. If only she’d flirted with me like this weeks earlier, I would’ve sided with the waitresses in the order-placing debate. That would’ve scored me some points. Who knows, maybe she’d have started dropping by my basement room behind the inn after work. If so, I wondered, could I stay indefinitely at this job? Could I hack coming to it every day? Could I handle living in the mountains of Vermont for good—or would she lose interest if her quiet dopey dishman shed the mystique of being a traveler?

She had other ideas in mind.

“Maybe I can tag along with you,” she said.

Could she be serious?

“Yeah, sure, tag along,” I said. “You can wait the tables and I’ll wash the dishes.”

“Ha! That’d be a blast!” she said, squeezing my arm.

Looking down at her delicate hand on my grungy arm hair, I took a deep breath and then asked, “So, what are you doing after work?”

She let go of my arm.

“After work? My boyfriend’s picking me up.”

“Boyfriend, huh?”

What had I been thinking? Of course she had a boyfriend! Of course I couldn’t stay at this job—or in these mountains—forever.

“Hey, you should come out with us!” she said. “He’d really get a kick out of meeting the guy who washes dishes all over.”

“Nah,” I said, pulling some plates from the bus tub. “No thanks.”

I never could anticipate what it would be—that one thing that’d made me crack. But once that notion of quitting entered my head, there was no use fighting it. The whim could strike at any time: on an ordinary morning, waking up to see it snowing outside, just like it had in Pittsburgh. Or the idea could hit mid-shift when someone tried to boss me around, like what happened in Reno. The feeling could even overcome me when I learned a friend was leaving town and that I could catch a ride with her, as it had in Seattle. Whatever the case, once the notion hit, I was powerless. And now, just hearing mention of this flirty waitress’s boyfriend, I knew it was time to go.

Six weeks earlier, upon my arrival, I sincerely thought I’d last the whole winter. Then again, I sincerely believed all my grandiose plans would pan out despite a lengthy track record that proved otherwise.

My chat with the waitress was interrupted by Dick.

“Five o’clock,” he said, handing me a jar of vodka.

“Five o’clock,” I repeated.

Vermont was the twenty-third state I’d conquered. By the time I was due at work the following day, I was already seeking out my next dish job in another state.
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Maps

If, indeed, I was born to wash dishes, no one had ever bothered to tell me that it was my calling. I didn’t grow up dreaming about becoming a dishwasher. I never yearned for the prestige of being an unskilled laborer. I never craved the glory of scrubbing the crap off America’s pots and pans. If I had, though, having such fantasies could’ve saved me a lot of time trying to figure out what I was going to do with my life.

I thought I had figured it out early on. In fifth grade, for a “What I Want to Be When I Grow Up” essay, my classmates followed the nun’s prodding by writing that they’d grow up to be lawyers and doctors and presidents. When called upon, I read aloud my essay about a dream life as a house painter.

“Peter Jordan,” the teacher, Sister Peter John, interrupted, “you can be anything you want.”

“What?” I said. “I wanna paint houses.”

“A house painter?” she scoffed.

She pointed at the future lawmakers and doctors and presidents around the room as proof that my goal should be loftier.

I didn’t buy it. We were all immigrants or children of immigrants or African Americans. And I couldn’t see any of us rising out of that decaying school (that’d be shut down within a few years) and attaining any lofty goals. Sure I wanted encouragement—I didn’t exactly want the nuns to tell us we were losers and would always be losers. But I wanted realistic encouragement.

Growing up in a family of seven in what was built as a one-bedroom apartment in the pre-yuppified Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco in the 1970s, I figured I was destined for a life of drudgery. My father had grown up in an impoverished family of eight living in a two-room tenement apartment in Glasgow, Scotland. He was still living in those two rooms when, at nearly forty, he married and emigrated to San Francisco in pursuit of a more prosperous life. For decades, he held a steady job at a customs office. He always arrived on time, worked without complaining and was the model employee. But those who got ahead, it seemed, were the bullshitters and the backstabbers. Being the good employee counted for little. He was passed over for promotions and raises…and he remained poor.

As the youngest of five kids, I came along at a time when my dad seemed bitter about his lot in the world, as if he’d realized that the American Dream was a sham. Watching him trudge up the street after work and then collapse on the couch in frustration, I learned very early on how one could start out poor, work hard all his life—and still end up poor. Since I was going to start out poor and most likely end up poor, I decided not to waste time in between. Climb the career ladder? Hope to be patted on the head by bosses while trying to get rich in the American Dream scam? I decided, instead, to start out on the bottom rung—and stay there.

