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For the cashiers





Cast of Colleagues

The following is a list of employee roles at the supermarket featured in this book in order of highest to lowest status.


	The Executives worked out of the corporate office and were only rarely in the store.

	Top Bosses worked out of offices on the upper level of the supermarket.

	The Bankers collected cash and receipts each day and kept the store’s accounts.

	Managers were responsible for a single department, such as the deli or the produce section.

	Stockers unloaded trucks and stocked shelves.

	Security Guards were responsible for preventing shoplifting and keeping workers safe.

	Supervisors had authority over cashiers, baggers, and cart collectors.

	Department Employees worked in the bakery, produce, dairy, deli, or other areas.

	Cashiers operated the registers and performed customer service.







INTRODUCTION Welcome to Your Neighborhood Supermarket!

At the end of each opening shift at the Grocery Store (TGS) supermarket, I walked six blocks home on legs that felt like jelly after standing, walking, bending, and lifting for eight hours. I curled into a fetal position on the sofa in my studio apartment overlooking the park. By the time I woke up from a fitful sleep, and sometimes a nightmare where I was drowning in groceries, it was almost time for dinner. I might throw some black beans and cheese into a tortilla and watch whatever the Netflix algorithm recommended. I didn’t have the energy to do more. An 11:00 p.m. bedtime was critical if I was opening the store again the next morning at 7:00.

On the nights I worked the late shift, I got home just before 11:00 and inhaled a peanut butter sandwich before collapsing into bed. By the end of my year of employment at TGS, I was a walking peanut butter sandwich. Being perpetually too tired to cook was one of the ironies of working at the supermarket. Another was that exhaustion made me less afraid of the pandemic that was sickening and killing people across the country at the time. Even in a store crowded with people, I thought about little else but getting to the end of my shift.

The day a man dropped his pants and took a shit on the floor was a turning point. I heard the news when I arrived at work one afternoon and ran into a colleague at the time clock. “Did you hear?” she asked and pointed to the floor outside the public restroom. “A guy took a dump right there.” She was just sharing information, like any report an employee might give to a coworker. “We’re short one cashier; there’s a sale on lunch meat; a guy took a shit on the floor.”

Based on the location of the offending shit, we both knew what had happened. The code to access the public restroom was printed on the bottom of every receipt and given out only to paying customers. It was common for people who weren’t shoppers to wait outside the door so they could grab it when someone exited. But this time, no one had opened the door quickly enough.

When I got to my register, colleagues were discussing the incident. Some saw what happened as an unfortunate consequence of circumstances outside of the man’s control. One said, “He was probably homeless and in an emergency situation.” Others were furious that a customer had defiled our workplace. It felt like a personal affront. George, a security guard, asked which side of the split I was on.

“Everyone has to shit somewhere,” I said, shrugging. It was my way of defending the man.

George was in the other camp. “A janitor had to clean it up,” he snapped.

George had a point. He was saying that employees had to stay on guard because we never knew what unsavory task might be assigned next. We were employed in a nonunion store in Utah, a “right-to-work” state where legal barriers made worker organizing difficult. Without clear rules around roles and obligations, the next time, it could be any one of us bleaching the floors.



My response to the shitting incident was partly a result of the fact that I was new to the job and learning to navigate the store’s culture. I had landed at TGS in the fall of 2020 after finding myself unemployed. Raised in a small town in Idaho, I had attended college in Utah. Later, I moved to New York City to attend graduate school in English at the City University.

After I graduated in 2009, I spent time looking for an academic job. In the meantime, I taught college courses part-time and sometimes worked as an office temp. After two years of rejections from colleges and universities, I had to face the reality that I was one of many educated people with virtually no chance of a future in their field.

In 2015, I cofounded an organization called the Debt Collective. My colleagues and I lobbied the federal government to cancel the student loans of borrowers who had attended scam for-profit colleges, eventually winning billions in loan relief.

Philanthropic support for the Debt Collective allowed me to earn a decent salary for a couple of years. But eventually funds for organizer salaries became harder to come by. Almost twenty years after arriving in New York, I was out of work. In the spring of 2020, I moved back to Utah to make a new start in middle age.

