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For my parents, John A. and Ellen




It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.


—Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations




The Targets


Magic City Casino


Calder Casino and Race Course


Mardi Gras Casino


Salt Organizers


Sarah: from Massachusetts


Dan Connolly: Sarah’s boss


Tom: salt in Boston


Salts


Mary: from Wisconsin


Erika: from Miami


Colette: from New York


Luke: from Tennessee


Union History


Herbert “Pinky” Schiffman: Miami hotel union local president from 1961 to 1977


Ed Hanley: Hotel union international president 1973 to 1998


John Wilhelm: Hotel union president 1998 to 2009, Unite Here international president 1998 to 2012


Bruce Raynor: Unite Here international president 2004 to 2009


Andy Stern: president of SEIU 1996 to 2010


Unite Here Local 355


Wendi Walsh: president of Local 355


Alex: staff organizer


Rozaline: staff organizer


Pilar: staff organizer


Bridget: staff organizer


Andy: treasurer


Reverend Aguilar: Episcopal priest, organizer


Jeanette: community activist


Sam: researcher


Calder Management


Tom O’Donnell: president of Calder during orientation


Austin Miller: president of Calder after Tom O’Donnell


Stanley Donovan: director of food and beverage


Mike DiStefano: assistant director of food and beverage


Peggy: head of human resources


Jon: manager of Twin Spires Tavern


Debbie: buffet manager


Randy: buffet manager


Calder Employees


Kalia: buffet leader


Keon: dishwasher


Dylan: waiter from Vegas


Dot: concession cashier, brownnoser


Tricia: Twin Spires waitress


Donna: Twin Spires waitress


Melanie: bartender from Oregon


Becca: cocktail waitress


Ceci: dishwasher


Priya: buffet cashier, Vidya’s sister


Vidya: buffet cashier, Priya’s sister


Erin: buffet server


Rita: buffet server


Tasha: buffet server


String: buffet server


Mardi Gras Management


Dan Adkins: vice president


Steven Feinberg: director of human resources


Dick Trotter: head of security


Sally: food and beverage director


Rico: hired Mary


Jay: assistant food and beverage director


Frank: bar manager


Marat: manager of the French Quarter restaurant


Tim: food and beverage manager, father of Vanessa’s nephew


Nydia: food and beverage manager


Mardi Gras Employees


Deirdre: bartender


Saraphina: cage cashier, committee member


Lena: cocktail waitress


Elisa: cocktail waitress


Vanessa: cocktail waitress


Grace: cocktail waitress


Lynne: cocktail waitress


Benita: housekeeper, committee member


Fabiola: housekeeper, committee member


Harriet: slot attendant, committee member


Alexis: slot attendant, committee member


Violine: concessions cashier


Alice: money sweeper, committee member


Rosalie: cage cashier, committee member


David: bartender


Brett: bartender


Tina: concession stand cashier


Dante: server in the French Quarter


Maya: guest services representative, committee member


Michael: cook in the French Quarter, committee member


Sean: porter


Lawyers and Judges


Susy Kucera: counsel for the National Labor Relations Board


William Zloch: federal judge who presided over the 10(j)


Robert Norton: counsel for Mardi Gras


Peter Sampo: counsel for Mardi Gras


George Carson: NLRB judge





AUTHOR’S NOTE
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To write this story I used two years’ worth of notes written on servers’ pads and strips of glossy receipt paper. Whenever I wanted to write something down, I would flee to the bathroom or pull out my phone, pretend to text, and send an e-mail to myself. This is far from the most desirable method of reporting—some quotes were written down from memory an hour or two after they had been spoken—but I did my best to quote as accurately as possible. No one knew that his or her conversations with me would be printed in a book one day. As such, I have changed the names and identifying characteristics of certain people.





Part 1



GETTING IN
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Just west of Little Havana I saw the neon sign’s giant letters burning red like a bull’s-eye: Magic City Casino. I’d just consumed four times the recommended serving size of Miami’s most popular legal upper, Cuban coffee, and my heart was bouncing like a racquetball in my rib cage. Sarah turned into the vast empty parking lot and pulled up alongside a row of taxis whose drivers were trying their luck between fares.


“It’s going to be really hard to get a job at Neverland,” she said. Unite Here Local 355, South Florida’s hospitality union, was targeting three casinos for unionization. Magic City (code name: Neverland) was one of them. “I’m pretty sure they only hire people who speak Spanish. But it’s worth a shot. So, I want you to go in and look around.”


“Just walk around?” I asked.


“Yeah, and then, there’s a bar on the left side when you walk in, I want you to go sit there and get the bartender’s name. Start a relationship. Who knows? Maybe she will get you hired.”


In fact, it was Sarah’s job to get me hired. Sarah worked for Unite Here. She traveled the country recruiting and training “salts,” union activists who got jobs in non-union workplaces, intent on organizing them from the inside. I was in Miami to salt.


The thought of waltzing into Magic City and striking up a conversation with a bartender was daunting. I protested. What if the bartender is a woman? And what if she’s hot? What if she doesn’t want to talk to me? Sarah didn’t budge. It was a push, union-speak for something more than a request and slightly less than a directive. Sarah, like other organizers, presumed any excuse to get out of a push to be a manifestation of fear. Of course, in this case, she was right. Back then, few tasks could have been more challenging than starting a conversation with a female bartender.