Months before writing the fifth grade essay, I’d no aspirations for an adult occupation. I only knew that, whatever it’d be, I didn’t want to work hard doing it. Then, when a house painter spent weeks working on a building across the street from our apartment, I took notice. Every day he sat on the scaffolding planks with his lunch pail on one side of him and his transistor radio on the other. As he hummed along to the music, one hand dragged a paintbrush up and down against the building while the other hand stuffed sandwiches into his mouth.

Awed, I thought, I could do that!

But Sister Peter John thought otherwise.

“Look at Felicitas,” she said. “She’s going to be a nun! I think she’ll make a wonderful nun.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Then she can yell at kids for wanting to be house painters.”

That’s the quip that got me sent to the principal’s office.

It’s not that I was merely a lazy kid who didn’t want to work hard later in life. If anything, I wanted to work less when I grew up. Throughout my childhood, I held lots of jobs: passed out flyers for several restaurants, folded pizza boxes at a pizza joint, sold stationery sets and seed packets door to door. Every week I used to clean the dog shit out of one neighbor’s backyard and take out the garbage for the old lady next door. And every day, from when I was eight until I was fifteen, I delivered newspapers.

On many mornings, my routine was to rise at five a.m., deliver one paper route (if not more), go home and eat breakfast, go to Saint Agnes’s Church on Masonic Avenue to serve mass as an altar boy, go to Saint Agnes’s School on Ashbury Street to work in the cafeteria in exchange for eating whatever I wanted (which really meant drinking cartons of chocolate milk throughout the schoolday), and then finally, go to class to try—often unsuccessfully—to stay awake.

I worked the paperboy gig till the summer that I signed up with a municipal program designed to get poor teens off the streets and into jobs. Two of my friends had already been hired through the program to hang out in city parks and paint park benches green. Upon signing up, I expressed my desire for the bench-painting dream job. Apparently, my passion for bench painting was overshadowed by the program’s need for lifeguards. I was assigned to the swimming pool at the neighborhood boys club—even though I didn’t know how to swim.

At the beginning of each shift, I stood poolside in my street clothes and announced to the kids in the water that if any of them planned to drown, they’d be better off waiting till my shift ended. If need be, I could throw in a Styrofoam lifesaver but I wouldn’t be getting in the water no matter what the emergency.

It took a few weeks of me refusing to get in the pool before I was transferred upstairs to the crafts room. The crafts room coordinator wasn’t happy to have a deadbeat from the pool foisted on her; she already had more “employees” from the jobs program than she knew what to do with. Since there wasn’t much for me to do, I favored sitting around. But she always dreamt up some pointless task for me that involved lifting and moving things. One day, after she had me haul all the supplies out of a closet, I became frustrated when she then told me to simply put it all back. I went and sat down and said, “Do it your fuckin’ self!”

Fired from the boys club and dropped from the jobs program, I turned to the “Help Wanted” section of the newspaper’s classified ads to find a new job. The hundreds of listings all seemed to say something about needing experience. Without experience, or even a desire to have experience for any job that required it, I remained jobless the rest of that summer.

My time, instead, was spent riding buses. One thing I’d inherited from my dad was his passion for maps. When I was eight years old, I used to study his atlas of the fifty states and have him quiz me on the capitals. Later, as a teen, I’d buy road maps from the Rand McNally shop on Market Street and pore over them as I envisioned traveling the nation. I wanted to see the rivers, mountains and towns in person. I wanted to walk the endless number of streets I saw in the street maps of America’s big cities, and know people in all those places, have friends from coast to coast—and maybe even have a girlfriend somewhere.

In the meantime, though, I carried around a map of San Francisco and traveled as much as I could within its borders by attempting to walk the city’s every street and ride the entire length of every bus line. It was thrilling to travel through neighborhoods that were—in my small world—far-flung. Less thrilling, though, was being singled out in those areas for no other reason than for being a kid from another neighborhood. Whether it was white kids at the end of the L-Taravel line in the Sunset District or black kids in Visitation Valley while waiting for the 15-Third, the local teens didn’t discriminate when it came to singling me out and kicking my ass.

When I wasn’t busy worrying about being assaulted, I was worrying about getting arrested. My being on the streets was reason enough for cops to stop and search me and my friends. Of the score of times I was picked up, it was usually for legitimately dumb stuff like trespassing or stealing booze from liquor stores or crowbarring open laundromat coin boxes. But there were also plenty of cockamamie arrests—for malicious mischief (I was waiting for a streetcar) or male prostitution (I was standing on a corner waiting for a friend).

Still, in my circle of friends, I was the angel. As petty criminals, my cohorts were in and out of detention centers and group home facilities. Bragging rights went to those who could boast of their latest crimes or stints of imprisonment. And to those with the bragging rights flocked the girls in my neighborhood. The girls also went for guys with capacities for heavy drug usage—another realm in which I was a lightweight.