I moved into a downtown neighborhood that some called “transitional.” A few years earlier, it had been the site of a homeless shelter and a drug market. But the shelter had recently been torn down to make room for new apartments. The area was now a mix of residents who lived in the run-down, low-rent buildings that had been there for decades and a few middle-class people who occupied the newer apartments. I paid $1,350 per month for a studio in one of the new buildings. While the weekly farmers market in the park below my apartment was a sign of gentrification, at night, the drug activity continued. A couple of blocks away, people were sleeping on the street. The good news was that I could walk to TGS to shop, a necessity since I could not afford a car.

Then the pandemic hit and the world stopped. I applied for jobs but received few responses from employers, rarely even a “thanks but no thanks.” I felt luckier than others. Members of my family were reeling. My sister-in-law, a bookkeeper, was laid off with no promise of getting her position back. (Indeed, she was not rehired when the pandemic subsided and spent almost a year in unemployment limbo.) My brother, a bartender, also lost his income when his workplace closed. For a reason that had to do with missed paperwork, which I still don’t understand, he was unable to get unemployment benefits.

The virus was frightening, but I was even more unnerved by the uneven effects of the policy response. While professionals worked from home, others were laid off. Stimulus checks, unemployment, and other benefits did not alleviate the anxiety of not knowing when or if anyone would get their jobs and lives back. Still another group, including warehouse employees, health care workers, and grocery staffers, was still on the job, worried about getting sick.

Doing my grocery shopping at TGS was a pleasant experience, as if the store existed in another world. I was grateful (and a little guilty) that employees were coming to work every day to ensure that the rest of us could buy food.

One day, I lingered at the cheese counter reviewing the options. An employee approached wearing a name tag that listed her time on the job: “Two Years of Serving You.” She asked how she could help in the friendly manner that I had come to expect. I said that I was craving a grilled cheese sandwich. The employee’s eyes lit up. “You want the good stuff.” She offered a local cheddar that had been soaked, she explained, in beer. “That’s why it’s got that deep, rich color and unique flavor.” She promised that the cheese made “the best grilled cheese you’ll ever have” and recommended a store-made brioche. I bought both products.

The encounter impressed me. The employee had treated me like an individual whose cravings mattered. She had even appeared to take pleasure in serving me. I started to think about getting a job at the store. I was going crazy from being isolated at home. Working at a supermarket seemed like a way to serve my community during the pandemic. At TGS, I could earn money while treating people like the cheese counter employee had treated me.

In October 2020, I uploaded my résumé to the store’s website. A couple of weeks later, I was hired as a cashier and supervisor in a department called the Front End. The day after the interview, I arrived at the store at 7:00 a.m. for my first shift, becoming one of almost four million people who work as retail salespeople, one of the most common jobs in the country.



During my first weeks on the TGS Front End, supermarkets became a subject of media attention. A genre of writing emerged, let’s call it the COVID explainer, that offered advice for how to shop for groceries safely. Most articles recommended going to the grocery store during nonpeak hours, wearing a good mask, frequent hand sanitizing, and getting in and out quickly.

The explainers offered some good advice. But all I could think about while reading them was: What about those of us who worked at the supermarket? We couldn’t avoid stores when they were crowded or get in and out quickly. If we didn’t show up to our jobs, no one would be able to buy groceries, and we wouldn’t earn a paycheck.

The media was missing an important part of the story. I started thinking about trying to publish an article about what it was like to work in a store during the pandemic. But the physical and mental demands of spending forty hours a week behind the register made writing seem impossible.

The shitting incident forced me to reconsider. Maybe this story was bigger than just the pandemic. I was perplexed by my colleagues’ reactions. Why had some denounced the man, while others had been sympathetic? A professional studying working conditions in the retail industry might use those questions as a starting point for research. A journalist might conduct worker interviews, while an academic might distribute a survey to better understand and compare employees’ opinions.

But I was not a journalist or a sociologist. Researching the job and doing the job felt like contradictory activities. One demanded plenty of time to read and analyze, while the other required serving shoppers in a sixty-five-thousand- square-foot space with nineteen registers on two levels. Even if I had the energy to occasionally slip into the role of academic or journalist, I couldn’t imagine asking my exhausted colleagues to sit for an interview just to satisfy my curiosity.