All three of the targets were relatively new. Miami-Dade voters had only recently approved slot machines at pari-mutuels (dog tracks, horse tracks, and jai alai frontons). Only three weeks earlier, Flagler Dog Track—first opened in 1931—had celebrated a grand reopening as Magic City Casino. Despite being largely empty of customers, the casino floor was loud and bright. Lights pulsed. Buttons blinked. The room was shaking with euphoric tintinnabulation. Ding, ding, bling, bluuuueooorrrp. Ding, ding, bling. I walked through the cornfield of machines with names like Kitty Glitter, Desert Spirit, Wolf Run, and Cleopatra. The people sitting in front of them, all older than forty, were transfixed. Slot machines were once thought to be a superfluous part of the gambling industry. They lined the walls of casinos, simple games for women to pass time with while their husbands played blackjack, poker, and roulette. But casino operators learned that the earning potential of slot machines greatly outmatched that of any other game. By the end of the twentieth century slot machines were the most prominent part of every casino in the country, producing twice as much revenue as blackjack, poker, roulette, and all other live games combined.


I found the bar. Behind it, to my horror, was a gorgeous bartender. Tall and slender, her black hair braided like a whip, she was wearing a red corset and fishnet stockings. As I took a seat at the otherwise empty bar, I was struck by the dolorous realization that I had never spoken to a woman wearing a corset and fishnets.


“What can I get you?” she asked with a thick Latin accent.


“A coffee?”


“American or Cuban?”


“Cuban, please.” Was it safe to consume two Cuban coffees in under an hour? I sipped what she placed in front of me, though it looked nothing like the colada Sarah had ordered for me on Calle Ocho twenty minutes earlier.


“How long have you been working here?” I asked with the surety of a newborn giraffe’s first steps.


“Not long,” she said coldly.


“I just moved here and I’m wondering who I should talk to if I want to get a job?”


Realizing that I wasn’t hitting on her, she loosened up. “My manager isn’t here right now. But I don’t think they’re hiring. They just fired, like, eight people in the buffet, and two bar backs.” Sarah had warned me that newly opened casinos often overstaffed for grand openings.


“When is your manager usually around?”


“He comes by the bar around eleven. If you come back another time I’ll introduce you.”


I paid and asked for her name.


“Maria,” she said with a smile. I retreated to Sarah’s rental car, caffeine and adrenaline coursing through my body.


Inside the car, Sarah wrote down Maria’s name. Sarah was constantly collecting intel on hotels and casinos. She had a list—food and beverage managers, security guards, directors of human resources—that might come in handy one day. Sarah had been responsible for getting plenty of salts hired. She believed my hiring to be a matter of societal certainty—I was a white male with straight teeth and a nonregional accent. I had been in Miami for less than a day and I was already eager to get inside. Once there, I could start making trouble.
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A few months before I met Sarah, I knew nothing about unions, casinos, or Miami. I had just graduated from journalism school and landed an interview to be a research assistant to a popular historian. The interview went well. Toward the end of our conversation the historian casually asked me to pitch him a story. I’d known a few friends in college who salted. I told him about salting because it was the first—and only—good story that came to mind.


“Usually when I ask people your age to pitch me a story, they give me something that’s total shit. But that’s good. That might say something about your generation and what’s going on in the country. You should do it.” When I had asked my friends if I could write the story, they’d said no, salting was top secret. Off limits. “No, you should do it,” the historian said. “You should salt. Then write about it.”
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Growing up, I knew nothing of unions. My only point of reference was the premature end of a pitiful Red Sox season in 1994. The baseball players’ strike was a far cry from the battles fought between laborers and ruthless industrialists in Colorado’s coal mines, Chicago’s train yards, and Lowell’s factories. As I became aware of unions’ bloody history, I began to understand the importance of organized labor to the country’s identity.


In 1935 Franklin Delano Roosevelt signed the National Labor Relations Act into law as part of a second wave of New Deal reforms that protected middle-class and poor Americans who had taken the brunt of the Great Depression. Over an eighteen-month period, from 1936 to 1937, more than three million workers unionized. By the middle of the twentieth century, almost one in three Americans belonged to a union.


In 2010, nationwide, labor unions represented 12 percent of the workforce and only 7 percent of private-sector workers. Studies proved the link between the plummeting rate of union membership and the disconcerting rise of income inequality. Unionized workers made about $200 more every week with greater access to benefits than their non-union counterparts. With the economy in shambles, why weren’t low-wage workers joining in droves as they had after the Great Depression? Salting was the best way to find out. I was about to discover that some campaigns, no matter how well conceived, face anti-union strategies so insurmountable it’s hard to fathom how any union organizing is accomplished.
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In the summer of 2009, I told a salt I knew that I wanted in. He gave me Tom’s number. Given the clandestine nature of the work it was best not to meet near the union hall, Tom said over the phone. A few days later, he sat coolly on the crossbar of his bike waiting for me near a coffee shop on Hanover Street in Boston’s North End. He wore a newsboy cap atop a thicket of blond hair. Cheap sunglasses hung from the neck of his green collared shirt, the sleeves of which were rolled up, exposing the word “unity” tattooed on the inside of his left forearm.


