
 

“Drained Dreams” 
by Bill Prickett 

 “Hey, Lady. You can take my order now!”  The demand had been accompanied by several 

quick snaps of his fingers, as if he were getting the attention of a trained dog. 

She shoved her head under the shower, hoping it would drown the memory-noises.  Her 

body shuddered at the contrast in temperature of the water and the bathroom; the clash of 

hot water to cold tile produced a wave of steam that burst up from the chilly ceramic floor.  

Her shoulder length hair created avenues for the flow to follow down her back, splashing 

rhythmically at her feet. 

A hot shower after a long night was not a cure-all, but it helped.  The focused flow relaxed 

the tension and relieved some of the soreness.  The noise of the shower could mask the sound 

of her crying, while the water would wash away all visible traces of tears.  And, if only for a few 

minutes, she could be alone. 

“Are you about through in there?”  It was her husband. 

What’s he doing up this late? she wondered.  A tinge of anger, mixed with annoyed 

frustration, rose inside at the intrusion. 

She reached toward the soap dish, but stopped.  Holding out her hands, she stared at their 

unfamiliar, grizzled condition…as if for the first time.  With slow, precise movements, she 

mechanically turned them over and over.  Palms up, palms down.  The nails were in need of a 

manicure: broken and discolored.  But it was more than the neglect of her former meticulous 

attention to proper care.  Her eyes riveted to the wrinkles evolving indelibly in her fingers—the 

growing evidence of hard work.  There was a time when her hands toyed with arts and crafts, 

making gifts for family and friends.  Then, the money was unimportant; she simply enjoyed the 

creative process.  

Her attention was drawn downward, to the small whirlpool at her foot.  There was a 

slurping, sucking noise as she moved her foot, alternately blocking the flow of used water.  The 

whirling cascade of draining, soapy water magneted her mind, and her mood, downward as if 

subject to the gravity pulling beneath the metal guard on the drain.   

 An apt image of my life, she mused, watching the circling current disappear into the dark 

hole.  She wished she could dissolve, melting down with the soapy residue.  To escape the life 

that had decomposed into routined existence. 
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Escape.  A word used by prisoners.  But ii was how she felt—a hostage, encased in the 

bondage of plastic credit and variable mortgages.  Imprisoning her were the demands for 

comfort...and the corresponding utility bills. 

Another knock on the door. “I really need to talk to you,” came her husband’s voice from 

just outside her water-and-steam sanctuary. 

She managed a grunted reply. 

It began after her husband’s company was downsized and he was let go.  Twenty years of 

seniority, a solid middle-management position, nice salary, good benefits.  Gone with the 

signature of the new foreign conglomerate. 

 “Relax,” he’d said to her initial fears.  “This will give us some time together.  After all,” he 

assured, “how hard will it be for me to find another job?”   

The answer came shortly: too hard.  For months, he sought employment with no success.  

His skills were too limited to manufacturing, he had little technology training, his experience 

was too confined to one company. 

“I wonder if Burger World needs a cook,” he joked after an unsuccessful interview.  

The rejections continued.  Enthusiasm and self-confidence eroded; good-natured jokes 

disappeared. Discouragement gave way to depression, choking all drive.  After a while, he quit 

trying. 

“I brought you a paper,” she remarked as she returned from church one Sunday morning.  

He was sitting in his now-standard position in his recliner, staring blankly at the TV. 

”Is that a hint?” he snapped, without taking his eyes off the screen.  He grabbed the 

remote and changed the channel, signifying the end to their conversation. 

Dropping the paper on the couch, she retreated to the bedroom to cry.  In the quiet 

isolation of her hurt, she made her decision: the next day, she would began her own search. 

With meticulous care, she studied the classifieds.  For most, she was under-qualified 

without a college degree, but ads that held the slightest glimmer of hope she jotted down and 

made the calls.  Day after day, she also visited state-sponsored employment services and 

followed up the flimsiest of leads.  