When three of my friends took to shooting up—first speed, then heavier stuff—not only did I pass each time the syringe was passed around, I was even square enough to try to get them to kick their habits. It wasn’t out of a concern for their health or well-being, though. They’d just become so boring. There was nothing more tedious than loafing around a basement with them as they zoned out or worried about their next fix.

One afternoon, in their dealer’s apartment, I implored them to give it up. Apparently, such sentiments were bad for business. First, the dealer threw a beer bottle that just missed me. Then he pulled out a gun and threatened to pull the trigger if I didn’t shut up about the lameness of shooting up. So I got up and left. He followed me out. When I reached the sidewalk, he stood on the building’s front steps and waved his gun around menacingly. Two guys I knew, Kevin and Baldwin—both recently released from juvenile facilities—walked up. When they saw what was happening, they started yelling at the drug dealer, “You wanna play with guns? Okay, then we’ll go get our guns!”

As the three of them crowed about who would shoot who, I stood to the side—my hands in my pockets—unimpressed. My three junkie friends inside all had girlfriends. Kevin and Baldwin both had girlfriends. And the lunatic waving around the gun? Even he had a girl. And then there was me: not an addict, not a criminal—seemingly a nice guy. That was just the problem, though. As my friends often told me, to the girls in my neighborhood, I was too nice.

After the standoff ended with no one shooting anyone and no one quitting shooting up, I went and jumped on the streetcar alone and rode it to the end of the line.

When I was sixteen and my friend Jimmy told his dad that he was dropping out of high school, his father appealed to me.

“C’mon, Pete, you go to school,” he pleaded. “Tell Jimmy not to drop out.”

But dropping out of school was hardly unusual. In fact, I named twenty-one of our friends who’d already dumped school. Of those who still bothered to attend, I could only come up with three names—mine included.

My dad had also dropped out of high school—but that was because he had to work to help support his mom and siblings. To me, he always pushed going to college, as if it were an elixir against a life of drudgery. And I did see college as an elixir, though not because I had any grand career aspirations. Rather, I figured it could help me to achieve my goal of simply getting out of San Francisco. Away from my prison-bound, drug-addled friends. Away from the pesky neighborhood cops.

So I went to high school and did as well as one could who’d never participated in a single activity or even brought a book home. Just before graduation, I applied to a Catholic liberal-arts college that was twenty-five miles east of San Francisco. I didn’t know much about the school other than it was far enough away from my neighborhood that I’d have to move out of the city, but near enough that I could easily scramble back if need be. I was accepted and, fortunately, was poor enough that much of the tuition and expenses was covered by grants from the college and the state. A $2,500 loan paid for more.

I was on my way.
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A Date with the Dishes

Within minutes of my arrival, my new dorm roommate, Tom, complained about his Chevy Camaro. It’d been brand-new when his parents gave it to him for his sixteenth birthday. Now the car was getting too old for his liking.

“What do you drive?” he asked me.

Not only did I not possess a car or even a driver’s license, I’d never before met a teen who owned a car. Sure, a few times I’d gone joyriding as a passenger in vehicles friends had stolen. But a teenager owning a car—a new car at that? This was my first clue that I’d landed in a foreign world.

As Tom unpacked, he lined our sink and medicine cabinet with all kinds of shampoos, conditioners, gels and sprays for his hair. He apologized for taking up so much shelf space. It wasn’t a problem, though. I didn’t have much to contribute—not even a bottle of shampoo. My lone hair-care product—given to me a few years before by my sister after she’d complained about all the knots while cutting my hair—was a plastic brush.

Tom found this strange, as he did my clothing. I was wearing the going-off-to-college shirt my mom had bought me the week before. It had a little turtle on it. Tom’s shirts had little alligators.

“You can’t possibly wear that,” he said.

He claimed my shirt was a cheap imitation of his and that it’d be foolish to be seen in it. I didn’t get it. A shirt was a shirt. Why would anyone care what tiny creature inhabited its breast? But, as stupid as his comment sounded, Tom was right. That first week, several other students also took the effort to point out that my shirt was a shoddy excuse for whatever was cool.

Located in a wealthy suburb, the school was populated with suburban students from well-off families. I found myself in the land of mid-1980s preppies—without even knowing such creatures existed. Unlike my overly groomed male classmates, who were decked out in Top-Sider boat shoes and pastel Izod shirts, I had long, greasy hair, a scruffy face and wore whatever clothes fit me from the all-you-can-fit-in-a-bag-for-five-dollars thrift store. And while the girls in my neighborhood had thought I was too nice to garner their attention, now the pendulum swung far in the opposite direction. The rich, blond, ponytailed coeds in their convertible VW Rabbits gave me a wide berth.

