
Day Shift At The Eastern by Dan Dwyer

On my last day in Austin I met Savannah Demi the half Ukrainian bar tender at The Eastern, a self-
proclaimed dive bar. I had enjoyed lunch next door at Cisco's and was looking for a place to 
continue writing when I spotted a sign that said 'Enjoy a $1 beer on our patio.' I think I was her first 
customer, although I remember another guy there when I first walked in. She said that the sign 
outside was for yesterday, but 'the tall boys are $2.' As I ripped the tab on my first PBR of the day, 
Savannah went outside to erase the erroneous sign. 

I left a $1 tip for her and then sat outside on the somewhat wet patio and started a poem. 
After a spell, I moved inside to avoid the rain (yes it does rain in Texas) and then Savannah 
approached me and said 'I wanna buy you a shot.' 

Never before have I had a bar tender buy me a drink (it was midday and the bar had just 
opened). Well, put it this way; I have never had a bartender come out from behind the bar and 
approach me for a shot. I opted for the Bushmills and she took the Fernet Branca. 

'Oh I needed that,' she said, after we jolted back our respective shots. 'Nostrovia!' Savannah 
said. I had been trying to gauge her age for almost half an hour when she said she was 29. Her 
father was Ukrainian and died when she was two. Savannah said she liked to make crass jokes with 
her mom, and when her mom said 'I can't see the Ukrainian in you,'  Savannah joked, 'well, you 
must of have had some in you at some stage.' 

She was born in San Diego, but had lived in Portland and San Francisco for a long time. She 
began to regale me with tales from her bar tending life. At this point, Chris arrived on a beach-
cruiser bicycle, riding it inside and right up to the bar. He turned out to be a regular, a local business 
owner involved in dribble open source programming.

It quickly transpired that Chris had fallen off the wagon, no thanks to Savannah. He said 
openly and without prompting that he had been to rehab to please his family but snuck out from 
work to get a few lunchtime drinks in. He ordered a vodka crush. 

Chris talked about the fact that he had also just broken up with his girlfriend, an employee of 
his at work. He hadn't drunk for 6 months he said, until he started seeing her and it was so exciting 
he couldn't help but drink. Chris also had a wife and three kids and he said that sometimes the 
screaming babies were so bad he didn't go home at night.

Chris and Savannah talked openly about alcoholism and she said to Chris, 'Oh it's not that 
bad, you've still got your business, you're a functioning alcoholic.' He employed people from all 
over the world to work on his open code programming. Romanians were the best but he also used 
guys from Brazil and India. It was all about getting a hold of the right people, although he was 
really only involved in sales now, not the programming side of the business. 

Remarkably, he said that the break-up with the girlfriend hadn't been too bad as she had a 
boyfriend anyway so everyone could just go back to their respective corners. I had a feeling that he 
had gotten out of that one fairly lightly but I didn't say anything and I felt there was more to come. 

Somehow we got to talking about drunk shopping and Chris said that he had a good story. 
He had woken up drunk one morning and felt awful and knowing that he had to appear in the office 
he started drinking again (I have never done this and his frank admission came almost too matter-
of-factly and I was surprised how carelessly he admitted this to a stranger). Savannah nodded and 
said, 'yeah, so you keep drinking right?' Like putting on a new pair of socks.

He wound up in a farmers' supplies store and bought a pig. A real pig that eats and shits and 
squeals and roots up everything. He took it to work initially and it shat inside and then he took it 
home to the disgust of his wife. Chris said the neighbors complained because of how 'horny' the pig 
was. It would fuck the dog carrier crate it came in to and fro across the yard. The pig put on 100lb 
in two months and Chris had to give it away as he couldn't bear to kill it. 