Tom and I stepped into an authentic Italian coffee shop. As soon as we sat down, he started telling me about himself. Until recently, Tom had been working as a cook at a swanky corporate hotel in Boston. He had taken a leave of absence to work for Local 26, Unite Here’s Boston chapter, as a full-time union organizer. He told me with pride that he had been one of the first salts in the city, and in the few years since the program began operations in Boston, the city’s hotels had gone from 30 to 60 percent unionized. (Other salts would later say those numbers were optimistic.) Then Tom got more personal. His father was a stiff Republican and a National Guardsman who always worked two jobs. His mother was a waitress. They never had much money.


“Spaghetti with butter every night, man,” he said, spinning his cup of cappuccino. “I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemies.”


Just as I was thinking about how I had not asked any questions to prompt these personal details—what Tom was divulging normally took beers or years for most people to share—I realized this was not just coffee. Tom was baiting a story swap. I was now in a vetting process.


“So tell me about a time in your life when you had to fight for something,” he said.


I would soon learn this verbal strategy. Sure, union organizers want to know if you have grit. But their conversations follow a kind of Socratic method; they want you to ask yourself if you have grit. There was a yawning silence while I wracked my memory for a story. I had also eaten spaghetti with butter every night, but only because everything else grossed me out. Did I have grit? Hardly. I told him about some college activism, how I’d fought apathy and all that, and made some nebulous reference to obstinate parents, which everyone can relate to. Tom didn’t know my true intention was to write about my experience as a salt, which made me uncomfortable. I liked Tom. He wasn’t what I had expected, a college punk who looked in the mirror and saw Che looking back. I needed to display a commitment. Organizers don’t like half commitments because they don’t have time to train salts who bail early.


“This is what I want to do,” I said, looking him straight in his bright blue eyes. “I want to salt.”


“We actually say ‘intern.’ No problem, it’s just, ‘salt’ is such a loaded name.” I’d learn that “salt” could mean a lot of different things to different people. For example, some unions used salts to provoke employers into breaking the law, a tactic, as far as I knew, antithetical to Unite Here’s salting philosophy. “Anyway, you know the work’s fucking hard, right?”


I both relished and feared the chance to work as a waiter or a bellman. I had never worked a service job, or any real job for that matter, in my life. “Yeah, I’m ready.”


“Okay. There’s a need in Miami, Phoenix, and Seattle.”


“Miami?” I asked, unsure if I had heard him correctly.


“They’re putting together a team down there. You’ll be great, the hospitality industry loves us white guys. I can see you in a white linen suit. Miami Jim, they’ll call you.”


After Tom, I met with Becky, another member of Boston’s salt team. Becky asked me the same questions Tom had as we walked around Cambridge. Like Tom, Becky approved of me, which meant I had been double-cleared. Sarah called a few days later. Sarah was one of two Unite Here staff members who worked full-time to build salt teams around the country. She came to Boston to meet me.


Sarah was my age, twenty-four, gaunt and tough like a stickball bat. She had thick black wavy hair and a hoop through her nose. She wore jeans with squiggly lines stitched up and down the legs. We ate burritos and walked around a reservoir. Our conversation had the same rhythm as my conversations with Tom and Becky—I’ll share my story if you share yours.


Sarah was from rural Massachusetts, the kind of small college town populated by farmers, plumbers, and professors. Cows and hybrids. Growing up in a working-class townie family, Sarah was resentful of the white, comfortable, liberal lifestyle that permeated the town, even becoming disillusioned with members of her own family. She hung out with wandering street kids, hitchhiked the East Coast, and eventually dropped out of a small liberal arts college in Maryland and began salting. She never looked back. She salted for three years at a DoubleTree outside Washington, D.C. Salting gave her more than school ever had, she said. Finding the mettle to lead her coworkers and confront her bosses made Sarah, once shy and yielding, feel as if she had control of her life. After she organized the union at the DoubleTree, she joined Unite Here’s staff to help build the salt program nationally.


When she finished her story, Sarah asked me questions similar to Tom’s. Sarah offered me the same quiet attention that Tom had. They both used open-ended follow-ups—Why? How did that make you feel?—and nodded along to make sure I knew they were listening. I wasn’t sure if they had ever met but it was as if they had attended the same church of conversation.


When I had convinced her that I would be a good underground organizer, she gave me what I wanted. “How do you feel about Miami?”


“Good?”


“I fucking love it. Everything you’ve heard about it is true. But there’s more.” Her eyes were wide, as if she were revealing a secret.


“Where would I work?”


“We don’t know yet, but we’re targeting casinos more than hotels now.”


In late October, I stuffed everything I owned into my Ford Focus and headed down I-95, the air a little bit warmer each time I stopped for gas.
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After Magic City, Sarah took me to Calder Casino and Race Course. We drove north along one of Miami-Dade’s long avenues, past strip malls, schools, parks, and airports. In South Florida, places aren’t hidden by hills or tucked into valleys. Mystery is man-made, veiled by walls and protected by gatekeepers with clipboards. An hour later we were on the northern edge of Miami-Dade, entering another vast parking lot. The newly built casino, with its teal and yellow siding, rose out of the pavement like the Emerald City.