Instead, I started taking notes. I forced myself to delay my after-work collapse long enough to open my laptop and summarize the shift. I wrote about incidents and conversations that seemed unusual or noteworthy and recorded conflicts between shoppers and customers and between workers and bosses. I documented the gestures and movements required to sell thousands of grocery items each day, the everyday life of one supermarket that was like all the others.

Sometimes, during a shift, I jotted down a few words about an incident or a conversation. I wanted to get the details right. Occasionally, I noted something about a colleague’s background or a detail that they had shared about their personal life. The writing energized me. I started doing research, reading about the history of the retail industry and the supermarket’s role in our society.

If you envision a city, you visualize houses, schools, hospitals, and supermarkets. These places are incorporated into our language and imaginations. In the pages of language textbooks, we are encouraged to ask about el supermercado or le supermarché. Game shows from The Price Is Right to Supermarket Sweep are a testament to the stores’ central place in our culture. The comfort of a grocery store is its banality, the fact that you don’t have to think about how it operates.

On the job, I developed a different view. Grocery stores may all seem the same. But the supermarket as an institution is anything but ordinary or one-dimensional. Take the shitting incident. For some colleagues, the man who dropped his pants was a sympathetic figure even as the mess he made added to our labor and stress.

The two sides of the grocery store are visible in our culture. A character in Don DeLillo’s White Noise believed that unraveling the secrets of the supermarket could lead to a higher state of consciousness. Annie Ernaux described the supermarket as a place that reminds us that we all have “human bodies and human needs.” Zombie movies and TV series feature the supermarket as a refuge as well as a danger.



After I left TGS, I reviewed my notes with the intention of writing about what I had observed and experienced behind the register. The pages were filled with discrete events featuring people whose names and faces I was already starting to forget doing a job whose routines were now lost to me. At TGS, as many as one hundred people might be working during a single shift. I knew many of them only by sight or via occasional, fleeting interactions.

High employee turnover meant that developing relationships was difficult and probably a waste of time. When I first started the job, most colleagues ignored me, rarely saying hello or acknowledging my presence. They were saving energy and effort in a workplace where I might not be around for long. The few elements I had captured in my notes about some colleagues’ lives outside the store were fragments that often posed more questions than they answered.

My notes read as limited because I was in a position of relative privilege from which to judge them. By then, I was working as a freelance journalist and part-time teacher. Both vantage points were essential. It was only as a grocery insider that I had been able to see what grocery work actually entailed and what it does to people. And it was as an outsider that I saw how the supermarket as an institution is a window into larger social divisions and injustices.

To write the book in your hands, I combined research with memoir and used journalism to fill in the gaps caused by work, exhaustion, and precarity. Each chapter shows how traditions like customer service, community, and convenience disguise a reality that shoppers don’t see. If you are confused by the number of employees in this book, including a few who appear rarely or only during a key moment that features them, you know what it was like for me as an employee. I have changed the names of all of my coworkers and managers along with some identifying details, and in certain instances I have created composites.

Finally, I have tried to be honest about my thoughts and behaviors at TGS, even if I was not always proud of them. While working in a factory in 1930s France to study the lives of industrial workers, the philosopher Simone Weil found that the repetitive labor and submission to authority prompted inhuman behavior. “It is next to impossible not to become as indifferent or brutal as the system in which one is caught,” she wrote. My experience on the job confirmed this assessment. But it’s not the whole story. At the supermarket, I found a microcosm of society: a place of brutality and violence as well as solidarity and the promise of change.





CHAPTER 1 Customer Service

My first days as a supermarket cashier were like being thrown out of a plane without a parachute. I was overwhelmed by the basics of operating the scanner at what employees called “the checkstand.” This frozen pizza is $6.99. But it scans at $8.99. What do I do? How do I price this box of Oreos that doesn’t have a barcode? Does TGS accept checks? Google Pay?

