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When I say “my pleasure,” you should know that the “I hate you” is silent.


































appetizer


noun. • A small dish of food or a drink taken before a meal or the main course of a meal to stimulate one’s appetite; something to begin with.














A great man once said, “if everyone could just wait tables for six months of his life, the world would be a better place.” I am almost certain those words came from the mouth of Plato in 325 BCE, but it may have been my friend Jane, who said it in 1994 when we waited tables together in Times Square. Regardless, I do believe that if more people put on an apron and did their time as a server, the world would be a more patient and understanding place. I am a waiter and have been one for over twenty years. Contrary to what people often think, it is my “real job.” It is a job that takes skill, flexibility, a keen mind, and an incredible amount of patience.


As “eating out” has become one of America’s favorite pastimes, you would think that more people would have respect for those of us who take their order, bring their food, and make sure their dining experience is a good one. Sadly, that is not the case. Many customers look at their server as someone who is beneath them. How else would you explain the customer who snaps his fingers to get my attention and then ignores me to answer his cell phone when I get to the table? Or the parents who ask me to turn off the television over the bar that is showing the big game because they don’t allow their kids to watch TV while they eat? Or when I tell people that the restaurant only carries Pepsi® and then they ask me if I can run to the deli to get them a Coca-Cola®? These people clearly have never worn an apron and carried a tray for tips. If they had, they would know how to treat their servers.
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Many people think the job is easy and only for those who have no education, skills, or ambition. They are wrong. Many of us have degrees. From real colleges. I have even worked with people who have graduate degrees but chose to wait tables because the money can be good and maybe that MFA in Shakespearean acting didn’t open up jobs the way they expected it to. Contrary to popular belief, waiting tables can be a very stressful job. If you don’t believe me, you can ask a former coworker of mine named Rhonda who once disappeared from her station. She was eventually found curled up in the fetal position and crying under the pay phone near the restrooms. The stress of having a full section of people all screaming that they needed their chicken fingers right away proved to be too much for poor, poor Rhonda. Of course the customers had a point. After all, they had tickets to “Teletubbies Live” at Radio City Music Hall, and with the show starting in thirty minutes, Rhonda’s sanity was simply not a priority for them. We servers wiped away her tears and finished her shift for her because we were all in that hot mess together.


Do I expect a federal mandate to be issued requiring everyone to wait tables for six months just so they can see what it’s like on the other side of the menu? No, but I do wish that more customers could take a moment and put themselves in my shoes—my horribly ugly, slip-resistant shoes, which I am required to wear, but which my employer won’t pay for. Waiting tables is a profession that deserves more respect than it gets, but I guess it’s hard to earn respect when you smell like a fajita skillet and there is honey mustard in your hair.


On occasion, I look at myself and question where I gained my stellar attitude toward my service job. How did I imbibe such a healthy outlook for working in a restaurant? I flash back to the mid-1980s. Madonna is on the radio, Cabbage Patch dolls are all the rage, and a girl at school wears a pair of red jelly shoes every day. I am sixteen years old, and I’ve just gotten my first job ever. For $3.35 an hour, I work as a dishwasher at one of the premier dining establishments in all the land, the finest place to enjoy a high-quality steak that was cooked to perfection and served to you with a smile. Okay, not really. It is a family-style buffet steakhouse in Victoria, Texas. You knew it was fancy because it had a salad bar with three different dressings.


I took the job because two of my best friends worked there as waitresses. They made all the money, while I toiled in the back, emptying grease traps, taking out garbage, and mopping bathrooms. But I was in the food and beverage industry, and knew I had found my home. I did not deal with customers very often, except when someone spilled something and I had to go out into the dining room to clean it up. Within my first week, I knew that the job was a piece of crap, but the money! Fifteen hours a week at $3.35 an hour was bringing me about 35 bucks a week after taxes. I was rich! Rich, I tell you!


One night, someone wanted chicken fried steak without gravy. The person must have either been from someplace other than Texas or non compos mentis because everyone knows that in Texas, chicken fried steak is eaten with gravy on it. That’s just how it’s done. It went out to the table with gravy, and the customer gave it back to the waitress, who gave it back to the kitchen staff, who then gave it to me, the dishwasher.


“Wash that gravy off that meat.” my manager told me. “They don’t want it.”


I thought they were playing a joke on the new kid. I laughed nervously, not sure what to do.


“Uh, what? Wash the meat?” I asked.


“Wash that gravy off that meat. Never mind, I’ll do it myself.”


My manager sighed with dissatisfaction and took the spray nozzle from my hands. He held the chicken fried steak with his other hand and sprayed the gravy off it, then threw the soaking-wet piece of meat back onto the plate. I stared at him in disbelief as he tossed the meat into the fryer for a few minutes and then pulled it out, put it on a fresh plate, and handed it back to the waitress, who took it back to the table and served it just as the customer wanted it: chicken fried steak with no gravy.


I learned that night that we in the food service industry have a responsibility to make our customers happy. Whether it is giving them a warm smile, making sure they have the perfect ambience, or even something as simple as washing the gravy off their meat, we are there to please. I thank you, steakhouse manager, for teaching me how important it is to make sure the customer is always happy.


I quit three weeks later because according to my diary, the job was “interfering with my social life.” Several years later, when I was a busboy at a Mexican restaurant in Denver, my diary spelled out my future: “September 30, 1989. Worked tonight and made $31. Cool, eh? People tell me I’m a great busser. I want to be a great waiter. I really do.”


Be careful what you wish for …
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TODAY YOUR ENTRÉE COMES WITH A SIDE OF MY BITTER TEARS.


































entrée


noun. • The main course.


























CHAPTER ONE




THE CUSTOMER IS NOT ALWAYS RIGHT



There is an old saying that “the customer is always right.” I beg to differ. There are times that customers are completely wrong and have no idea what they are talking about, but after years of hearing that they are always right, it has filled them with the delusion that people in the service industry can’t possibly know what they are doing. I think that the service industry has done itself a disservice by continuing to let customers manipulate employees. Believe it or not, customers, sometimes your waiter is right.



Death by Cabernet


I thought I poisoned someone at work. For a brief second it seemed as if I was going to have to use my years of watching St. Elsewhere, Grey’s Anatomy, and General Hospital to cobble together some type of medical rescue. A woman at Table 15 practically went into anaphylactic shock when she tasted a bottle of wine she ordered and found it to be “horrific.” What a fucking drama queen.