The grandstand, on the track’s southern straightaway, was a massive structure enclosed in glass. Off to the side of the grandstand was the shell of the casino, a one-story building with the same dimensions as a Walmart. The casino hadn’t opened yet so Sarah instructed me to walk around the grandstand.


“The guy who’s going to be doing the hiring’s name is Stanley Donovan; I think he’s in charge of the food and beverage department or something. Let’s not talk to him yet but you should go look around. Ask a worker about Stanley Donovan.” This time I knew enough not to protest.


Unlike Magic City’s casino floor, Calder’s grandstand was quiet, outdated, and musty. There were walls of boxy TVs, empty cubicles, and rows of empty chairs in front of them. Calder’s horses wouldn’t start running for a few months. In the off-season, the grandstand had a skeleton crew to maintain the building, just enough to please the hard-core gamblers who came to wager on races simulcast around the world. They clenched their programs tightly, waiting for races to go off in the United Kingdom, South Africa, and Sweden. It was a motley bunch: white guys, Rastafarians, Indo-Caribbeans. Some would scream at the Thoroughbreds halfway around the world, urging them on. Others sat calmly with their heads resting in their hands.


I found a concession stand and was pleased to see a woman in her sixties sitting behind the counter reading a Bible. Her name was Ginette.


“You looking for the boss man?” she said when I asked her whom I should talk to about a job. She had a Haitian Creole accent. She was telling me that I would see the boss man if I hung around the hot dog stand long enough when she tensed up. “Don’t look now, he’s coming. Oh, and please don’t tell him I told you.”


A white guy with black hair walked around the corner. Wearing a droopy suit, wire-rimmed glasses, and a cleanly shaven grimace, he looked like a basketball coach. I thanked Ginette and walked straight past the boss man, Stanley Donovan.
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A few months after the target tour, we started using the code name “Disney” for Calder. It was the least creative of the code names (something to do with the general bliss of the staff when the casino first opened) and it was downright confusing with Disney World only a few hours north, but somehow it stuck. The third target, Mardi Gras Casino, had the most creative code name. Like Magic City, Mardi Gras was originally just a dog track. It was located in Hallandale Beach, a predominantly white suburb halfway between Miami and Fort Lauderdale, an area occupied by strip malls and streets cluttered with quaint homes and two-story apartment complexes. Early attempts at organizing Mardi Gras had ended disastrously, and, according to a local Haitian dishwasher whom Sarah had helped to get a job, work at Mardi Gras was grim. Thus, inspired by the casino’s namesake and in remembrance of one of the grimmest scenes in recent American history, Sarah dubbed it “Superdome.”


“You’re not even gonna apply to Superdome,” Sarah said. “They’re on the lookout.” She explained that a few months earlier she was helping another salt get hired at Mardi Gras. (The salt left the program soon after I had arrived.) After weeks of persistent nagging, he got an interview. When he showed up for what he thought would be an interview for a position in the food and beverage department, a sizable human being from the security department brought him to an empty room for questioning.


“They asked him who else he was working for,” Sarah said, grinning with pride.


“How could they have possibly known?” I asked her.


“Because he’s white, educated, and persistent.” I guessed that was why I wasn’t allowed to apply to Mardi Gras.


Salting is legal. In 1995, the Supreme Court unanimously ruled that workers could fulfill their obligations as employees of a company while simultaneously working for a union. As such, the concept of salting isn’t a secret; companies know about it. A quick search online will yield a supposed internal Walmart labor handbook from the nineties, “A Manager’s Toolbox to Remaining Union Free,” which features an entire section on salting and how to recognize salts during the hiring process. (“Salts can be harmful to Wal-Mart, not only because of their organizing activities, but also because they typically feel they are ‘above’ company policies.”) Nearly all of the information about salting on the Internet comes from the real salt experts, law firms that specialize in keeping workplaces union-free. Such firms warn companies about salts who intend to provoke clients into costly legal battles or, as many websites warn, destroy company property in an effort to shut down non-union construction sites. Nothing like the work I would be doing.


With Mardi Gras “on the lookout,” Sarah told me to walk around but not to talk to anybody. The casino floor was a tumbling kaleidoscope of Fat Tuesday purple, green, and gold. Other than the New Orleans theme, everything else was the same as Magic City. The same slot machines lined the walls with the same lights and the same dings and blings. The patrons were under the same spell, slapping the same buttons in syncopation. I saw a few bartenders; a cocktail waitress glided across the floor in a corset similar to Maria’s. I walked from one end to the other and back out to Sarah’s rental car.
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Once we had visited the targets, Sarah decided it was time to begin applying for jobs. I got a haircut and shaved for the first time in months. “Oh God, you look like a manager,” she said. Sarah proceeded to shuttle me to every hotel, casino, restaurant, and bar in Miami-Dade while listening to a mix of Mariah Carey’s greatest hits, the only CD she had with her. To new salts, Sarah was half college counselor and half parole officer. When she said, “I think you should,” she meant “You need to.” She took us shopping at discount clothing stores to find outfits—ties for the boys and short skirts for the ladies. She role-played conversations with me:


“Hi, I’m James,” I would say with an all-American smile. “Are you the manager?”


“Yes, I’m Sarah. How can I help you?”