At night, exhausted from unproductive job searches and the never-ending cycle of 

household duties, her body would pang for rest.  But there were still craft orders to fill: dolls to 
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stuff, baskets to paint, pillows to sew.  It wasn’t much, but it was income.  Exhaustion bowed to 

duty. 

 “I hear you’re looking for a job.”  A friend informed.  She then proceeded to describe an 

opening at a local nightclub. 

A cocktail waitress?  What a laughable concept.  It would take a lot to make me consider 

being a cocktail waitress, she concluded to her silent audience of craft-animals.  Then she 

received the disconnect notice from the power company. 

“Says here you haven’t worked at a club before.”  The cocky young manager didn’t even 

look up from the application.  She wasn’t sure how to respond; it wasn’t actually a question.   

“I need this job,” she blurted out.  “I know I may not be exactly what you’re looking for, 

but I believe I can do it.  Just give me a chance.”  She remembered hearing the tremor in her 

voice as she pleaded to work in this job she didn’t really want. 

His expression didn’t change.  “Do you know what garnishes go on what mixed drinks?”  

There was a snide superiority in his tone. 

“I will if someone shows me,” she answered. 

“Can you carry a tray full of food?” 

A war was being waged.  He didn’t want to hire her; she could tell.  And why should he?  

She saw the other waitresses.  She was older, and her figure was not as shapely.  The battle of 

will versus skill continued through more questions, numerous objections and a barrage of 

hypothetical possibilities.  

Determination won! 

No one thought she would make it; many of her friends felt compelled to tell her so.  The 

looks she got in her first days on the job told her that most of her co-workers thought she 

wouldn’t last, either.  Her husband never commented.   

At first the scant salary, compensated by meager tips, hardly made the grueling work 

worthwhile.  There were so many details to remember, not the least of which was what food 

went to which table.  Sometimes she screwed up—a sure way to reduce her chances of a 

decent tip.  Many evenings, alone in her shower, she considered giving in to their doubts and 

giving up the job. 
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But she improved.  Eighteen months of heavy repetition had ingrained the routine like an 

unwanted scratch in the coffee table.  She could now remember the cocktail ordered by the 

man next to the wall and the appetizer request from table 4-G.  And she no longer gave the 

wrong tickets to customers.  She learned to greet the customers with an imprinted, artificial 

smile and professional courtesy, giving the false impression of friendly concern. 

The work was hard; age felt the strain.  Long hours of rushing around from table to table of 

hungry patrons and impatient drunks.  A flurry of casual conversations and trite sales gimmicks:  

“Would you care for a cocktail before dinner?”   

Lifting heavy trays laden with multiple bottles of varied beers, an assortment of mixed 

drinks and platters stacked with food for the evening meal.  Make it look easy; paste a smile 

over the grimace.  Rush to serve, then back to check on satisfaction.  Hurry and clean up the 

remains.  Just in time for the required return, asking with a smile, “How about dessert?” 

She met lots of interesting people.  And some not so interesting.  People she never would 

have met in her prior sheltered life.   

 

There was Steve, the first gay person she’d ever known.  He was a waiter who usually 

worked the same shift.  His parents had kicked him out of the house when they learned of his 

homosexuality. As someone who’d always been active in church, she could not believe it when 

he related how he’d been told he could no longer attend the church he’d grown up in.  She 

listened as he related the sad story and her heart went out to him, since she had never had 

children of her own.   Now, she’d become a maternal figure for him 

Also, many of the younger waitresses came to her for advice.  They had nicknamed her 

“Mama,” not just because of the variance in age, but also because she mothered them.  They 

brought out the unfulfilled maternal instinct in her, and they seemed to care about what she 

thought.  It made up for the stark silence at home.   

Of course, there was the occasional obnoxious patron—one who refused to be pleased, 

regardless of the service.  And once in a while, she encountered the pseudo-macho stud who 

made outlandish propositions neither believed he could fulfill.  Then, there were the drunks.  