Judging by how often I was asked what the hell was I doing at this college, it became obvious that I looked and acted out of place. At first, I took offense at being singled out. The implication was that everyone else belonged there and I didn’t. But then again, everyone else was there to get a career-inducing education. I, on the other hand, was only there because it was somewhere other than my old neighborhood.

During those first weeks of school, whenever I was walking down the street with any of my new classmates, I’d look around nervously for approaching cop cars.

“Cops coming!” I once said to Tom. Then I turned my back to the street and pretended to look in a shop window.

“Yeah?” Tom said. “So what?”

“In case you’ve got warrants or are on probation or you’re carrying something.”

“Why would the cops bother with us?” he asked. “We’re just going to the store.”

“That’s plenty enough reason,” I said.

But, it wasn’t. Here, remarkably, cops drove right past me without even slowing down. And even when I’d mosey along sidewalk-less, six-lane suburban boulevards, carloads of teens might yell, “Loser!” But they never bothered to beat me up. Though I found this rich-kid environment bizarre, at the same time, I kind of liked it. I was able to stop worrying about being assaulted or arrested for merely being in public. I relaxed. College felt like vacation.

While my goal to escape the city had been achieved, I was now stuck trying to figure out what to make of my education. I didn’t know what to study. Unlike my classmates, I had no major, let alone a career path.

Tom was going to be a lawyer. Other classmates talked about becoming lawyers. Still others aspired to being accountants and dentists. When asked of my own plans, I always said the future didn’t include a professional career. What I wanted was to be free of a job; to travel the country and have friends nationwide whom I’d visit. So my standard answer was, “I’m just gonna come crash on your floor when you’re a successful lawyer/accountant/dentist.”

It was a claim many took as a joke. Years later, they’d discover firsthand that I wasn’t kidding.

Though my financial aid grants and loan paid for most of my schooling, to cover the rest, I had to work. Through the school’s job placement center, I got hired to unload boxes at the campus bookstore. The work went well the first six weeks. Then, one quiet afternoon while I was unpacking, a customer—who happened to be in one of my classes—asked for help finding a particular book. As I searched the shelves with him, the assistant manager yelled across the store, “Pete, get back to work!”

Work? I was working.

“I’m helping this customer!” I shouted back.

“You’re just talking to your friend,” came the reply. “Now get back to work!”

As I returned to the box I’d been unpacking, I began to fume. What was I expected to do if a customer asked for my help? Then, conscious not to cuss, I screamed my answer across the store.

“The next time a customer asks for my help, I’ll tell them to go to hell!”

When I arrived the following day, the store manager called me into her office and told me she had to let me go.

“But I didn’t even swear!” I protested.

That didn’t matter.

But I’d no time to dwell on the injustice. My college plan depended on me working. So I marched straight from the bookstore back to the job placement center.

“I need a job,” I told the lady behind the counter.

“What kind of work are you interested in?” she asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Just as long as they’ll hire me.”

“Then you should go to Jack in the Box,” she said. “They’re always asking us for applicants.”

I caught the bus to Jack in the Box, filled out the application and was told to start the next day.

Less than 24 hours after I got the axe from the bookstore, I stood wearing a paper hat and a polyester knit shirt sizing up the vats of hot grease. As fry cook, I was responsible for deep-frying French fries, fruit pies and tacos—scutwork that any simpleton could do. Except for this one. The tacos just weren’t my forte. I’d stuff the taco shells with so much lettuce and cheese that they’d crack. Customers would complain. So to prevent the shells from busting, I’d then put almost no lettuce or cheese inside. Again complaints. So then I’d cram the damn stuff in again until the shell broke.

My ineptness quickly earned me a new assignment. As cashier, I faced the even trickier responsibility of handling customers. Again, a seemingly straightforward task. Again, I was the exception. Some customers were actually polite and patient. To them, I was courteous in kind by sliding them large orders of fries in place of the small ones they’d paid for or by giving them two cheeseburgers for the price of one. That was easy.

Much more challenging was trying to remain courteous to the many jerk-off customers. If I’d been on the other side of the counter and out of uniform, these same people would’ve been courteous enough to hold a door open for me. But because I stood behind the counter, I was nothing more than a shooting-gallery target to them. The five bucks they spent on crappy eats was the price of admission for them to take shots at the sitting duck in the paper hat.

But this duck shot back.

Once, while I was making a milkshake, a customer called in my direction, “Shawanda! Shawanda!”

I looked at him and wondered why he was yelling at me.

“Sha-wan-da!!”

Oh yeah, I remembered. Customers actually read the requisite nametags. I’d promptly thrown away each Pete nametag issued to me. But I still complied with Jack in the Box’s rules by digging through the collection of old nametags and choosing one with a name least like my own: Tawasha, Shondrella, Shawanda.

“Shawanda! Can you move any fuckin’ slower?”