She wants to order a bottle of red wine for her table of four but she has a friend at the table who doesn’t like red wine, so it is a bit of a challenge. The lady informs me that she is a wine representative, so apparently she knows everything there is to know about the fermented grape. She is intent on discovering a bottle of red that her friend can tolerate. Personally, I think they should order one bottle of red for the three of them, and the one person who wants white wine can just order it by the glass. But, no, she decides on an organic California Cabernet, and she asks if her friend can taste it first to make sure she likes it. Fine. Her friend tastes it and says it is good, but what the hell does she know? It’s been established that she does not like red wine. When I show up to the table with the bottle, I uncork it and pour a bit for Miss Wine Rep of America. She swirls it around in her glass and then smells it about a 150 times and finally lets it flow over her very sophisticated palate. After she swallows, she makes a face as if I have accidentally served her the bottle of gasoline that we keep right next to the bottles of Cabernet. She shakes her head back and forth as if she is having a seizure, her hair whipping about and her lips puckering all the while.


“Wow! Wow! Wow! Whew … uh, okay. Well … that is a really strong alcohol content. It’s like the wine just slapped me in the face.”


God, how I envied that wine.


“I assume that means you don’t like it?” I query.


“No. It’s okay. I think the bottle just needs to air out a bit. It’s fine, it’s fine.” Judging by her reaction, it isn’t anywhere close to fine. But she says it’s fine, which is fine with me.


“Are you sure?”


[image: ]


She swallows hard and says, “It’s not you. It’s the bottle.”


Bitch, I know it’s not me. Did you see my ass stomping grapes in California in 2009? I ain’t got shit to do with this bottle of wine. All I did was carry it from the bar to your table and then open it.


She insists she will drink it, but after five minutes, she calls me over and tells me that it is impossible to drink because it is “so horrific.” She offers me a sip to confirm how repellant it is, but I tell her, “I’m good. I like vodka.” She sends the bottle back and orders a bottle of what they had already been drinking at the bar as they waited for their table. Good idea, lady.


The rest of the bottle that is so awful goes back to the bar, where our manager tastes it and deems it perfectly fine. It is then sold by the glass to another table, which also seems to think it is more than adequate. The chef and the manager both agree that this is the wine rep’s attempt to convince us that our wine selection is poor and that she is the one who can fix the problem—if only we would buy from one of her labels. Fat chance, wine rep. You have pissed off the manager with your theatrics, and he has vowed to me that he will never consider sampling your wares. You lost that game, honey. However you did win something:


And the award for best overreaction to a taste of wine goes to … Miss Wine Rep of America at Table 15! Congratulations! You can take this bottle of 2009 Cabernet and shove it up your Pinot Noir.


Bloody Mary Whine Bag


It’s been a while since I have had a real bitch in my station, one so bad I needed to vomit out my feelings about her, but tonight at the club, she slides into Booth 1 to hear the performer of the night. I only have one nerve when I get to work, and this bitch has to get all up on it. She is wearing a lot of makeup, like Tammy Faye (may she rest in peace) levels of makeup. And she is wearing a black top that has sequins on it. It may have had some feathers around the collar, too. I’m pretty sure it did, but I have already tried to erase her image from my memory, and parts of the night are gone forever. The loss of memory may or may not have something to do with the alcohol I consumed after work.


“How’s the Bloody Mary?” she wonders, when I ask what cocktail she would like.


I act as if I have tasted one before and say that it is delicious. They get ordered all the time and no one ever returns them, at least. People really think that I have tasted every cocktail on the menu? Do my customers think that I sit around at work and drink every night? Okay, maybe they do know me, but I have never tasted a Bloody Mary because that would involve a vegetable serving, and I try to avoid those at all costs. I bring her a Bloody Mary, and, later on, when it is time for the second required drink, she whispers to me that the Bloody Mary was awful and she will have a Cabernet instead.


After the show, she calls me over to again let me know that the Bloody Mary was horrible.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say. And I am sorry she didn’t like her drink because I know it is expensive. “Another lady tonight had two, and she really enjoyed them.”


“Well, it was horrible,” she says with disgust in her eyes.


“I guess it’s a subjective opinion then. I’m so sorry.”


End of story … so I think.


“No, I’m a bartender and I know. There was no vodka in it. It was just tomato juice and horseradish.”


She is wrong, of course. I know for a fact that it had vodka in it. I watched it being made and we simply don’t leave liquor out of drinks. I give her the check, and she looks at the $45.73 total and gasps. “Is the tip included?”


“No, ma’am.”


She shoots me a look that says, “Are you freakin’ kidding me?” She gives me a $20 bill and a credit card and tells me to put the twenty to the check and the balance on the card. I take her credit card receipt back to her with a total of $25.73 on it and she looks at it and snorts with dissatisfaction.


“No, I want to put twenty in cash and then the balance on the card!”


“I did that, ma’am. Twenty dollars cash plus $25.73 totals $45.73. I believe that is the total of your check, right?”


She looks at it again and then spits out, “Fine!” like she is doing me a favor. Look lady, I didn’t fucking invent math. Do I look like Pythagoras? Pay your bill and let’s move on.


On the way out, of course she has to let the bartender know that the Bloody Mary was horrible and that she is a bartender and she knows best and blah, blah, blah … I don’t get what her deal is. If she didn’t like the drink, she should have told me at the beginning. The lady at the next booth sent her vodka-and-cranberry back so we could add more juice (because we apparently had poured too much liquor). I hate when people complain after it’s too late to do anything about it, and they won’t accept an apology, and they just keep bitching about it.
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This lady is a windbag. A big gassy bag of wind that has Bloody Mary and Cabernet breath and is rocking a black sweatsuit-looking ensemble with sequins and fucking feathers. ’Nuff said.



A Pocketful of Peppermills


A restaurant I once worked in made the mistake of offering comment cards to every table. The problem with comment cards is that people are much more likely to fill one out when there is something to complain about, rather than taking the time to offer a compliment. At the end of the night, it is always fun to see what wonderful suggestions people came up with to make our business run more smoothly. One of the ideas really stuck in my craw—and I need to discuss it further because, quite frankly, my craw is tired of having things stuck in it. The suggestion comes from Ellen who farted out this thought when she was sticking a Q-tip® too far into her ear canal:


Why is it that a peppermill must be brought and administered?
For a few hundred bucks, why can’t a restaurant just set one out at each table?