One shopper wanted to buy a small cup of soup from the buffet. Since there was no barcode on the container, I couldn’t scan it. I flipped aimlessly through an employee manual. “My soup is getting cold,” the customer complained. I left my post to interrupt the colleague at the next checkstand. “Can you help me ring up some soup?” By the time we got back to my lane, the shopper was gone. The lukewarm soup was still on the counter.

The sight of fresh fruits and vegetables filled me with dread. Cashiers had to enter a four-digit price lookup code, or PLU, for each variety. Sometimes the sticker with the code was missing or damaged. What is the PLU for Gala apples again? Or are those Honeycrisp? Are lemons sold by the pound or by number? Is that a regular or an organic avocado? Even if I knew the PLU, a split-second loss of concentration could result in a customer being charged the wrong price.

Once, when I entered the code for hothouse tomatoes, the digital screen read “Onions.” I realized that I had been entering the wrong code for weeks, giving countless customers a discount. Since I didn’t know how to fix the error, I ignored it and kept scanning. Another time, I charged a shopper for freeze-dried strawberries at $28 per pound instead of the fresh fruit they were purchasing, priced at $3.99. That time, I admitted the mistake. While customers in line waited, a manager deleted the item so I could reenter it correctly. A few days later, I failed to correctly process a customer’s credit card and had to chase him to the exit.

I was deeply intimidated by the prospect of supervisor training. Watching coworkers in the role, I wished I had declined that part of the position, asked to just be a cashier. Supervisors managed the whole Front End, even the whole store at times. If lines were too long, a supervisor made an employee wait to take her break. If there were no carts in the lobby, she sent someone to fetch them. (Like Sisyphus’s rock rolling downhill, the carts disappeared almost the moment they were returned to the lobby.) If a shopper could not find the sun-dried tomatoes or the nine-volt batteries, a supervisor walked him to the shelf. If a customer had a complaint, a supervisor was responsible for smoothing things over. Virtually every step she took and every word she spoke was aimed at customer satisfaction: Supervisors were a vector of others’ wants and desires.

Part of being a supervisor was wielding a power as intimidating as it was enviable. By swiping a card called an override over a scanner, supervisors could perform tasks unavailable to cashiers, such as changing prices or deleting items from an order. I had been given the override before I knew how to use it. Cashiers who knew I had the card sometimes asked me to fix an error. I wanted to help. But I had to first tell the register what I wanted it to do. Most of the time, I had no idea which buttons to push.

One night when I was working as a cashier, a supervisor announced that she was taking her lunch break. “Ann is in charge,” she said as she disappeared into the elevator. What if something happens that I don’t know how to handle? The instant that terrible thought crossed my mind, a customer stepped up to a checkstand with four empty milk bottles. “I need to get a refund on these,” she said. Bottle refunds? No one had taught me how to do that. The cashier called out to me. “Can you help me?”

I entered the number of bottles and then pressed a button that said “Bottle Return” because it seemed like the logical choice. That was my first mistake. The register made a clanging noise and displayed an error message that read “Check sequence.” The checkstand was saying, “You’ve pushed the right buttons but in the wrong order. Try again. I’ll wait.”

Trying to fix the error compounded it. Every time I tried to perform what colleagues called a void, the machine inexplicably added an additional two dollars. Now I had to do the bottle return and remove four dollars from the customer’s order. The line at the register was growing. Customers sighed and looked at their watches. I felt embarrassed and incompetent.

I made a mayday call on the radio. Moments later, the supervisor who had gone to lunch emerged from the elevator still chewing on the last bite of her meal and no doubt regretting that she had left a dunce like me in charge. She expertly pressed buttons almost without looking, swiped her override card, and BOOM, it was done. The bottle refunds had been granted, the mysterious four dollars had been removed from the total, and the customer was on her way. I was mortified, convinced that I would never master the machines.

Learning to cashier might have been easier had I been able to focus on the keys in front of me. But I had to pay attention to social cues. Some shoppers hardly acknowledged me, while others wanted to chat. A few watched me scan every item, as if they expected to be overcharged. Once, a shopper brought his receipt back to my register. “This says I was charged fourteen dollars for eclairs. But I did not buy any eclairs.” The customer seemed to think that I would remember him. He was saying, “Surely you recall that I did not have eclairs when I came through your line an hour ago.”