“Yep,” I said, then shuffled in half-inch steps toward him with his milkshake. “See, I can move a lot slower.”

“Just gimme my food, asshole!”

“Wait, you haven’t seen how slow I can move.”

I stopped dead in my tracks.

“Gimme my food!”

The manager rushed over, grabbed the milkshake and handed it to the customer. Then he turned to me and scowled, “You just earned yourself a date with the dishes!”

Since the place employed no dishwasher, the manager would try to recruit a cook or a cashier to hit the sinks. My coworkers—who considered the task filthy and degrading—all balked at those requests. Foolishly, without any firsthand experience, I’d done the same.

And if no volunteer came forward, then the chore was meted out as punishment.

“Aw, you’re fucked,” one cashier said to me as I trudged toward the back with my head down.

Crap, I thought, I don’t want to do this.

In the rear—out of sight of both customers and my coworkers—I found a sink full of dirty spatulas, trays, food storage containers, French fry racks and the like. I wanted to slip out the back door and split. But then what? Slink back to the job placement office to ask them, now that I’d blown a second job, could I please have a third?

As I stood at the sinks, a cook sidled up to me. He looked over his shoulder, then slipped me a burger.

“That’s a raw deal you got,” he said.

I thanked him for the free grub.

After filling the sinks with soapy, warm water, I sunk my teeth into the bacon cheeseburger and made a stab at the dishes. Without much conviction, I dragged a scrub brush back and forth across a French fry rack.

Meanwhile, the bustle of the operation echoed around me: the frying food sizzling, the employees barking out orders, the customers whining…. It was a relief to be out of the food ordering/preparation/serving loop and away from the constant pressure that accompanied those jobs.

I took another bite of the burger.

A little radio sat above the sink. I flipped it on.

Another bite, another swabbing.

Then I looked around. No one could see what I was up to. So I set the scrub brush down, finished the burger and fiddled with the radio dial.

Why the others despised this chore was beyond me.

Filthy? Manning the vats of hot grease was far filthier. Degrading? Kowtowing to the customers was far more degrading.

This ain’t so bad, I thought. Not bad at all!

When the manager approached, I grabbed the scrub brush again.

“You learning your lesson?” he asked. “See what happens when you’re a smart-ass?”

I most surely did!

After that, I never missed an opportunity to clash with a customer. If a woman paid by throwing her money on the counter, then I threw back her change. If a guy bawled at me about having given him the wrong size soda, then I gave him the correct size—of the wrong soda. The result—spending a couple hours away from the bastards—hardly felt punitive. In the back, out of the limelight, I could lollygag to my heart’s content. Freed from the shackles of responsibility, I’d listen to the oldies station and drink chocolate milk-shakes while dragging out the chore for hours on end. The boss—relieved that the chore was being done at all—never complained.

Eventually, I chose to forgo the customer confrontations and just volunteered outright for dish duty. But I had to do so grudgingly. I feared that if the manager discovered my affection for the loathed chore, then he might punish my slack work with the dishes by forcing me instead to cook food or, ugh, ring up customers.

But if dishwashing was my calling, I wasn’t listening. I soon quit Jack in the Box to take a job as a church janitor—a plum position that involved plenty of pew-napping.

Since accepting that initial $2,500 loan, I’d resisted borrowing any more money for school. The idea behind the loans was that a student could rack up a bunch of debt and then pay it off when he had a degree-required high-paying job. But in my case, I had no desire for a job like that. So taking on any more debt was a scary thought. That twenty-five hundred bucks was already giving me enough worries.

But the janitorial gig didn’t pay nearly enough to cover my school costs. So when the tuition for the approaching semester was due in the middle of my third year, I was at a loss about what to do. Then, a couple days before the semester began, I drunkenly destroyed the furniture in my campus apartment for little more reason than because it was fun to do so. The dean of students—who’d once chastised me for having “a complete lack of respect for authority”—booted me out.

So, sprung from school sooner than expected, I kept my word to my classmates: I slept on their dorm room floors. In the meantime, dreams of finally seeing the rest of the country filled my head. To save up money, I fulfilled my fifth grade fantasy by picking up work on some house-painting crews.

My childhood fantasy of idly painting while listening to the radio and munching on sandwiches wasn’t one shared by my employers. My first paint-job boss often complained of me being the straggler on the crew. The boss of the second crew echoed that sentiment. The boss-guy of the third outfit was even worse. He was so ambitious about working at a breakneck pace that he had us painting three different houses simultaneously—even though the whole crew totaled only him, me and my friend Tony.

When this boss first complained about my tempo, he said, “This is what you need.”

He held out to me the secret of his own speediness: a palmful of amphetamines.

Pick-me-ups still put me off. I passed on the pills.