Does she think that peppermills grow on trees? Does she have any idea how expensive that would be? She honestly thinks that a few hundred bucks will cover the cost of supplying every table with its own private peppermill? Customers have notoriously sticky fingers—and I’m not just talking about what they got on their hands from the sugar caddy that I never wiped clean from Sunday brunch when that baby covered it in syrup and played with it. Women like Ellen would be stuffing those peppermills into their purses, bags, and any other orifice just so they could get home with a fancy new, complimentary peppermill. I can see it now. Every morning when it is time to reset the tables, half the peppermills would be missing. It’s hard enough to maintain creamers in a restaurant without them disappearing, so I can only imagine that peppermills would fly outta the place like hotcakes.


At my restaurant, we have four peppermills. I never suggest freshly ground pepper because I feel that the way the food comes from the kitchen is the way the chef intends it to be, and it does not need any other seasoning. Additionally, I’m too lazy to go get the peppermill and walk all the way back to the table. If customers want fresh pepper, they have to specifically ask me for it. One of our peppermills is about two feet high. I assume it’s that big so that women like Ellen can’t discreetly drop it into her shopping bag and go home with it. It’s gigantic. As I am administering pepper onto a plate of tilapia for a customer, I let my mind wander and imagine ever so gently clubbing him over the head with it. It’s seriously big enough to do some damage to a skull. All of a sudden I am playing my own game of Clue®, but instead of Colonel Mustard in the library with the candlestick, it is Darron the Bitchy Waiter at Table 7 with the peppermill.
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So, no, Ellen. Restaurants are not going to start giving every table their own personal peppermill just because you think it is a good idea. Thanks for your suggestion, though. If you see Ellen anywhere, make sure you tell her that her idea is stupid. How will you know it’s Ellen? You can’t miss her. She’ll be the one who asks for extra bread only to put it into her purse. She will be the one who never leaves a sugar caddy without first pilfering every packet of sweetener. She’s the one who eats three-fourths of her burger and then tells you it is overcooked and she wants it taken off her bill. She’s the one who asks for the early-bird special, even though you don’t have an early-bird special at your restaurant. She’s the one who asks for a new bottle of ketchup that hasn’t been opened yet. She’s the one who asks for an extra miniature bottle of maple syrup, even though she hasn’t finished her first one. She’s the one who will try to stuff a peppermill in her girdle if it means that she can sneak it out of the restaurant without having to pay for it. You know the type? If you see her, you might consider clubbing her over the head with a pepper grinder.


Hold Your Horses, Horse Face


At the club, the show I am working is pretty much sold out, so we are crazy busy. I have a five-top of older women who all seem pleasant enough, with the exception of one lady who must not have been laid since the repeal of Prohibition. Her face is all scrunched up in a permanent scowl, with lips pursed and brow furrowed. At the end of the night, they give me three credit cards and want $62 put on one of them and the balance divided among the other two. No problem. I take the cards to the computer and divide up the check but, in my haste, I make a division error that puts unequal amounts on the two cards. Not realizing my mistake, I return the credit cards to the table and tell them I will be right back to pick them up. Moments later, I see them waving at me frantically, as if their very lives depend on my prompt assistance. I rush to the table, and they explain that their checks are all wrong, so I begin to scrutinize the receipts and figure out my mistake. The woman who appears to be the most tense is getting all bent out of shape, and steam starts to shoot out of her ears.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I say. “I figured it out. I just put in the wrong total and it’s totally my fault. The credit receipts have not been finalized so just tear them up. I will void them from the computer, and if you give me your cards again, I will run them correctly.”


I am completely honest about it being my fuckup and offer to fix it right away, but ol’ tightly wound-up Bitch Face is like, “What? Now, I have to give you my card again? Why, why, why? I already gave it to you!” One of her friends tries to calm her down by telling her to chill out. I think she should try rubbing her nose like they do to a horse when it gets spooked. She has the face of a horse, doesn’t she?


I get back to their table a whole two minutes later, but Horse Face acts like I have traveled through three different time zones. As soon as I get there, she whinnies at me that she needs to leave. It must be time for her feeding, and there is a pile of hay somewhere with her name on it.


“Okay,” I respond. “I just need you to sign the slip.”


She shakes her tail to swat at a fly that isn’t really there and says, “I need to go right now.”


A friend of hers explains that I need her to sign again before she gallops off, but she protests, “Why, why, why?”


I have had it. I go right up to her long face and say, “Did I ruin your night? Did I just ruin your night? Did you just sit through an hour and a half show with an amazing performer, have a wonderful time with your friends, and then I made a simple error on your credit card, which I fixed, and now you’re going to let that ruin your whole evening? Please. Don’t let this ruin your night. Just sign the receipt and everything will be fine.”


Her four friends back me up.


“Yeah, it’s okay, Seabiscuit.”


“Relax, Black Beauty.”


“What’s the big deal, Secretariat?”


“Take a chill pill, you horse-faced bitch of a whore. I hate going out with you. You’re such a pain in my neck. Tell your jockey to ride your ass home and feed you a carrot and a sugar cube and shut the hell up.” (I may have paraphrased a bit …)


Horse Face ekes out a half smile because I have made her realize how petty she is being, and if she continues to act like she has a riding crop up her ass, then she will look like an even bigger horsey bitch.


She smiles, and says, “No, you didn’t ruin my night.”


I smile back and tell her that I am glad that her night isn’t ruined. I jab the spur of my cowboy boot into her side, and she shakes her head and trots off toward the exit. As her friends follow behind her, they each give me a look of apology with a glint of gratitude for putting up with their friend, Flicka.
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Cucumber, the Other White Meat


There is a new trend sweeping the country that is going to affect servers everywhere, and it is truly horrible. In a never-ending attempt to stay cool, hip, forward, and chic, restaurants have started to do something that will make people feel like they are eating at some fancy-ass restaurant or spa instead of their local chain eatery. We servers have all dealt with the beer limes and the soda lemons, and now it seems it is becoming increasingly popular to put cucumbers into glasses of water. Dear Lord in Margaritaville and all things holy, please say this isn’t happening.


I have had cucumber water, and you know what it tastes like? Fucking cucumber water. It was given to me once when I went to get a massage. You know the routine. The spa attendant hands you your robe along with some paper flip-flops, and says, “Would you like anything to drink, sir (or ma’am)?” I answered water, and the next thing I knew there was a big glass of chilled water in my hand with a goddamn fucking cucumber slice floating in it.