It was entirely possible that I had charged him in error. In fact, it was likely. But I had served so many customers in the meantime that an hour might as well have been a year. I did not remember the shopper or what he had bought. I made another mayday call (it was becoming a habit). A manager arrived and took the customer to another register. I did not know what was happening. Had I charged the man for eclairs he did not buy or not? How could the manager tell? I was completely lost.



Customer service was supposed to be the easy part—the store was designed for that purpose. TGS had every kind of food and household item that I could imagine under one roof. Clear signage, cheerful music, and appealing displays made buying groceries fun. Banners advertised “Good Food for Good People,” as if the store were up to date on shoppers’ morality and ethics.

The store sent weekly emails and texts that congratulated shoppers for being “fabulous food lovers” and offered discounts and free gifts. “Every tenth loaf of artisan bread you buy is on us!” On weekdays, customers received a text about the lunch special. Favored shoppers could get a dollar off. All they had to do was swipe their frequent shopper’s card at checkout and the discount would be applied. From the moment they walked in the door, and even while they were not in the aisles, TGS shoppers were treated like special individuals with unique needs.

When a cashier scanned a frequent shopper’s card, a name popped up on the screen, which allowed for a personalized greeting. “Did you find everything you were looking for today, Mr. Smith?” I followed the lead of other cashiers by complimenting shoppers’ selections. “Looks like you’re making lasagna tonight. I see you’ve chosen TGS’s house-made tomato sauce! Good choice!” I also reminded customers about the loyalty program. “Two more loaves of bread, and you’ll get your free loaf!” The supermarket was more than a place to buy groceries; it offered attention and affirmation.

Customer service was not a one-way street. A seventy-nine-year-old named Cindy had been bagging groceries for nine years when I met her. After we had worked together for a few weeks, I asked her why she was still punching a clock well past retirement age. She seemed surprised by the question. “What would I do at home? Stare at the wall? I like working here.” Cindy derived satisfaction, self-worth, and identity from her job. She distributed candy and stickers to children, and everyone marveled at her ability to lift pumpkins and bags of kitty litter into carts.

Cindy regaled workers and shoppers alike with stories about her time as a high school majorette. “I marched at football games and twirled a baton—a baton that was on fire!” A great-grandmother, Cindy had not lost her flair for the dramatic. She wore colorful eye shadow and adorned her uniform with beaded necklaces and brooches more suitable for a Mardi Gras parade than a supermarket.

The pandemic briefly turned grocery staffers like Cindy into heroes. Some shoppers thanked my colleagues and me for coming to work. “What would we do without you?” A few called me by name and treated me like an old friend. “It’s nice to see you!” One woman stopped me in the aisle and inquired about my well-being. “How are you holding up?” When customers addressed me as an individual, I became a person with an identity. “I love working here,” I replied and meant it.

Once, a shopper in my checkout line told me that he couldn’t find the baked vegetable crisps. “I’m supposed to get them for free,” he said. The customer was referring to a product that TGS gifted people who signed up for a frequent shopper’s card.

“I’ll be happy to get them for you,” I said. I hurried to the salad bar, where the boxes were displayed. Back at the checkstand, I put the item in the shopper’s bag, saying, “You can’t skip the free stuff.”

He was touched that I would go out of my way. “What do you do with them?” he asked. I suggested serving the crisps with tomato soup. “I’ll try that for lunch tomorrow,” he said.

Before I worked at TGS, I wouldn’t have believed that I could bond with a stranger over vegetable crisps or that doing so would be a pleasure.

One customer stopped me in the aisle to ask which brand of granola to get from the dozen on display. I could have pointed to a package and kept walking. Instead, I whispered, like I was sharing a secret. “You don’t want any of these brands. Follow me.” At the bakery, I handed him a box of TGS’s house-made granola. “This is the good stuff,” I said.

The shopper whispered back to me, sharing in the secret, “Thanks for the tip.”

We laughed like old friends.

“Do you have any cupcake mix here?” another shopper asked. This was a strange question in a supermarket. But I wanted to help.