Then, one day, I spent hours sitting on a roof with my transistor radio and my sandwiches while painting some eaves. That afternoon, Tony came over from the house he’d been painting. He said he was sick of trying to keep up with the job’s manic pace and was going to quit as soon as the speed freak arrived with our pay. If Tony was leaving, then there was no way I was going to be left behind to paint three houses with that fiend.

When the fiend in question arrived, Tony quit and was paid in full. When the boss then noticed that I hadn’t come close to finishing the eaves, he said to me, “You’re the worst employee I’ve ever had.”

“Yeah?” I replied. “Well, I quit too.”

“You can’t quit,” he said, “’cause you’re fired.”

How pathetic, I thought.

“I already quit,” I said. “You can’t fire me.”

“Yeah I can.”

“No you can’t.”

“Yeah I can.”

He then proceeded to count out exactly half the cash he owed me for the week.

“Where’s the rest?” I asked.

“That’s all your slow ass deserves,” he said with a wild glint in his drugged eyes.

Though I was pissed, he had me.

I left with my half-pay.
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Fragile

School had already gotten me a few miles out of San Francisco. So I used the experience as a springboard to get me even farther away to see other parts of the country. After scouring a college guidebook for a school that was both cheap and in an enticing locale, I found one—in Kentucky. A state university there was so desperate to attract students that it had a wide-open enrollment. Out-of-state students were charged the same low tuition as Kentucky residents.

Weeks after being canned from the paint crew, I was in Kentucky and in need of a job again. I meandered around town one Friday morning until I saw the marquee sign of one of the Perkins chain restaurants: “Dishwasher Wanted.” The sign didn’t necessarily call out to me. But, remembering Jack in the Box and how I’d enjoyed the dishes, it didn’t sound half bad.

I went in and filled out an application. When the manager asked if I could start the next day, I told her no. My buddy Phil—only one of two friends I still had from my teen years in San Francisco—would be passing through town that weekend.

“I can start Monday, though.”

“Come in Monday at eight a.m.,” she said.

That weekend, Phil and I went on a bender. Monday morning, hung over, I dragged my sore body and aching head over to Perkins, managing to arrive only twenty minutes late. When I entered through the back door, the lone person in sight was a guy washing the dishes. He explained that, with my arrival, he was now the old dishwasher. Timmy handed me an apron and described the operation step by step. When the training ended five minutes later, Timmy embarked on his new prep cook job and I embarked on my new dishwasher job.

From the pile of dirty dishes, I grabbed a couple of plates. Now what? In my muddled state, I hadn’t followed Timmy’s instructions. I called him back over. Again he explained what to wash and where to put things once they were clean. This time, I concentrated.

Waitresses—whose faces I couldn’t see, only their hands—would shove the dirty dishes through a waist-high hole in one wall. I was to wash the dishes and then shove them through a waist-high hole in another wall to the cooks—whose faces I also couldn’t see, just their hands. The only person ever in view was Timmy, who—content in his new position—whistled cheerfully as he chopped vegetables.

Each time I cleaned all the awaiting dishes, my queasiness subsided. But then the waitresses would shove through another load and I’d feel ill all over again. As the minutes passed with agonizing slowness, a longing for a well-earned meal break kept me going. In the meantime, I scrounged through the meager food scraps and snacked on toast crusts and fatty bacon remains.

After an hour, it was an accomplishment that I hadn’t passed out. But then the faceless waitresses suddenly started yelling, “More silverware! We need more silverware out here!”

As instructed by Timmy, I’d been dumping the dirty silverware into a large metal container to let it all soak. The cutlery lay at the bottom of the container, under about eighteen inches of hot water. The water was too scorching for my bare hands so I donned some gloves. But the gloves were too short to reach all the way down; tongs weren’t long enough either. I tried to pour the water out, but the container was somehow affixed to the wall. Then I tried to bail the water out, but the container was too narrow for a soup ladle.

After ten minutes of futile attempts at problem solving, I called Timmy over.

“How d’ya get the silverware out?” I asked.

“You pull it out,” he said and then plunged his arm into the hot water. His face lit up, his mouth popped opened and his arm shot back out. He shook it around wildly to numb the pain and when he finally stopped, I was horrified to see his beet-red arm. It looked like it was starting to welt.

When he caught his breath, Timmy calmly said, “Somebody musta put hot water in there.”

Then he returned to his vegetables.

“Where’s the silverware?!” cried the faceless waitresses, their hands waving frantically through the little waist-high hole. “We need more silverware!”

I was at a complete loss.

During the time I’d spent trying to recover the silverware, I’d washed nothing else. So then the faceless cooks poked their hands through the other hole.

“Plates! We need plates now!”

It felt like all the menacing waitresses and cooks were going to crawl through their holes to get me. When the room began to spin, I knew there was no way I could survive until a meal break.