Why don’t I want this disturbing trend to continue? Allow me to explain: Servers already have enough to do before the restaurant opens, and I do not want “slicing cucumbers” to be one more thing on the ever-growing list of opening sidework. Isn’t it enough that people want lemon in their water and cherries in their sodas and olives in their martinis? Let’s leave the cucumber out of it. Besides, I cannot for the life of me understand why anyone would want to put one in their H2O. It was probably some snooty bitch who first tried it.




LADY: Excuse me, waiter, but do you have any cucumber sandwiches? I missed my afternoon teatime and I am simply dying for one.


WAITER: No, ma’am. We don’t have any cucumber sandwiches.


LADY: And please cut off the crusts first. I cannot stand crusts on my cucumber sandwiches.


WAITER: Yeah, we don’t have any cucumber sandwiches.


LADY: And serve it on a lace doily, please. Don’t you agree that everything simply tastes better when it is served on a lace doily?


WAITER: Um, yeah. I’d put your cucumber sandwich on a doily if we had cucumber sandwiches or Doilies, but we don’t. Would you like to try our Buffalo Wing Quesadilla Pizza Potato Pie instead?


LADY: Just the cucumber sandwich on the doily, thanks.





The waiter heads to the kitchen and is all, “This crazy bitch thinks I’m gonna make her a fucking cucumber sandwich. Hey, Salad Guy, hand me a cucumber slice, will ya? I’ll show her what I think about her fucking cucumber sandwich.”


He takes it to the bar and pours a glass of water and then drops the cucumber into it. He goes to the snooty lady, puts on his biggest shit-eating grin, and places the glass onto the table.




WAITER: My most sincere apologies, but at this time our chef is unable to prepare your cucumber sandwich, and I just used my last doily when I served an English tea biscuit to the Queen of England sitting at Booth 4. However, I took the liberty of placing a fresh slice of cucumber into a glass of our finest purified water. I hope you enjoy it.


LADY: [takes a sip] Why, this is delicious! This is my new favorite beverage of all time; it’s so light and refreshing! I’m going to have this from now on at every restaurant I ever eat in, and I am also going to encourage every lady I know to do the same thing. Thank you, waiter. Will you please get cucumber slices for everyone else in my party right away?






[image: ]



The waiter mentally stabs himself in his heart because he knows he has just created a cucumber monster who will spread this ridiculous notion across the country.
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Dear Bitchy,


I need your advice. I work at a bar and grill, and for whatever reason people constantly ignore the HUGE PLEASE WAIT TO BE SEATED sign and mosey on in and seat themselves. I have tried very hard to be nice when this happens, but it has become a daily occurrence and I just can’t take it anymore! What would you do?


Signed,


Alicia


Dear Alicia,


Oh, this problem again … with these buckets of Thousand Island® dressing that we call customers. No matter how HUGE the sign is, they will not read it. They will ignore it the same way they ignore menus, their children, and my crushed dreams. I once worked a restaurant with a patio with a HUGE sign that said, PLEASE SEE THE HOSTESS IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO SIT OUTSIDE. People constantly sat directly under the sign, paying no mind to it. Even if the sign had been lit up with neon and sparklers and had photos of naked men and women on it, they would ignore it. It’s their way.


What can we do? Here is what I suggest: When someone sits down at a table without being seated there by a hostess, ignore the fuck out of them just like they ignored the fuck out of your sign. I have done this many times, and it’s very rewarding. When I see someone sit down without the proper protocol, I walk past them continuously until they practically have to pull their arm out of its socket to wave hard enough to get my attention. They will usually say something all bucket-of-Thousand-Island-dressing-ish like, “Uh, excuse me, but we don’t have menus.” My reply is then, “Oh, that’s odd. I don’t know why the hostess didn’t give you one when she seated you. I apologize for her behavior; she does this all the time. It may be time to mention it to the manager, so they can get someone in here who knows how to do her job. Thank you for bringing it to my attention. I hope her résumé is updated, because it looks like tonight may be her last night.” And then Thousand Island family is all, “Oh, well, we seated ourselves … We don’t want her to get fired … Uh, we’re sorry.” Then they feel stupid, and it makes me feel better.


Or maybe after sitting there for three minutes, they’ll say to me, “Uh, is someone going to take our order?” And then I might reply, “I thought this was so-and-so’s table. Have you been waiting long?” And then they will say, “Uh, yeah, for like thirty minutes.” And then I say, “He must not realize you are here. Did a hostess seat you or did you seat yourself, because that would make all the difference in the world.” And then they mumble, “Oh, well, we sat ourselves here …” And then I say, “Aha! Now we know why no one came to take your order. It’s because you seated yourselves. You should always wait to be seated by the hostess, so these things don’t happen.”


Basically, there is no way around people ignoring signs and seating themselves, so all we can do is try to embarrass them enough so that the next time they will wait to be seated. It is highly unlikely that embarrassing them will teach them anything at all, but from our point of view, it is immensely satisfying. Try it. You’ll love it.


Mustard and mayo,


The Bitchy Waiter
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Separate Checks, Please


I am not perfect. Usually, I am calm under pressure. Challenges roll off my back like water off a duck. People don’t get my goat because my goat is chill. I am cool as a cucumber. Enter Table 28, which has gotten all under my skin and on my last nerve. Seriously, I had one nerve when I got to work today, and this group of people has found it—and they are riding it like a pony.


If someone makes a reservation for ten people and they all show up together as a group, I am going to assume that they all know each other. Consequently, I am going to put them all on one check. If they expect otherwise, it is their responsibility to make sure I know. I approach my ten-top to get drink orders, and when I get to the last lady, she asks for a separate check, which is fine because I’d rather know sooner than later, when ten people are throwing money at me and telling me they just want to pay for their two Bloody Marys. When she asks for the separate check, I stop and wonder if all the other folks would want their own checks as well.


“Would it be easier if everyone has a separate check?” I ask the table, which ignores me. I ask again. One man answers on behalf of the table.


“We’re all friends. We can settle it ourselves. One check is fine.” Famous last words.


At the end of the night, when I place the bill at Table 28, the lady who has her own check hands me cash and says, “Thank you. Keep the change.”


Another lady flashes a $20 bill at me and asks, “How much is mine?”


