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Introduction: Getting Ready

The idea that led to this book arose in comparatively sumptu-
ous 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, we wondered, 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? Then
I said something that I have since had many opportunities
to regret: “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
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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.”

The last time anyone had urged me to forsake my normal
life for a run-of-the-mill low-paid job had been in the seventies,
when dozens, perhaps hundreds, of sixties radicals started going
into the factories to “proletarianize” themselves and organize
the working class in the process. Not this girl. I felt sorry for
the parents who had paid college tuition for these blue-collar
wannabes and sorry, too, for the people they intended to uplift.
In my own family, the low-wage way of life had never been
many degrees of separation away; it was close enough, in any
case, to make me treasure the gloriously autonomous, if not
always well-paid, writing life. My sister has been through one
low-paid job after another—phone company business rep, fac-
tory worker, receptionist—constantly struggling against what
she calls “the hopelessness of being a wage slave.” My husband
and companion of seventeen years was a $4.50-an-hour ware-
house worker when I fell in with him, escaping eventually and
with huge relief to become an organizer for the Teamsters. My
father had been a copper miner; uncles and grandfathers
worked in the mines or for the Union Pacific. So to me, sitting
at a desk all day was not only a privilege but a duty: something
I owed to all those people in my life, living and dead, who’d
had so much more to say than anyone ever got to hear.

Adding to my misgivings, certain family members kept
reminding me unhelpfully that I could do this project, after a
fashion, without ever leaving my study. I could just pay myself
a typical entry-level wage for eight hours a day, charge myself
for room and board plus some plausible expenses like gas, and
total up the numbers after a month. With the prevailing wages
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running at $6—$7 an hour in my town and rents at $400 a
month or more, the numbers might, it seemed to me, just
barely work out all right. But if the question was whether a
single mother leaving welfare could survive without govern-
ment assistance in the form of food stamps, Medicaid, and
housing and child care subsidies, the answer was well known
before I ever left the comforts of home. According to the
National Coalition for the Homeless, in 1998—the year I
started this project—it took, on average nationwide, an hourly
wage of $8.89 to afford a one-bedroom apartment, and the
Preamble Center for Public Policy was estimating that the
odds against a typical welfare recipient’s landing a job at such a
“living wage” were about 97 to 1. Why should I bother to con-
firm these unpleasant facts? As the time when I could no
longer avoid the assignment approached, I began to feel a little
like the elderly man I once knew who used a calculator to bal-
ance his checkbook and then went back and checked the
results by redoing each sum by hand.

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 T 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
nature, where surprises lurk in the most mundane measure-
ments. Maybe when I got into the project, I would discover
some 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 Insti-
tute reported in 1998, they may have found some tricks as yet
unknown to me. Maybe I would even be able to detect in
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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 unex-
pected costs—physical, financial, emotional—to throw off all
my calculations. The only way to find out was to get out there
and get my hands dirty.

In the spirit of science, I first decided on certain rules and
parameters. Rule one, obviously enough, was that I could not,
in my search for jobs, fall back on any skills derived from my
education or usual work—not that there were a lot of want ads
for essayists anyway. Two, I had to take the highest-paying job
that was offered me and do my best to hold it; no Marxist rants
or sneaking off to read novels in the ladies’ room. Three, I had
to take the cheapest accommodations I could find, at least the
cheapest that offered an acceptable level of safety and privacy,
though my standards in this regard were hazy and, as it turned
out, prone to deterioration over time.

I tried to stick to these rules, but in the course of the proj-
ect, all of them were bent or broken at some time. In Key West,
for example, where I began this project in the late spring of
1998, I once promoted myself to an interviewer for a waitress-
ing job by telling her I could greet European tourists with the
appropriate Bonjour or Guten Tag, but this was the only case
in which I drew on any remnant of my actual education. In
Minneapolis, my final destination, where I lived in the early
summer of 2000, I broke another rule by failing to take the
best-paying job that was offered, and you will have to judge my
reasons for doing so yourself. And finally, toward the very end,
I did break down and rant—stealthily, though, and never
within hearing of management.
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There was also the problem of how to present myself to
potential employers and, in particular, how to explain my dis-
mal lack of relevant job experience. The truth, or at least a
drastically stripped-down version thereof, seemed easiest: I
described myself to interviewers as a divorced homemaker
reentering the workforce after many years, which is true as far
as it goes. Sometimes, though not always, I would throw in a
few housecleaning jobs, citing as references former housemates
and a friend in Key West whom I have at least helped with
after-dinner cleanups now and then. Job application forms also
want to know about education, and here I figured the Ph.D.
would be no help at all, might even lead employers to suspect
that I was an alcoholic washout or worse. So I confined myself
to three years of college, listing my real-life alma mater. No one
ever questioned my background, as it turned out, and only one
employer out of several dozen bothered to check my references.
When, on one occasion, an exceptionally chatty interviewer
asked about hobbies, I said “writing” and she seemed to find
nothing strange about this, although the job she was offering
could have been performed perfectly well by an illiterate.