My calling? This?

I pulled off my apron and laid it like a shroud over the stack of dishes.

“I gotta go,” I told Timmy.

“Shit,” he sighed. “Guess I’m back to dishing.”

“Sorry,” I said.

As I stumbled home, I vomited up the bacon and toast scraps into some bushes.

A couple of days later, I was hired to work in a warehouse that stored the university’s old desks, chairs, typewriters and other supplies. My lack of qualifications perfectly prepared me for the job; almost all I ever did was sit at a counter and read. Once a week, a truck would drop off some old desks and I’d find space for them in the warehouse. Then I’d resume my reading. If anything, this seemed like a calling.

Though I was able to use the four months at the warehouse job to read twenty-six Mark Twain books in a row, I made no friends and got lonely. Before long, I was back in San Francisco, living in my friend Karl’s basement apartment—less than a hundred feet from the apartment I grew up in.

So much for traveling and seeing the nation. I made the most of my circumstances by pulling out my old marked-up map of San Francisco and reviving my attempt to cover every street in the city by foot.

Karl got me hired at the UPS warehouse on Potrero Hill, where he was working loading trucks in the middle of the night. My new job was simple, yet bewildering. As the packages wound their way through the building on a series of chutes and conveyor belts, they’d pass the rear of the parked trucks. Loaders would pull off the packages to place them in the proper trucks. If the packages on one particular conveyor belt had found their way onto the wrong belt or had been missed by a preoccupied loader, then they’d reach the end of the conveyor belt and plunge six feet to the floor.

My sole task was to pluck these forlorn packages from the floor, wheel them on a cart to the head of the conveyor belt and place them back on for another go-round. By the time I’d return to the far end of the conveyor belt, a new pyramid of fallen parcels would be awaiting me on the floor. If a fallen box was damaged, I was expected to try to smooth out its dented sides. Though I wasn’t asked to shake each package to listen for broken contents, I took it upon myself to do so anyway. The packages that rattled most were usually those that looked to have been most carefully wrapped with FRAGILE written innocently on the outside.

So why couldn’t a table at the end of the conveyor belt catch the packages? Or better yet, why not a little slide installed to glide the packages down to the cart? Or, best yet, a circular conveyor belt that sent the parcels around and around like an airport baggage carousel?!

Well, UPS didn’t pay me to think. It paid me to plod back and forth with the dented packages—grunt work any numbskull could handle. Or so I thought.

One night, at three a.m., I arrived to start my shift. On my way to the conveyor belt, I was called into the supervisor’s office.

“We need to talk about your work performance,” he said.

“Oh?”

“Yeah, you’re not cut out for working here,” he said. “You have a lack of enthusiasm for your work.”

Enthusiasm? I picked up smooshed boxes off the floor. What was there to be excited about?

Well, I never found out because as an ex-employee, I didn’t stick around to meet my more enthusiastic replacement.

A couple of weeks later Karl asked for my half of the rent. I was flat broke and unemployed. He was pretty pissed to hear that I couldn’t pay up.

“Take it easy,” I told him. “I’m gonna find a job right now.”

I left the apartment intending to wander around the neighborhood long enough for Karl to cool off.

I had no clue how an unskilled, unkempt and unmotivated man was to find work. By looking through the newspaper classifieds? If I wasn’t even qualified to pick up packages off a floor, then I definitely wasn’t qualified for any of those jobs that demanded “experience.” By sending out a resume? What employer wouldn’t love to read a resume from someone kicked out of college, fired from several shit jobs and with a peculiar talent for sitting and reading for hours on end without complaint?

After I had strolled three blocks from Karl’s apartment, a sign in a café window caught my attention: “Dishwasher Wanted.”

I stepped inside and inquired about the position. The boss-guy asked if I could start in the morning. I could.

That was it. I was hired.

“There’s just two things,” he said. “First, you can eat or drink whatever you want—except the beer and wine.”

“Okay.”

“And second, don’t just up and quit on me.”

“All right,” I said.

Back at the apartment, no matter how much he wanted to, Karl refused to believe that I’d found work in only ten minutes.

Early the next morning, I showed up at the café—a brunchy place that was open from 7 a.m. until 3 p.m. The boss-guy showed me how to clock in, where to put the clean dishes and then his brief tour ended at the dishwashing station: a sink with a spray hose and an under-the-counter dishmachine.

While rinsing the first few dishes, I bumped my head on the low, slanted ceiling that sliced diagonally across the dish station. And then I bumped into a customer who was on her way to the bathroom. Wedged in under the stairs and in the pathway to the toilet, the dishwashing area was obviously an afterthought to whoever had laid out the café.

After I rinsed a few more dishes, one of the cooks reached over and handed me a plate of French toast.