And so it begins.


“Ma’am, you are included on the bill with your friends.”


Suddenly everyone is paying attention to me for the first time all night.


“What? We’re all on one bill? Oh my God! That’s not good. Oh my God! The sky is falling, the sky is falling!”


Everyone suddenly wants separate checks. I glare at the man who assured me one check was fine. At this point, I have twelve other tables to deal with because the show is over and the whole club is paying their checks at once—and now they want me to split a nine-top?


Deep breaths, calming thoughts.


I explain to them that I will do it, but I will have to deal with my other tables first, since this is going to take some time. They are not having it at all. They get pissed off and have mini-conniptions. Brows are furrowed. Veins are throbbing. Friendships are falling apart before my very eyes. I pick up the check and begin the ordeal of splitting it nine ways, trying to remember what each of them had for their two-drink minimum. They are all in a hurry, of course, and the next thing I know, several of them are surrounding me at the computer and throwing credit cards and money at me.


I give a newly separated check to the hostess, so she can run it out to one woman who is especially irritated. All of a sudden Especially Irritated Woman is standing right next to me.


“I need my check right now, or I’m just going to leave,” she yells at me.


“Oh, I just had the hostess take it to your table, ma’am.”


“Well, I’m here now. Go get it,” she says.


“It’s at your table, and I am trying to divide up these other checks.”


“Well, you’d better go get it because I’m leaving.”


Resisting the urge to strangle her, I say, “Okay, let me stop what I am doing so I can go get your check, which is at your table, where I told you I would bring it to you.”


I go to get her goddamn fucking check and come back and place it at the counter beside her.


“Here you are. I will be right back.”


I go downstairs and sit down for exactly five minutes with my head in my hands. I need to collect myself. If I don’t do it, I am going to say something I will regret, and then she will go home and write a horrible review about me and get my ass fired. When I come back upstairs, I see she has left a pile of cash, meaning she did not need change, which is what six out of the ten people did as well. They could have all done that without me separating the check.


The man who assured me one check was fine meekly approaches me at the bar to pay for his check. “I’m really sorry for all my friends. I’ve never seen them act that way. I’m so embarrassed.”
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“Well, I don’t like getting yelled at by people when I didn’t do anything wrong. I asked if separate checks were better and you specifically told me that one check was fine. This was not my fault.”


“I’m really sorry. Here, just take this. Take all of it.”


He presses $40 into my hand and sheepishly walks out of the club. I look down at the two wrinkled $20 bills and then look at his receipt, which is for $40.29. Not only did he stiff me, but he also shorted me twenty-nine fucking cents.



Hello, My Name Is … Why Bother


Some restaurants require the old “Hello, my name is Ashley and I will be your server tonight” routine. I have worked in those places, and I hated it, because announcing my name was always way more trouble than it was worth.


“Hello, my name is Darron and I’ll be your server tonight.”


“Oh, hello, Darrell.”


“No, Darron.”


“Oh, Derek? Like Derek Jeter??”


“No, Darron, like the guy on Bewitched who was married to Samantha, but I spell it with an O.”


“Oh, Darron with an O! That’s interesting. Were your parents hippies?”


“Never mind. Hello, my name is John and I will be your server tonight.”


I have never been a big fan of having to give out my name to customers because I have also found that when I tell customers what my name is, many of them get too comfortable using it and start asking for too much. Thankfully, I never worked at one of those places that has butcher paper on the tables with crayons for the children. Some of the servers write their names on it as they introduce themselves. Once I went to a place where the waitress wrote her name in cursive upside down so that it was facing me. It was very well done and quite remarkable, but don’t ask me to spell out my name in cursive, much less upside down. I don’t give out my name unless asked.


Since I work at a very small neighborhood restaurant, three blocks from my home, several of my customers do know my name. I suppose I don’t mind it too much, since I bump into them at the grocery store and I’d rather they say hello to me by name than say, “Hello, Asshole.” When people ask for my name, they always follow it up with their names, which I promptly delete from my memory bank. If I remember the names of all my customers, how will I ever remember that episode #109 of The Facts of Life, where Jo began her own pizza-making company, aired on October 3, 1984, and was called “Slices of Life”? The memory cells I have left are quite valuable to me, and I must be selective as to what they are used for.


One regular who comes in always thinks my name is Eugene. My name is nowhere close to Eugene. I once played a Eugene in a high school play about Halloween, but that is where my connection with the name ends. I have told her my actual name many times, and she always tells me that I look just like Gene Wilder. The next time she comes in she has forgotten my name and calls me Gene instead, so I correct her. I see her once outside a bar in our neighborhood, and she yells out across the street, “Hello, Gene.” I correct her once more. I see her yet again at another bar, and this time she calls me Eugene. I imagine that her train of thought went something like this: “Oh, what is his name again? I know I know it. He looks like Gene Wilder but I know his name isn’t Gene. Is it Willy Wonka? No, that’s not right. Maybe it’s Dr. Frankenstein … Gosh, I dunno. I got it!”


“Hello, Eugene!”


I correct her one more time.


She comes into the restaurant a few weeks later and greets us all. She doesn’t say my name, and I am happy that at least she isn’t calling me Eugene. When she leaves (after three glasses of wine), she gives me a hug and kiss and slurs out, “Wonderful to see you again, Eugene.” I am done correcting her. I don’t care. I don’t know her name, even though she has told it to me often. The difference is that I don’t just make up shit when I see her: “How have you been, Phylicia Rashad? Well, listen, Ms. Bassett, the next time you come in, you make sure to sit in my station, okay, Whoopi?”


I agree with most people who say that customers don’t care about the names of their servers, and, since servers don’t want to give out their names anyway, can we make a pact that we will no longer do it? Let’s be done with it. Let’s accept our restaurant situation for what it is: a business transaction between two strangers that will last for about forty-five minutes or so. It should be just like a prostitute and her john: no names, no pleasantries, and no emotions. We give each other what we want and move on. As long as I give good service and get a 20 percent tip (and not crabs), I’m good.
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“Hello, my name is none of your fucking business, and I will be your server tonight.”