The things you buy when you're drunk.
'Oh! Oh! I have a good drunk shopping story!' Savannah said as she poured another drink for 

herself and touched her platinum blonde hair. She had just received a $22,000 payment from social 
security, backpay from her father's death and she went to San Francisco shopping. She spent $100 



on MAC makeup and $1000 on dresses from somewhere I can't remember. Together with her 
boyfriend they went down to Fisherman's Wharf for some clam chowder. I don't have to mention 
that they were drinking the whole time. At some point during the shopping piss-up she left all of her 
bags on the bus, all $1100 worth of it. Immediately she called the bus company who put her through 
to the driver: 'I just saw someone walk off with those bags about 30 seconds ago!'

The things you lose when you're drunk. 
At some point during the story I piped up with 'you should have started your own bar with 

that twenty grand.' She either didn't hear me or didn't want to admit how she squandered the rest. 

***
Chris considered himself to be someone who knew what a meal should look like. One of his other 
regular bike stops was a joint called the Yellow Jacket Social Club. One day he ordered and then 
when the food came out he asked to speak with the chef. When the chef came out, Chris sat him 
down and said 'I'm going to pay for this, and I'm not trying to stiff you here, but I just think you 
need to look at this.' 

'What's the problem?' The chef said, looking down at the plate. 
'They're cut in half.'
'What?'
'The meatballs.' 
Chris had the chef out of the kitchen for 20 minutes raving about how a meatball should 

never be cut in half and how he had recommended the meatballs to all his friends. When the chef 
finally returned to his station Chris got kicked out by the bartender immediately.

The people you insult while you're drunk. 
Chris said that he thought that he was being reasonable, not an asshole. Clearly, it came off 

the wrong way. I mean, anything is reasonable once you're most of the way through a bottle of 
vodka before lunch. Chris looked at the ice cubes in his drink and said he was going to the Yellow 
Jacket next to see if he was banned or if he could continue to sneak in there for daytime drinks. I 
noticed his grey stubble and I wondered how long he could hold this routine together.

Without even a cursory glance, Savannah poured me another shot of Bushmills. Jesus, I 
thought, this is going to be a big afternoon. And then, there and then, I understood the role of a 
daytime bartender: keep the drunks glued to their seats even if it requires the bartender buying them 
a few drinks out of their own purse. 

She was very good. Every time I thought about leaving she would tell another story or get 
me another drink if I paid for it or not. Before long I was talking shit with Chris and slapping the 
bar with laughter. You see, because she relies on tips for income, every bum on a seat is a nice little 
earner ticking away. Especially in the middle of a week day. 

***
Savannah said that there was a community of day time bartenders and they had this gag of 
'ridiculously over tipping each other.' To the point where they should just laminate the same $50 bill 
and pass that around. I said that this reminded me of something my parents had done in India where 
every week a group would contribute a set amount each and every time they met it was someone's 
turn to take the total purse home. A way of pooling income to give each member an occasional 
boost. 

One time Savannah saw a punter stiff a bartender on a $100 tab and the bartender rang a bell 
and pointed at the perp and the whole bar turned and booed and jeered. I learned an important 
lesson, one particularly relevant for a tight ass Kiwi not accustomed to tipping: never stiff a 
bartender with a large PBR Tip Shame Bell. Especially a drunk one. 

Savannah said that a good bartender could earn upwards of $2500 during the week of South 
by South West festival. She had a friend out from Portland at the moment who couldn't believe how 
people in Austin 'did it.' You find a balance, she said, you learn how to drink and work. I wondered 
how long the light from the double lit candle would last. She seemed in fairly good shape, although 



somewhat erratic, with the same 1000 yard stare that I had seen on white bartenders on the river 
bars in Laos. 

When I finally decided that I'd had enough, or rather, I wanted to get out while I still could, I 
asked Savannah how much I owed her.

'Two dollars,' she said.
'Really?' 
'Put it on my tab,' said Chris, 'it's the cheap shit anyway.' 
I put $5 on the bar and, shaking both their trembling hands on the way out, I walked out 

drunk into the street. 

Dan Dwyer