“Let’s go find it,” I said. I left the man’s items piled up on the counter and walked him to aisle number two, where there were three rows of cake mixes.

The shopper was perplexed. “That says ‘cake mix,’ ” he said, “I’m making cupcakes.”

I laughed with, not at, the customer. “Sir,” I said, “it’s the same mix; you just put it in cupcake tins instead of a cake pan.”

His eyes lit up like a great mystery had just been solved. “I see!” he said.

The culture of service at TGS was genuine and satisfying. Sure, I was still struggling to operate the register, but I had found a way to feel useful during the pandemic while earning an income. I even felt, at times, valued and appreciated.



My first paycheck was a sign that everything was not as it appeared. Of course, I knew that my wage was $15.80 an hour. Since I had been hired as a supervisor, the figure was a couple of dollars higher than what regular cashiers earned. But I had not done the math to calculate my weekly pay. When my paycheck was about $500, reality set in. More than half of my monthly income would go to rent. My take-home pay would be even less three months later, after insurance payments kicked in at $40 per week, giving me a wage of about $1,840 per month.

The retail industry is notorious for low pay. During the year that I was on the job, grocery staffers around the country earned under $15 on average. Since then, wage increases have not kept up with rising prices. It wasn’t always as bad as it is today. Grocery work used to be considered a skilled occupation. At some stores, as late as the early 1990s, unionized employees earned middle-class wages. But pay fell off a cliff along with unionization rates. These days, only about 4 percent of retail workers are unionized. Even as profits spiked during the pandemic, employers did not pass the benefits to workers.

Staffers who work behind checkstands are among the worst off. Disproportionately women, cashiers earn the lowest wages in the retail industry. Sexist ideas about women’s place in society are a big reason for the gender imbalance. Since women are considered more nurturing and caring, they are more likely to be assigned customer service roles. But when jobs are staffed mostly by women, the work is considered less important and less skilled, and wages fall.

One day, at TGS, a deli department employee came into my line with a basket. She watched carefully as I scanned her items. When the total, after her employee discount, appeared, she said, “I don’t have enough.” She asked me to take two items off the order. “I’ll have to go on a diet this week,” she said. “And find a second job fast.” As a deli employee, her paycheck was smaller than mine.

Paula, the Front End manager, and my boss, had also struggled to make ends meet. She told me that, about a year before I met her, she had been the manager of the meat department in another chain across town. After her husband got laid off from a manufacturing plant, the couple and three children were struggling to keep food on the table. Paula was finishing her shift one day when she spied a package of ground beef with an expired sell-by date. “After three days, meat is considered rotten,” she told me. “But you can still eat it.” She marked down the price to ten cents per pound and bought the meat. A colleague informed on her, and Paula was terminated for shoplifting. Her family relied on food banks and help from friends until she got the job at TGS. At the job interview, she admitted to managers what had happened and promised never to do anything like that again.

When Paula told me the story, she dropped the deferential tone. “I was loyal to that store for twenty years,” she said, her eyes flashing with anger. “And they fired me over some old meat.”

Over time, I observed that Cindy’s lunch was a two-dollar child’s chicken fingers meal or a small cup of soup for about the same price. With her employee discount, the meals cost even less. She told me that it was all she could afford. To keep her energy up, the elderly woman kept a bottle of Diet Coke under a checkstand and sipped on it throughout her shift. “It’s the only drug I’ve ever been addicted to,” she told me. Colleagues teased her about the lukewarm beverage. But Cindy didn’t see the point of buying a fresh, cold bottle. “It’s still got caffeine, doesn’t it?”

My fellow cashier, Charles, had originally been hired in the deli department. A few years before I met him, however, he had been hit by a car while crossing the street. The accident left the fifty-five-year-old with a bad leg and a limp. Deli employees had to move quickly between the hot buffet, the salad bar, and the counter, where customers ordered cooked dishes by the pound. After the accident, it was impossible for Charles to keep up. So he was transferred to the Front End. One day, on his lunch break, he tried to purchase a burrito while I was supervising. His credit card was declined. “I guess I can’t have lunch today,” he said, shrugging. The cashier and I split the cost of the five-dollar meal so Charles could eat.