Yeah, We’re Out of That


Coke® is the real thing, right? People love their Coca-Cola, but every restaurant has to make a choice whether to serve Coke products or Pepsi products. Most people prefer one over the other but will settle for either, or I will decide for them and tell them we have whatever it is they happen to want. It’s not the end of the world when someone wants a Pepsi and all I can offer is a Coke, is it? I didn’t tell them a comet is heading toward our planet and we will all be gone in thirty-six hours. Nor did I serve the last known hamburger in the Western world, and anyone who craves one will have to travel to Asia to get one. I did not just walk by their table to crop-dust and let out a silent but deadly fart as a secret retaliation tactic.


Well, okay, I did do that.


A lady calls me over to her table to give me some dreadful news. “Excuse me, but I ordered a Coke, and this is Pepsi. Can I please get the Coke that I ordered?” She says “please” as if I am an imbecile and she has to make it exceedingly clear that even though she is being a bitch, she is also being polite.


“Ma’am,” I say (I always like to say “ma’am” to rude women who are clearly younger than I am). “We only have Coca-Cola products here, so I can assure you that you are, in fact, drinking a Coke.” She inhales deeply and slowly in that way that sounds like a sigh and rolls her eyes at me. “I can tell the difference between Coke and Pepsi. If this is a Pepsi, I would rather you just be honest with me than tell me it’s a Coke when I know it’s not.”


“It’s Coke.”


She shrugs her shoulders and turns to her friend to give her a look that says something like “This poor dumb waiter thinks he can fool me.” I pick up the glass of Coke and leave.


As it happens, our soda gun is not working, so all of our sodas are being poured out of cans that we have stacked behind the bar. I go to the bar, fill a new glass with ice, grab an unopened can of Coke, and head back to the table ready to make her eat her words, eat some crow, and then take a whiff of the second fart I will be leaving for her.


After setting the glass down in front of her. I pull the can of Coke from my apron, tap the top of it five times, pop it open, and pour it into her glass.


“It’s. Coke.” I stand there with my arms crossed, waiting for the apology that I know will never come, and she mumbles something. This time, I inhale, but in that way that makes it sound like I am sighing.


“I’m sorry, what?”


She responds with, “Oh. It’s in a can. That’s why it tastes different.”
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I fart a third time and leave her alone with her precious Coca-Cola.


She really irked me, but I feel victorious because she never says anything else to me for the rest of her meal. I love it when I can prove without a doubt that the customer is not always right, but I return to her table to fart a fourth time for good measure.


It is very troublesome when customers get so bent out of shape because a restaurant doesn’t have something they think we should have. Even worse is when we run out of something that is normally on the menu. We don’t like it and we don’t do it on purpose, but sometimes it happens. One time a man orders a Cobb salad for lunch moments after avocado has been scrawled onto the 86 board, alerting us that we are out of it. I have to let him know that if the lack of avocado is going to ruin the whole aesthetic of his salad, then maybe he should order something else. Well, the lack of avocado is not okay with him.


“You’re out of avocado? How can you be out of avocado? Aren’t you a restaurant? I don’t understand how someone could let that happen.”


What I don’t understand is how not getting avocado in a salad is anything other than “no big deal.” Had I told him we had run out of oxygen and we are on our last breaths, sure. Or maybe if we were out of water, that would be weird. But avocado? Move on, Avocado Asshole. I patiently wait for him to let me know if he wants the salad sans avocado or if he will order something else until I realize that his “How could this happen?” question is actual and not rhetorical. He is staring at me, waiting for a response.


“Uh, you know how sometimes at home you run out of milk, even though you didn’t mean to? Like, maybe you ate more cereal than usual and then you baked a cake, which took a lot of milk, and before you knew it, you were out of milk? That happens in restaurants, too. I guess more people ordered guacamole than usual, so we ran out of avocados. That’s how someone let it happen.”


He groans with dissatisfaction and then mentions that there is grocery store nearby, like I am going to hop, skip, and jump over there to get him a freakin’ avocado. No, sir. If you are so familiar with the location of the grocery store, then maybe you should go there, buy the avocado along with everything else that you want in your goddamn salad, and then go home and make it your fucking self. We’re out of avocados, so fucking deal with it.


Another time a lady orders a Chinese chicken salad that had been taken off the menu two months earlier. She gasps when I tell her.


“Oh. My. God. I loved that salad. How horrible is that?”


She looks like she is going to cry. This is a few weeks after 9/11, so I pause and say, “You know, in the scope of world events recently, I would say it’s not horrible at all. Would you like something else?”


She shuts up and orders a Cobb salad with avocado and a Coke, both of which we have that day.


Crazy Mashed Potato Lady


Maybe there was a full moon, or maybe the neighborhood insane asylum left the back door open tonight because we had a crazy lady come into the restaurant. As soon as she appeared at the front door, I took out the little notebook that I keep in my apron and started jotting down details because I knew what I would be writing about next.


She is a regular who hangs out at the bar next door and pops over to the restaurant when she wants to chew on something other than ice and cigarette butts. I’ve never gone inside the bar and, judging from the clientele and the way it looks through the window, I never will. It’s one of those places where people drink hard liquor and smoke cigars with one foot outside the door and the other foot inside, so they can drink and smoke at the same time. I imagine if I went in and ordered a Queen’s Park Swizzle, I would promptly be asked to leave, much in the same manner that George Bailey and Clarence are escorted out of Nick’s Bar in It’s a Wonderful Life. This woman has come into the restaurant after knocking back a few because she needs something to soak up the liquor in her stomach. She also needs some conditioner and a moisturizer, because the only thing I know of that is drier than her hair and skin is my tongue, but my shift drink is still hours away. She tells us she likes our mashed potatoes, so she wants a side of them. She points to one of the to-go boxes that are sitting behind the bar and slurs out, “I want that size, but fill it all the way to the top.”


Now this is a box that ordinarily holds much more than one side dish. It usually houses a side of fries that take up a lot more space than a couple of dollops of mashed potatoes. The owner/chef is near the bar and confirms that she wants the box filled up.


“Yeah, fill it up,” she says. Her breath is liable to get a small child drunk if the poor thing were to inhale deeply within a close radius of her.


The owner informs her that in order to “fill it up,” it would probably be a total of four orders, but Drunky McDrunk Drunk confirms that she loves our mashed potatoes and she wants them. After the kitchen puts the potatoes in the to-go box, she pays for them and stumbles back to the bar next door to eat the potatoes and pour more cheap beer into her drinking hole. Forty-five minutes later, she calls us, very upset, and I happen to be the one who answers the phone.


“Did I just now pay $17 for mashed fucking potatoes?” she wants to know.