Finally, I set some reassuring limits to whatever tribulations
I might have to endure. First, I would always have a car. In Key
West I drove my own; in other cities I used Rent-A-Wrecks,
which I paid for with a credit card rather than my earnings.
Yes, I could have walked more or limited myself to jobs acces-
sible by public transportation. I just figured that a story about
waiting for buses would not be very interesting to read. Sec-
ond, I ruled out homelessness as an option. The idea was to
spend a month in each setting and see whether I could find a
job and earn, in that time, the money to pay a second month’s
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rent. If I was paying rent by the week and ran out of money
I would simply declare the project at an end; no shelters or
sleeping in cars for me. Furthermore, I had no intention of
going hungry. If things ever got to the point where the next
meal was in question, I promised myself as the time to begin
the “experiment” approached, I would dig out my ATM card
and cheat.

So this is not a story of some death-defying “undercover”
adventure. Almost anyone could do what I did—look for
jobs, work those jobs, try to make ends meet. In fact, millions
of Americans do it every day, and with a lot less fanfare and
dithering.

I AM, OF COURSE, VERY DIFFERENT FROM THE PEOPLE WHO NORMALLY
fill America’s least attractive jobs, and in ways that both helped
and limited me. Most obviously, I was only visiting a world that
others inhabit full-time, often for most of their lives. With all
the real-life assets I've built up in middle age—bank account,
IRA, health insurance, multiroom home—waiting indulgently
in the background, there was no way I was going to “experi-
ence poverty” or find out how it “really feels” to be a long-term
low-wage worker. My aim here was much more straightforward
and objective—just to see whether I could match income to
expenses, as the truly poor attempt to do every day. Besides,
I've had enough unchosen encounters with poverty in my life-
time to know it’s not a place you would want to visit for touris-
tic purposes; it just smells too much like fear.

Unlike many low-wage workers, I have the further advan-
tages of being white and a native English speaker. I don’t think
this affected my chances of getting a job, given the willingness
of employers to hire almost anyone in the tight labor market of
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1998 to 2000, but it almost certainly affected the £znds of jobs I
was offered. In Key West, I originally sought what I assumed
would be a relatively easy job in hotel housekeeping and found
myself steered instead into waitressing, no doubt because of
my ethnicity and my English skills. As it happened, waitress-
ing didn’t provide much of a financial advantage over house-
keeping, at least not in the low-tip off-season when I worked in
Key West. But the experience did help determine my choice of
other localities in which to live and work. I ruled out places
like New York and L.A., for example, where the working class
consists mainly of people of color and a white woman with
unaccented English seeking entry-level jobs might only look
desperate or weird.

I had other advantages—the car, for example—that set me
off from many, though hardly all, of my coworkers. Ideally, at
least if I were seeking to replicate the experience of a woman
entering the workforce from welfare, I would have had a couple
of children in tow, but mine are grown and no one was willing
to lend me theirs for a monthlong vacation in penury. In addi-
tion to being mobile and unencumbered, I am probably in a lot
better health than most members of the long-term low-wage
workforce. I had everything going for me.

If there were other, subtler things different about me, no
one ever pointed them out. Certainly I made no effort to play a
role or fit into some imaginative stereotype of low-wage work-
ing women. I wore my usual clothes, wherever ordinary clothes
were permitted, and my usual hairstyle and makeup. In con-
versations with coworkers, I talked about my real children,
marital status, and relationships; there was no reason to invent
a whole new life. I did modify my vocabulary, however, in one
respect: at least when I was new at a job and worried about
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seeming brash or disrespectful, I censored the profanities that
are—thanks largely to the Teamster influence—part of my
normal speech. Other than that, I joked and teased, offered
opinions, speculations, and, incidentally, a great deal of health-
related advice, exactly as I would do in any other setting.