Most were merely an annoyance, unable to find their keys or dropping their food.  But some 

got loud, especially those intent on disrupting any entertainer they didn’t like. 
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And much to her surprise, a mutual respect gradually replaced the adversarial relationship 

between herself and the manager.  He now entrusted the new staff to her care for training.  

That always gave her a sense of accomplishment, especially when they “made it” and he 

commended her concerning their ability.  Typically it was in his back-handed style, something 

like, “Well, I never thought the air-head would make it.”  Regardless, she accepted it as a 

compliment. 

At first, she tried to talk with her husband about the goings-on at the club.  Though he sat 

passively while she talked, she got the impression he wasn’t listening and that he didn’t want 

to hear about it.  She figured he was still uncomfortable that she had had to get a job. Damned 

male ego!  She made up her mind to stop talking to him about work.  But that left little else to 

talk about. 

Each evening, six nights a week, she clocked in at five-thirty.  The restaurant closed at 

midnight, the nightclub at two.  Clean-up and closing procedures could take hours and no one 

could leave until it was all done: the grimy task of cleaning all the trays, washing the tables, 

sweeping the floor.   

No wonder my hands look like a troll, she concluded. 

Then it was home to a hot shower, to wash off the grit of other peoples’ food, the sticky-

yuk of sweet mixed drinks, the strong smell of second-hand cigarette smoke, and that thin film 

from greasy kitchen air that stuck to the sweat on her face and arms.  Down the drain. 

Following the customary shower, she would sleep until noon.  Except when the phone rang 

or someone came by to visit.  That happened rarely these days, as socializing had diminished 

drastically with the new job.  It had been a long time since anyone in the Sunday School class 

had called or come by.  The Pastor had visited once.  It was casual and friendly, but he made 

clear the church’s policy on selling alcohol, and those who participated. 

“I can appreciate your convictions,” she told him with forced gentleness, “but that won’t 

buy groceries.”  She had been too tired to mention to him the names of those fine, upstanding 

church members who regularly frequented the bar. 

Once awake, there was always something to do: housework, laundry, a few craft orders 

still trickling in.  And then it was time to get ready for work. The cycle began again.  On the 

seventh day, her off-day, she would follow the divine example and rest. 
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Tips from the night’s grind accumulated, and then were spent on whatever bill was most 

urgent.  Meager paychecks went the same route.  Keeping up became the goal; getting ahead 

was a fantasy.  The shifts clicked by with the snap of the time-clock—day after day, week into 

next.  And with each increment, she questioned whether she could do it again.  But motivation 

came from many sources: another bill in the mail, a renewed threat issued by a creditor. 

The water poured down her tired legs. No one knew the pain she felt, she kept it hidden 

beneath the mask of the practiced waitress-smile and charm.  The initial leg cramps and 

corresponding limp had now ceased with endurance.  The body gets strong, but the soul 

dwindles. Genuine enthusiasm is replaced by the perfunctory “Have a nice day.  It was a 

pleasure to serve you.” 

She turned off the water.  As she took a small step toward the towel, she heard a squish.  

She looked to see her toes submerged.   

“Oh, hell,” she sighs,  “the drain is clogged.” 

The towel was barely wrapped around when the door burst open.  “I’ve been waiting all 

evening to talk to you,” her husband announces.  “I got a job today...” 

He rambled about the interview and the subsequent offer.  It was the most she’d heard 

from him in months.  He detailed responsibilities and salary, concluding with caution about 

expectations, reminding her that it is only entry-level.  But she was barely listening.   

Got to call the plumber, she reminder herself.   

Obligation doesn’t give up easily to hope.   

”...got it on trial,” he was saying.  “I have three months to prove myself.” 

”I’m glad for you,” she said with her acquired sincerity.   

But inside, she knew.  It made little difference.  If his job didn’t work out, she could still 

make it. 

 