Actually, she paid $17 for mashed potatoes almost an hour ago, but it seems to have taken her this long to process that she handed a $20 bill to the bartender, and he only gave her $3 back.


“Well, you paid for four sides of mashed potatoes to fill the to-go box. Since each side order is $4 plus tax, yes, you did pay $17 for mashed potatoes. But it was forty-eight minutes ago, not just now,” I say as I look at the stabbed check to see when exactly she placed the order.


“Who the fuck pays $17 for mashed potatoes?” she yells.


“People who love our mashed potatoes and then order four sides of them, I guess.”


“I wanna talk to the owner!”


The owner gets on the phone and reminds her that she specifically asked us to fill the to-go box to the top. He also reminds her that he told her it would be four separate side orders. She is not satisfied and says she is coming back over.
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Two minutes later, the Drunken Beauty with a hankering for mashed potatoes appears at the door. She is holding the to-go box and a plastic fork, gripping them with rage. Most of the potatoes are gone with some of them on her shirt and some of them in her teeth.


“I never woulda ordered these if I knew it was gonna be $17,” she whines. “Why are they so damn expensive??”


The owner explains to her the simple concept of multiplication and how four times four is sixteen. He also tells her that these are real potatoes, with real butter and real cream, and that they are not cheap to make. She is upset and threatens to tell everyone at the bar next door that we sell $17 mashed potatoes, as if anyone there will remember anything she burps out of her mouth. The owner reaches into the cash register and gives her a $5 bill, apologizing for the miscommunication. The woman looks at the bill and all she sees is another pint of beer. Instantly satisfied with the outcome, she triumphantly turns around to go back to the bar, cradling next to her chest what’s left of the potatoes.


“And I’m taking these with me!” she says.


“Have a wonderful night!” I happily chirp. “Enjoy those mashed potatoes and come back real soon!” The sarcasm goes through her as quickly as the beer probably does.


The owner shrugs his shoulders and tells the bartender that the drawer will be $5 short tonight. What will also be short tonight is Crazy Mashed Potato Lady’s memory of her mashed potato fiasco, because I’m sure that by the end of the night, the only evidence of it will be a curiously clean to-go container and the aftertaste of beer and spuds.


I Served a Total Has-Been


News flash! I suppose being a “has been” is better than being a “never was,” but whatever you are, there is never a reason to be a total bitch to your server. This rant is for that “famous” lady who sat in my station and thought she was still a “somebody”:


Look, you had quite the career (key word: had). Yes, I knew who you were when you sat down, but I know stupid shit like that. Hell, I know all the names of the actors from every ’80s sitcom, and I also know their full character names. I’m a freak like that. Most people have never heard of you.


I’m sorry you didn’t like the table we gave you, and it was real cute how you pulled the “Don’t you know who I am?” stunt with the host. He did know who you are—sorry, were. And the table he gave you was good enough for Liza Minnelli when she came in, so it should be good enough for your D-List ass. Why so rude?


Maybe it’s because you long for the days when you were doing tours of national productions of Broadway shows. Maybe you miss being a guest on The Ed Sullivan Show. That must have been very exciting, but let’s not forget that it happened fifty fucking years ago, and you are no longer all that and a bag of Funyuns®. Maybe you were in a bad mood because your residual check for your guest-starring role on The Love Boat hadn’t come in yet. I remember you on that episode. It was 1982 and I thought you were so funny. Your range, versatility, and comic timing were astounding. I am sad that I missed your appearances on Fantasy Island. Again, how amazingly versatile you are—or were, I mean.


So, you thought you would just go find yourself another table, did ya? Well, we were sold out—oversold, actually—so you can’t just plop you F-List ass down at any old table and then make your husband (your fourth, I believe!) carry the drinks over to it. You had a reservation for four people but you sat down at a two-top. Where did you think your two companions would be sitting—in your G-List lap? I must say that I quite enjoyed watching you both slink back to your original table when the host told you to scoot your H-List asses outta there. You seemed irritated when I asked you what you wanted for your second drink, but I was just doing my job. There was no need to snarl your thin upper lip at me and shoo me away as you flipped your hair out of your eyes. Your hair, by the way, looks nothing at all like it does in your headshot, which gives the illusion of hair that is rich and full-bodied and lovely, while in real life it looks limp and lifeless and stringy.


You barked at me to bring the check for you and your husband.


“There are four of you. Is this two separate checks?” I asked.


“Yes! Just bring the check for the two of us. Separate. Checks,” you spat out.


“Well, when you make a reservation for four people and you all order together and sit together, I am going to assume it’s one check. Give me a minute to split it, and I will be right back.”


Golly, you seemed angry that you were going to have to wait while I did that. Were you in a hurry to get somewhere? Did you need to rush home to check your answering service or your beeper to see if your agent called you to be on a reboot of Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous? If it came back and featured you, they should change the name of the show to Lifestyles of Bitches Who Used to Have Careers But Now Nobody Knows Who the Fuck They Are Anyway So They Mistreat Servers to Make Themselves Feel Better about Where They Are in Life. I would totally watch that show.
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Thank you for coming into the club, lady. It’s always nice to serve someone I grew up watching on TV. Did you burst my bubble? Not so much. The truth is, I never really thought about what you would be like in person, but now—unfortunately—I know.



Famous Person Dines and Dashes


Recently, I had a walkout. For those of you not in the restaurant business, first off, let me congratulate you on that, but secondly, let me explain what a “walkout” is. It’s when someone simply leaves the restaurant without paying the check, knowingly or unknowingly. Depending on the restaurant, it can really hurt the server because very often the cost of that check comes out of the server’s apron. It’s probably illegal to do that, but it happens all the time, and it’s happened to me.


The audience tonight at the club is full of very wealthy people who have come out to support their equally wealthy friend, who fancies herself a singer. I use the term singer lightly. Very, very lightly. (If the term were any lighter, it would float away like a balloon filled with helium.) The room is jammed with people who come from money, and they are all entitled, elitist pricks who want what they want, and they want it now. The problem is they don’t know how to ask for anything; they only know how to demand.


“Give me a vodka martini,” barks out the Lady with Dyed Black Hair.


“Yes, ma’am. Is there any particular vodka you’d like?”


“What? I dunno.” She looks around for a friend, a butler, or a maid to make the decision for her. Clearly, someone else usually makes this call. “Just bring me a martini,” she spits out.