Several times since completing this project I have been
asked by acquaintances whether the people I worked with
couldn’t, uh, te/l—the supposition being that an educated per-
son is ineradicably different, and in a superior direction, from
your workaday drones. I wish I could say that some supervisor
or coworker told me even once that I was special in some envi-
able way—more intelligent, for example, or clearly better edu-
cated than most. But this never happened, I suspect because
the only thing that really made me “special” was my inexperi-
ence. To state the proposition in reverse, low-wage workers are
no more homogeneous in personality or ability than people
who write for a living, and no less likely to be funny or bright.
Anyone in the educated classes who thinks otherwise ought to
broaden their circle of friends.

There was always, of course, the difference that only I
knew—that I wasn’t working for the money, I was doing
research for an article and later a book. I went home every day
not to anything resembling a normal domestic life but to a lap-
top on which I spent an hour or two recording the day’s
events—very diligently, I should add, since note taking was sel-
dom an option during the day. This deception, symbolized by
the laptop that provided a link to my past and future, bothered
me, at least in the case of people I cared about and wanted to
know better. (I should mention here that names and identify-
ing details have been altered to preserve the privacy of the
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people I worked with and encountered in other settings during
the course of my research. In most cases, I have also changed
the names of the places I worked and their exact locations to
turther ensure the anonymity of people I met.)

In each setting, toward the end of my stay and after much
anxious forethought, I “came out” to a few chosen coworkers.
The result was always stunningly anticlimactic, my favorite
response being, “Does this mean you’re not going to be back
on the evening shift next week?” I've wondered a lot about
why there wasn’t more astonishment or even indignation,
and part of the answer probably lies in people’s notion of
“writing.” Years ago, when I married my second husband,
he proudly told his uncle, who was a valet parker at the time,
that I was a writer. The uncle’s response: “Who isn’t?” Every-
one literate “writes,” and some of the low-wage workers I have
known or met through this project write journals and poems—
even, in one case, a lengthy science fiction novel.

But as I realized very late in this project, it may also be that
I was exaggerating the extent of the “deception” to myself.
There’s no way, for example, to pretend to be a waitress: the
food either gets to the table or not. People knew me as a wait-
ress, a cleaning person, a nursing home aide, or a retail clerk
not because I acted like one but because that’s what I was, at
least for the time I was with them. In every job, in every place I
lived, the work absorbed all my energy and much of my intel-
lect. I wasn’t kidding around. Even though I suspected from
the start that the mathematics of wages and rents were working
against me, I made a mighty effort to succeed.

I make no claims for the relevance of my experiences to
anyone else’s, because there is nothing typical about my story.
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Just bear in mind, when I stumble, that this is in fact the best-
case scenario: a person with every advantage that ethnicity and
education, health and motivation can confer attempting, in a

time of exuberant prosperity, to survive in the economy’s lower
depths.



one

Serving in Florida

Mostly out of laziness, I decide 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 gro-
ceries and movies and gas, to being a worker in the very same
place. I am terrified, especially at the beginning, of being rec-
ognized by some friendly business owner or erstwhile neighbor
and having to stammer out some explanation of my project.
Happily, though, 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 unut-
tered. In this parallel universe where my father never got out of
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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 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 Jack-
son, Wyoming, or Telluride, or Boston, or any other place where
tourists and the wealthy compete for living space with the
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.

So I decide to make the common trade-off between afford-
ability 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. Anthropologically speaking, the
trailer park would be preferable, but here I have a gleaming
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white floor and a firm mattress, and the few resident bugs are
easily vanquished.

The next piece of business is to comb through the want ads
and find a job. I rule out various occupations for one reason or
another: hotel front-desk clerk, for example, which to my sur-
prise is regarded as unskilled and pays only $6 or $7 an hour,
gets eliminated because it involves standing in one spot for
eight hours a day. Waitressing is also something I'd like to
avoid, because I remember it leaving me bone-tired when I
was eighteen, and I'm decades of varicosities and back pain
beyond that now. Telemarketing, one of the first refuges of
the suddenly indigent, can be dismissed on grounds of person-
ality. This leaves certain supermarket jobs, such as deli clerk, or
housekeeping in the hotels and guest houses, which pays about
$7 and, I imagine, is not too different from what I've been
doing part-time, in my own home, all my life.

So I put on what I take to be a respectable-looking outfit of
ironed Bermuda shorts and scooped-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