“Hi, Sarah, I’d love to work here. I’m wondering if I could give you my résumé?”


“We prefer that you submit applications on our website.”


“Please?”


“I’m sorry, I really can’t take it.”


Blank stare.


Sarah would break character. “Get me talking. Ask where I’m from. Talk about where you’re from. Talk about how beautiful the casino is. Talk about how much you love the Miami Dolphins. Anything! It’s awkward because you’re making it awkward.”


Sarah walked me through applications, a few of which were harder than I expected. One upscale French hotel required all applicants to take a 230-question personality test. I assumed the hotel operators valued laissez-faire strictly as a capitalist concept, not a philosophy they would want their waiters subscribing to. So, as I did so many times, I answered the questions in the spirit of Boxer, the cart horse in Orwell’s Animal Farm.


I like to challenge authority.


Strongly Disagree


I adapt quickly to changing work situations.


Strongly Agree


Personal feelings are very important in a business environment.


Strongly Disagree


Napoléon is always right.


Strongly Agree


Other questions were more challenging.


I believe you first have to collect all the information you can in order to make the best decision.


Strongly Agree? Agree? Neutral? Disagree? Strongly Disagree?


Strongly agree, right? But did the hotel want me to slow down my decision making? If so, should I only agree? I called Sarah for help.


“Strongly agree,” she said confidently. I moved on to the next tough one.


I have never been late for—


“Strongly agree!” she said before I could finish.


“That seems ridiculous. Do they want me to lie? Do they want someone who’s delusional?”


“Believe me, it’s the answer they want,” Sarah said.


I am the friendliest person I have ever met.


“Strongly agree,” she said again. Delusional and narcissistic waiters.


There were questions about my decision making, my risk taking, my attitudes about safety and danger. Some questions sounded as if they could have been asked by psychiatrists, financial advisers, or a Clint Eastwood character about to send his daughter on her first date.


Self-sufficiency is the key to being successful.


The key? Sure, it’s a factor, but do they want me to say anyone who’s self-sufficient will be successful? What about teamwork? And how are we defining success? There were questions about problem solving, motivations, shopping routines, and pride. If this hour-long psychological colonoscopy did anything, it heightened my ability to empathize with test monkeys and four-year-olds taking entrance exams to posh Manhattan preschools.
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I hit them all, dropping off applications, meeting managers, filling out online applications everywhere I could. Marriott, Hyatt, Sofitel, Four Seasons, DoubleTree. One afternoon I walked into a self-styled “boutique” hotel on South Beach and was immediately granted an interview with the general manager. The hotel was opening a small restaurant off the lobby and needed another waiter.


After looking me up and down and glancing at my résumé, he asked me one question: “You’re new to Miami, how do I know you’re not going to quit and work at a five-star hotel in a week?”


“That’s not for me,” I told him. “I like the small intimate setting here.”


I was hired. I took the job for the paycheck and to get some service-industry training while I applied for jobs at the targets. On my first day the manager of the restaurant, a middle-aged Trinidadian man, introduced me to Pedro, the only other waiter at the restaurant.


“I’m Carlos,” the man who had been introduced as Pedro said as the manager walked away. “I stopped correcting him a while ago.”


Carlos was in his early thirties and handsome with thick dark stubble. He said that he’d come to the United States from Cuba only two years ago. He’d graduated from the top hospitality school in Cuba and it showed. Watching Carlos serve was like watching a figure skater. He was quick, precise, and clean. Lucky for me, he was also happy to teach. He went over the basics: never sit, never serve a drink without a tray, cut lemons like this, open wine like that. When he saw that I was genuinely interested in the work, he shared more esoteric knowledge: When setting the table, use the end of your thumb, from the joint to the tip, to measure the proper length between the bottom of the silverware and the table’s edge. Serve solid food from the left, liquid from the right. He taught me how to fold napkins to look like seashells, a miter, and his favorite, the vulva. Carlos was good company and I was lucky to get a crash course from someone with his patience.
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Soon, Sarah cleared me to begin applying at Magic City and Calder. I started visiting both casinos on a regular basis. At Magic City, I sought out Maria and met her manager. I put $5 in a slot machine and won $40. I chatted up Doris, a security guard, and asked her if I needed any special qualifications to work security. She guffawed and handed me a strip of paper with an e-mail address to send my résumé to.


At Calder, I looked for Stanley Donovan. In a moment of uncharacteristic temerity, I waltzed into an area marked Employees Only and found his office. He wasn’t in it. I returned a few days later and found him by the concession stand where I’d met Ginette.


“I’m James, I just wanted to meet you. I’d really love to work here,” I said with the confidence of someone who had rehearsed the line a hundred times.


“Well, we’re not hiring yet. The casino isn’t open. We’ll be posting the jobs online as soon as we’re ready.”


His name tag said he was from Springfield, Massachusetts.


“I’m from around there. I grew up near Hartford and went to college in Boston.” He looked at me, puzzled as to why I had decided to share such facts. “So, yeah, close to Springfield,” I added.


“Well, like I said, we’re not hiring yet but just check online.”


Sure enough, Calder posted a ton of jobs. I filled out applications to be a barback, restaurant host, bartender, food server, food runner, concessions attendant, steward, and security officer. After I submitted the applications, Sarah instructed me to go back and remind Stanley Donovan.