“You want ’em?” he asked. “I screwed up an order.”

Ten minutes into the shift and I was already being fed. This was a good sign.

Throughout the morning, the cooks sent other food my way. Poached eggs, bacon, oatmeal. They got a charge out of offering me more and more grub since I refused nothing. Buttermilk pancakes, bagels with lox, burgers. I’d taken the job for the cash. The chow was an unexpected bonus.

Come three o’clock, the cooks and waitresses raced through their closing chores and then split. The boss-guy guided me through my own closing chores. After I finally finished the dishes, I was then to sweep and mop the whole place, hose off the kitchen mats out back and drag all the garbage cans out to the sidewalk. When I was done, I was to lock up and then push the key back through the mail slot.

“One last thing,” he said. He showed me the reach-in fridge. “The waitresses fully restocked the beer so I’ll know tomorrow morning if there’s any missing.”

As he was leaving, the boss-guy said it should take me an hour to close up.

An hour later, I’d only managed to finish the dishes. Then, while searching for the broom in the upstairs storage area, I noticed the cases of unrefrigerated beer.

Hmmm.

I grabbed a bottle of warm Anchor Steam, took it downstairs and swapped it for a cold one.

The next morning, I arrived at work with an empty stomach and big plans for what I could eat that day.

“You came back!” a waitress remarked upon seeing me.

“Yeah,” I said. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Lotta dishwashers never come back after that first day.”

When the boss-guy walked by, he said nothing about the missing beer or the fact I’d clocked out an hour later than he’d predicted.

When I was left alone to finish up that second afternoon, again I sat and rewarded myself with a beer upon finishing the dishes. Another reward came after the sweeping was done. It was even later when I clocked out that day.

Every afternoon after that, I spent increasingly more time sitting and drinking congratulatory beers. Eventually, the damn closing chores started to get in the way of my sitting around. So if I pulled a dish from the bus tub that didn’t look too dirty, then I just reshelved it with the clean ones. I stopped hosing off the kitchen mats. The sweeping went half-assed. Mopping? Why bother? Before long, Karl was even stopping by to partake in the sitting-around and beer-drinking.

Eating so much while at work and taking home enough leftovers from the kitchen to see me through my off days fell right in line with my ongoing plan to simplify my life: now I didn’t have to grocery shop or even pay for food. By then I’d been paring down my belongings—not that I ever had many to begin with: mostly just books, LPs and maps. But after giving away more stuff, I wondered why I needed to live in an apartment. I didn’t need it for storage or for cooking. In fact, since most nights I was crashing on floors and couches around town anyway, I decided to once and for all pare my belongings to the point where I could fit everything in a large plastic garbage bag. I could cycle to work with all my stuff and then over to a friend’s apartment for a night on the floor in my sleeping bag.

One day, when I showed up at my parents’ place on my bike with my garbage bag and sleeping bag in tow, I told my dad about my new living arrangement. He was baffled.

“What? You’re living like a turtle?” he asked.

The remark was meant to be dismissive yet, actually, it was perfectly apt.

“Yeah, exactly,” I said. “Like a turtle!”

Then one afternoon, while the café’s other employees rushed to heap all the closing-time dishes on me, I was staring at the stacks. The boss walked up with my time card in hand. Rather rudely, he said, “What the hell are you doing that takes you so long to close up?”

His grievance was legitimate; by then I was routinely clocking out much later than he’d said I should be. But he picked the worst time to gripe. After having slaved all day and dreading the dishes that awaited me, I snapped.

“Look at all these dishes I’ve still got!” I said. “Then I gotta sweep and mop and hose the mats off and take out the trash. I’m doing everything you told me to do, so fuckin’ lay off!”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew what to expect. Mouthing off at bosses had gotten me fired from the boys club and from the campus bookstore. Working at a snail’s pace had gotten me fired from house painting and from UPS.

Now, another job would be added to those lists.

But he didn’t can my ass on the spot. Actually, he kind of cowered.

“Uh, okay,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

A couple minutes later, after he’d left, I sat down with a beer and suspected there might be something to this dishwashing business. But I wasn’t completely sure. After all, why would he fire me when there were still stacks of dishes to be washed? If I was to be sacked, he’d be smart to wait until I’d finished out the day. Supposing that was the case, I sat around even longer after closing time and hardly swept or mopped.

That night, I wrote a couple letters to pals who, coincidentally, had also fallen into dishwashing. Tony—my buddy from the paint crew—was dishing with his friends on a five-man crew at a large college cafeteria up in Davis, California. He’d written me a letter about his stubborn refusal to wear the requisite plastic apron because of his aversion to plastic clothing. My pal Dave was working two different dish jobs in Olympia, Washington. He wrote me about his struggles with the alcoholic owners at one of the restaurants.
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