“Very good. One Belvedere® martini, coming right up,” I say, choosing the most expensive vodka on the menu.


Five minutes later, I am sliding past a table while holding a tray of nine beverages. It’s crowded and dark, and the tray is wobbling very precariously. Just as I reach my table, I feel someone tapping me on my back. I turn my head to see what kind of medical emergency must be happening that would prompt someone to divert my attention at that precise moment, and a woman tells me, “Vodka tonic.” Yeah, these are the people I am dealing with.


At Booth 3, I am waiting on a very famous gossip columnist. She’s crotchety and obviously does not really want to be at the show. Seated with her, but on her own check, is the widow of a well-known actor. She’s pretty and relatively friendly, especially compared to the royal pains in the asses filling the rest of my section.


“I’ll have a margarita, frozen,” says the widow with frozen features.


“I’m sorry,” I reply. “We can’t do frozen drinks because the blender makes too much noise during the show. Is on the rocks all right?”


“Too much noise? Oh.” She laughs a bit as if she doesn’t quite understand why a blender crushing ice during a musical performance would be any problem at all. “Okay, I guess that’s fine.”
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I return with her cocktail. As soon as the show is over, Gossip and Widow get up to make their way out of the room. The gossipmonger’s check has already been taken care of, but the widow’s has not.


“Ma’am, I have your check. Do you want it now or would you like me to leave it on the table?”


“Just leave it on the table,” she tells me.


She never reappears. I go to the hostess, Liz, and ask if she saw them leave. “Yes, they both left. I told them that there was an encore, but the really old one said she didn’t care.”


“So the blonde lady left, too?” I ask.


“Yeah, why?”


“She didn’t pay her check. It was for $45. I just fucking told her I had it, and she told me to leave it on her table.”


“Yeah, she’s gone.”


And now I reach the moral dilemma. Luckily for me, I work in a place where the managers know that these things happen on occasion, and the money does not come out of my pocket. But she should know that what she did wasn’t right. Maybe it was an accident and, if that’s the case, then she would want to know, right? And if it wasn’t an accident, then I should tell the world, so that if other servers see this woman in their section they’ll know to acquire a credit card as soon as she puts her entitled butt in the seat. What I should do is send this item anonymously to Page Six of the New York Post and let the paper publish it, so I can wash my hands of the whole thing. But then again, I like dirty hands …
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The Softer Side of Bitch


WHAT DO YOU WANT TO BE WHEN YOU GROW UP?


I once heard someone talking about how few people there are who remember what they wanted to be when they grew up. I have always wanted to be the same thing, so it’s an easy question for me, but for a lot of people, it’s surprisingly difficult to answer. Maybe you wanted to be a fireman or an astronaut or a teacher, and maybe some of you lucky people got to grow up and be just that, as if there were really an astronaut reading this book. But a lot of us are either still striving to fulfill our childhood dreams or we simply don’t recall what they were. I asked my mom what she had wanted to be when she grew up, and she had no idea.


“Oh, I don’t remember. Maybe a secretary or something.”


How could she not know what it was she wanted to grow up to be? I have wanted to be an actor or a writer my whole life and have never stopped wanting it. Over the years, I’ve gotten lazier about making it happen, but I never stopped knowing that is what I want to be. I briefly flirted with some other career aspirations, including commercial artist, sign maker, and teacher, but for the most part a career in the creative arts was always the one that I clung to. One career I never dreamed about having was waiter, but look what the fuck has happened. Or maybe I did want to be one, somewhere deep in my subconscious.


When I was about thirteen years old, my parents felt I was mature enough to stay at home for a few hours at a time and babysit my two younger brothers, Chad and Coby. It was a big deal. One summer, the three of us are all at home and I am responsible for making lunch. I spend the whole morning creating a menu, so we can play “restaurant” at lunchtime. I pull out my calligraphy set and some fancy paper and craft two menus for my brothers. What kind of kid was I that I had a fucking calligraphy set and fancy paper? The same kid who would leave a chocolate on the pillow and place a guest book in my bedroom anytime my grandma would visit and sleep in my room—that’s who.


When it is time for lunch, I call my brothers into the kitchen and ask them to sit at the bar. They are presented with menus and get to choose what they want for lunch. The menu consists of macaroni and cheese, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, or Steak-umms®. For beverages, their options are water, milk, or Kool-Aid®, and, for dessert, I offer cookies or ice pops. This was some fine dining shit. With my mom’s apron wrapped around my waist, I try to take their orders. They are having none of it.


“This is stupid. What are you doing?”


“We’re playing restaurant, and I’m your waiter. What can I get for you?”


“Whatever. This is dumb,” says Chad, who never has any problem telling me that something I am doing is a stupid waste of time or as dumb as fuck. He is ten years old, but he can cut me to the quick like nobody’s business. Of course they don’t want to let me take their order and then have to sit there and “play restaurant” while I make their Steak-umms and Kool-Aid. They just tell me what they want and get up to go play, knowing full well that I will call them when lunch is ready.


“But, wait. You’re supposed to sit and let me serve you,” I cry out as they run off to play video games or with their Matchbox® cars. “I made calligraphy menus,” I scream, putting the final nail in the coffin of my restaurant game.


Chad laughs at me, and then Coby laughs, too, because he does whatever Chad does. I am alone in the kitchen. The menus are left on the bar, and I feel stupid for even spending time making them in the first place. They go into the trash can and I take off the apron. I am just the older brother again, making lunch for two unappreciative brats who made fun of me. Lunch is made, they eat it, and I clean it all up. It is the first time I ever serve food to someone who is mean to me and does not leave a tip, but God knows it wasn’t the last time.


Did I ever say, “I want to be a waiter when I grow up”? No, I definitely did not, but it happened anyway. Sometimes we end up being something even though we never planned on it. Did the lady at the DMV plan on that job when she was ten years old? Doubtful. Did the postman check that box on career day? Probably not. Did I go to school to be a waiter? Nope. But here I am, a waiter who is writing a book. Sometimes life sends you down a path, and even though there are detours along the way, if we are lucky, we end up exactly where we wanted to be in the first place.
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YOU ORDER, THE MORE
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THAT, RIGHT?
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TOUCHING YOUR SERVER
IS A GOOD WAY TO NEVER
GET ANOTHER REFILL.
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How 1o piss off your waitress:

I KNOW
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NOW I HAVE A REASON NOT
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