Once again, I found him near Ginette’s concession stand.


“If you applied, I’ll see it,” he said, a bit annoyed by my persistence.
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Sarah would stay in Miami for only as long as it took to assemble a salt team. For the first few weeks I was in Florida, Sarah was living in a shabby Ramada in downtown Hollywood, a strip of bizarre food and entertainment pairings a mile north of Mardi Gras. There was a hookah joint with belly dancing, a few sports bars, a fifties diner, and a musty wine bar, which, I later found out, advertised itself as a place where “adventurous couples and singles meet.” It was at the Ramada that I first met Dan Connolly, Sarah’s boss and the only other Unite Here employee working full-time on the salt program.


Salting, in some form or another, has been around as long as organized labor. In the 1860s, the Rochester Trades Assembly began sending “agents” to organize non-union construction jobs. Coal miners salted throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century. Garment workers salted factories, longshoremen salted docks, and autoworkers salted Detroit. They were leftists, Mexican immigrants, Jewish seamstresses, communists, anarchists, and socialists. With no distinction between worker and organizer, these so-called agents were on the front lines of America’s most harrowing labor struggles.


Nobody knew salting better than Dan. He was one of the first to revitalize the practice for Unite Here, and, after winning a union at a California Four Seasons, he went on to build the program for the union nationally. He was largely responsible for the growth of the salt program over the past ten years. (Though they were hesitant to share any concrete numbers, Sarah and Dan estimated that there were about two hundred salts working in hotels and casinos at any given time.) Dan frequented colleges and activist communities, groups of people still riding the wave of the Battle in Seattle, hungry for ways to maintain a radical existence between protests. When I talked to Dan on the phone before moving to Florida, I conjured up a picture of a brawny union man from a different era, a standing portrait of gritty America. Dan Connolly, the Irish proletarian. He may have been Irish, but the real Dan Connolly was proof that mobsters and steelworkers no longer epitomize the union profile. Dan was gentle, more bookish than brutish. He’d once wanted to work in science and children’s entertainment, be the next Bill Nye the Science Guy, but after losing the fight to unionize a children’s museum where he’d worked, he decided to spend his life fighting for workers’ rights. He was thoughtful and you needed to listen closely to enjoy his subtle sense of humor. He wore plaid dress shirts and khaki shorts. Thin blond hair topped a face with pink cheeks. His quiet nature was deceiving. Dan was enthralled with union organizing. Even his hobbies were evidence of a one-track mind. He loved sports and he particularly relished opportunities to talk about unions and sports together.


“Sean Payton is a scab,” he’d said about the coach of the New Orleans Saints. Payton had played for the Chicago “Spares” when the Chicago Bears were striking with the rest of the NFL players in 1987. Dan was also happy to point out that Drew Brees, Payton’s quarterback with the Saints, was a vocal leader in the NFL players’ union. Dan used his knowledge of sports to broaden his skills as an organizer. The first time I met him, he asked me if I had any brothers or sisters. When I told him that I was close to my older sister, he gestured approvingly. “I’ve been reading about John Wooden. You know Wooden? The famous UCLA basketball coach? He’d ask his recruits if they got along with their siblings because it’s a sign of how they would perform as team members.”


Dan would casually make such connections in conversation. Sometimes it would be sports, other times pop culture: “If people watch Mad Men, they’ll know how to get hired at corporate hotels. The old, sexist world actually hasn’t changed in these places.” Or religion: “I want to know more about Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormons and how they organize, because they just seem to be so damn good at it.”


On a brilliant Miami winter afternoon Dan, who had been busy starting a salt program in another city and had come to Florida to check on Sarah’s progress, asked me potential interview questions from a list that a salt in another city had seen on the desk of a human resources employee.


“Tell me about a time you went above and beyond for a customer,” Dan asked, his expression devoid of irony. I gave him the story I had prepared with Sarah.


“I was working at a high-end restaurant as a waiter. An elderly couple came in for their fortieth wedding anniversary. They were sweet, dressed in a suit and a poufy dress. Well, before they had even ordered drinks, Manny, a clumsy busboy, spilled water all over the gentleman. I, of course, apologized profusely and told Manny to do the same. I got permission from my manager to offer the couple complimentary glasses of champagne. While pouring the champagne, I slyly asked what their wedding song was. The gentleman told me it was ‘Dream a Little Dream of Me’ by Louis Armstrong and Ella Fitzgerald. I downloaded the song and played it over the restaurant’s speakers as I brought out a complimentary chocolate cake, again approved by my manager. They were overjoyed. Carl and Henrietta still go to that restaurant every anniversary. I like to think I played a small part in that.” When I finished, Dan cracked a smile and chuckled.


“Too much?” I asked.


“As crazy and corny as you sound, you can’t do too much. They eat this shit up.”


Dan was right. One salt wrote at the top of his résumé: “Guests love me and so will you!” He got hired. Another salt told me that when he was interviewed to be a cook in a hotel he had used the line: “I believe the most important ingredient I cook with is love.” He got hired. A Chicago salt told me she used a fake story similar to mine but hers involved a diner across the street from a hospital and “going above and beyond” for a man’s dying wife. It was clear that Sarah and Dan wanted me to do anything possible to get hired, but there was something holding me back that they didn’t know about. I knew, as a journalist, my deception had boundaries. Obviously, I was already in a gray area of journalistic ethics, but legally I knew that I couldn’t lie my way into a paying job. Sarah would spend an hour editing my résumé and I would reedit it before submitting it to the targets. I could not use the story of Carl and Henrietta’s anniversary, but more than a year later, I gifted it to a salt who used it during an interview at Magic City. She was hired.


Dan showed me an evaluation form from the human resources department of another corporate hotel.


This candidate:


Lacks a smile, occasionally smiles, frequently smiles.


I smiled until my cheeks were numb. It took me a while to get comfortable with the corny character I was playing. I feared my enthusiasm might out me as a subversive. Dan assured me otherwise.


“Salts are like crack for these hospitality companies,” he told me. “They look at us and say, ‘This person is too good to be true.’ And they’re right. We are too good to be true. But they can’t resist. They just have to shoot up.” Dan fired off a few questions that Sarah had already prepared me for.


“What would you do if you had a problem with a coworker?”


“Outside of work, I’d try to make him or her feel more comfortable. I don’t think the workplace is an appropriate venue for personal issues.”


“Do you have reliable transportation to work?”


“Yes.”


“Do you have a scheduling preference?”


“No.”


“We think you’d be more valuable to our management team, how does that sound?”


“I hope to be on the management team one day but I want to start in the trenches and work my way up. I want to earn it.”


“When are you available to start?”


“Right now.”


Dan listened intently to each of my answers. He added ideas that might give my story extra flair. “Say you’re a quick learner. Quick learners save companies time and money. Most importantly, remember getting hired is all about selling your story.” Obviously, the story I’d tell a hotel manager would be different from the one I had used during the salt vetting process, but the principle, as Dan explained, was the same.


“We, as the middle and upper class, are told from day one to create a story. It’s bullshitting. Your story, just like a politician’s story, is based on the convergence of two things: your life and the job you want. Up until this point, how has your life prepared you for this job? As long as you put those two things together with everything you say, you will be okay.” It was better advice than I’d gotten from my university’s career center. We sat in silence and thought of ways to tie the casino industry to my life. At some point Dan gave me a list of typical interview questions with exemplary answers that another salt had put together. At the top it said: “Remember, the less you have to lie the better.”


“You grew up in Connecticut, right? They have casinos there. You ever been to Mohegan Sun or Foxwoods?”


“Nope.”


“Okay. But you remember seeing that they are doing well on the local news and you think the same thing will happen in Miami but bigger, right? I mean you can say you went there as a customer, right?”


“Right.” I filed the story away to use in an interview.


Dan and Sarah loved their jobs. They loved teaching young idealists how to get hired in an industry that coveted hokey and repressive conventionalities they actually despised. While the job required a certain level of perception and judgment, there were plenty of people who could have done the day-to-day work that Sarah did. What Sarah brought to the job was stubborn resolve and loyalty to Unite Here. To Sarah, there was no other job, no other union, no other fight. She believed that the labor movement, with Unite Here at the helm, had the ability to influence all of the world’s maladies. The union gave Haitian workers enough money to send to relatives, daughters a chance to become scientists, janitors the opportunity to retire, and perhaps most importantly, history had proven that unions were a way to grow the middle class.
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In Miami, Sarah struggled to recruit new salts. People drifted in and out of the program. There were college activists who were intrigued. They would fly to Miami for a weekend, but after a few endless afternoons in Sarah’s rental car, they would fly home, never to be heard from again. There were former members of Local 355 who needed jobs but didn’t understand why Sarah was so pushy. There were Miami activists who got tired of Sarah’s showing up at their homes unexpectedly. Sarah believed in the power of salting because it had helped her develop so much as a person. (She was the happiest when she was telling recruits about the time she summoned the courage to confront her bosses at the DoubleTree and her coworkers had her back.) Sometimes, what most would consider friendly banter felt like work because she would sneak in inane pushes. I stopped mentioning friends’ names in front of her because she would always push me to recruit them. Such interactions made it easy to feel like a number in her recruitment folder. She couldn’t understand why a burgeoning activist would do anything other than salt. Office jobs might as well have been Plato’s cave and she didn’t know—or care—why people chose to stay in the dark. I listened to Sarah tell college students about her experience as a dropout. She thought of herself as an enlightened twenty-first-century progressivist who saw college for the sham she thought it truly was. Which fit her own story. Sarah had found her dream job without college, and she was good at it. Sarah was dogged. She continued to recruit salts by following up on every lead she got. When an organizer in Milwaukee sent word through Unite Here that he had a recent college graduate interested, Sarah made a trip north to meet her.


Mary was a smiley Wisconsinite who grew up on a farm out where the roads don’t bend—the Wisconsin State Fair occupied a line on her résumé. As such, Mary knew about horses and hard work. She attended a big state school but left after a tuition hike. “It was pretty hard to look at them building a brand-new football stadium when I couldn’t afford another semester,” she told me later. She transferred to a cheaper college in Milwaukee. While there, Mary got involved with Unite Here. Sarah met up with Mary in Chicago and took her to a massive Unite Here protest. At the protest, two hundred people were arrested outside a Hyatt in support of ninety-eight housekeepers who had been fired from Hyatt hotels in Boston. Afterward, moved by this extreme act of solidarity, Mary committed to salting. A month later, she quit her job waitressing at a movie theater that doubled as a restaurant and moved to Miami against her father’s will.


Sarah and Dan believed salt teams should be comprised of both locals and out-of-towners. With Mary and me committed, Sarah concentrated on finding salts in Miami. She put together a few conferences billed vaguely as organizing trainings for “young activists.” At the trainings, Sarah would illustrate the importance of unions by comparing the average workloads and wages of housekeepers in cities with high and low union densities. San Francisco’s hotels are 85 percent organized. Their housekeepers make $19 an hour. They clean twelve rooms a shift. Housekeepers working for the same hotels in Phoenix make $7.75 an hour. They clean twenty-one rooms a shift. Only 2 percent of hotels are unionized in Phoenix. Miami housekeepers clean fifteen rooms a shift. They make $10 an hour. At that point in my union education, the disparity in the numbers was to be expected.


Sarah had a way of stating facts that were too obscure to refute or so inane they weren’t worth checking. (“Those cranes lifting storage containers off freight ships were the inspiration for the big walking things in Star Wars.” False. “Did you know Dolly Parton’s husband has never seen her perform live?” Evidence inconclusive.) But when it came to union knowledge, Sarah generally got things right. One of her factoids left me dumbfounded.


“Housekeepers are more likely to suffer injuries on the clock than coal miners,” she said, pausing and waiting for the disbelief to sink in. I wrote this down to check later. I was amazed by what I found. Housekeepers are more likely to suffer injuries on the job than coal miners by more than one percentage point. Hotel mattresses are as heavy as they are comfortable. The repetition of lifting, lunging, scrubbing, pushing, standing, and twisting can have ruinous effects on the body. But on average, housekeepers make less than half of what coal miners make annually. Sarah and the other organizers who spoke at these trainings used these examples to explain that the union wasn’t simply about raises; it was also about long-term health, workload, and a good pair of shoes.
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I met Erika at one of Sarah’s trainings. She was a punk rocker working at a shampoo shop in the mall. She had grown up in Miami. Her father was a therapist and her mother taught at a small university. Erika’s hair was bleached blond with a pink streak. She had cartoonish tattoos around her shoulder and the leather straps of her gladiator sandals wrapped around an unfinished skull tattooed on her shin. She was loud and enthusiastic. I could hear her across the room, making everyone around her laugh. It wasn’t long before we were talking and she told me about how her recent marriage would affect her Mexican husband’s immigration status. Then she invited me to a punk show at Churchill’s, a dive bar famous for its live music. Erika’s demeanor could switch between professional and a somewhat ironic bubble-gum Valley girl with surprising ease. Both seemed incongruous with her punk rock style, which made her all the more exotic to everyone around her. Whether in professional mode or Valley girl mode, she was always encouraging. When I told her that I was looking for an apartment, she took my phone number. “Don’t you worry, baby boy. I’ll hook it up. Loves it!”


It was impossible not to like Erika. I was happy when she joined us as we traversed Miami-Dade in Sarah’s rental car. Mary and Erika began visiting Stanley Donovan and the bartenders at Magic City. Sarah also allowed Mary and Erika to dress up and visit the bar at Mardi Gras. They were told to find a manager, Rico, who would “love you girls.” The team grew closer. Sarah and Mary moved into a house off Biscayne Boulevard. It was across the street from Erika’s apartment, on the fringes of Little Haiti and a stoplight away from the walls of Morningside, a ritzy neighborhood next to Biscayne Bay. The house itself was massive with oceans of sunlight and a yard with tropical shrubbery as tall as a lamppost. The union would never use members’ dues to fund a salt house so Sarah, being the only one with a steady paycheck, paid the lion’s share of the rent. Sarah was certain more salts would follow and they would eventually fill the other bedrooms.


Living in the salt house wasn’t an option for me. I was constantly updating my notes and didn’t want to risk exposing my writing. I signed a month-to-month lease on a studio apartment with an ocean view. Sure, the building was decrepit, filled with cockroaches and mold, but I wanted to live near the ocean as I was starting to feel like my time in Miami might be short-lived. After a month of applications, I was discouraged and skeptical of the program. I was told I’d be unionizing a workplace in Miami and that process still felt distant and abstract. After trainings or long days in her rental car, the salts talked about Sarah and her pushes like we would an overbearing boss at the office. I wondered if my blind faith in Sarah’s plan was just an exercise in liberal disorganization or, perhaps, something worse. I had heard former salts describe Unite Here’s salt culture as exploitative and cultish.


Relief came in an e-mail I received while working the breakfast shift at the boutique hotel.


Dear James,


I would personally like to congratulate you for being selected for our interview process. After reviewing your application for your desired position, we would like to move you to our next step in our selection process in joining our Food & Beverage team here at Calder Casino & Race Course.


Best Regards,


Mike DiStefano


Mary and Erika also got interviews with Mike DiStefano. On the day of my interview, I met Sarah at a McDonald’s inside a Walmart near Calder. I was wearing a gray suit. She had on her squiggly jeans. We ate fries and went over a few warm-up questions.
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