Many grocery workers are food insecure. A 2022 report by the Economic Roundtable showed that about three-quarters of workers at Kroger, the second-largest grocery company in the country, struggled to afford regular meals. Kroger could not claim that it didn’t know. Years earlier, an internal company report showed that hundreds of thousands of its employees relied on food aid and other public benefits. It’s not surprising perhaps that federal food aid programs are acting as a subsidy to low-wage employers. The nation’s largest retailer, Walmart, for example, took in more than $26 billion in its customers’ food aid in 2024 alone.

At TGS, some colleagues qualified for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP. A federal program that provides limited food aid to low-income people, twenty-three million adults used SNAP in 2023. Forty percent of beneficiaries were children. The program has regularly been targeted for cuts by both parties. President Ronald Reagan demanded reductions as part of the 1981 federal budget while, in the 1990s, Bill Clinton’s welfare reform policies led to significant cuts. In 2025, Donald Trump further slashed the program. Today, the typical SNAP recipient is a woman who cooks for a family after coming home from work. And one program user may be serving another at the supermarket—around 23 percent of cashiers rely on SNAP.

One of them was my coworker Willow, who I saw using SNAP to pay for groceries. But the program does not cover the cost of all basic goods. One evening, she logged out of her checkstand and told a colleague that she was going home. “I got my period, and I don’t have any money to buy pads.” Because we cared about Willow, and because her absence would mean longer lines, my colleagues and I rallied to her rescue. A cashier told her to get a package of maxi pads off the shelf. “We’ll take up a collection,” she said. A few minutes later, Willow retook her place behind her register. “Don’t worry,” she announced. “I got the cheapest ones.” Each cashier put a dollar in the till until we covered the cost of the pads.

It wasn’t just food and sanitary supplies—some of my colleagues could barely even afford a roof. Bonnie relied on a Housing Choice Voucher, a federal program that assured that low-income tenants didn’t pay more than 30 percent of their income on rent. The forty-year-old cashier praised the program and gave her coworkers tips about how to apply. “I’d be on the street without my housing voucher,” she explained. Bonnie counted herself lucky. The waiting list could be years long.

A cashier we called “Darth” was not so fortunate. He had earned the nickname because he was tall, with a deep voice, and wore a black pandemic face mask that made him look like Darth Vader. Darth and I were neighbors. He lived two blocks from me on the side of the neighborhood that was rapidly gentrifying. A few weeks after I met him, the fifty-seven-year-old learned that his apartment building was slated to be demolished for a new condo development. He didn’t have time to apply for a voucher and wait for approval. Afraid of ending up homeless, he moved across town, where apartments started at $950 per month, significantly more than he had been paying before. Darth didn’t have much furniture. He slept on an air mattress on the floor. Coworkers pooled funds to buy him a coffeemaker as a housewarming gift.

Other TGS colleagues skimped on health care. “Did I tell you about my shot?” Lucia asked one day in between customers. “I just found out I have diabetes.” She was talking about a blood sugar test. The fifty-five-year-old with a round face and a belly laugh that could be heard around the store was trying to be upbeat about the diagnosis. “It’s okay,” she said. “But no more bread, pasta, or cookies.” I asked about her treatment plan. “I don’t have insurance. But the clinic prescribed pills and told me what not to eat.” She was referring to a low-cost clinic where people lined up for treatment for everything from cuts and broken bones to heart disease.

It was not the first time Lucia had visited the clinic for a serious condition. She had also gone there to get treated for arthritis. Now she was juggling medications and unsure about when to take them. “I can’t take the diabetes pill at the same time as my arthritis medication,” she said.

“So, if you treat your diabetes, your arthritis flares up?” I asked.

“Today I took the diabetes meds, but now I’m in pain. Tomorrow, I’ll skip those and take the arthritis pill instead,” she explained.

Lucia’s lack of insurance made me wonder what coworkers thought of TGS’s company health plans. I had taken the job in part for the health insurance, but I was shocked at the cost. I had selected an option that came with a $4,000 deductible. (Even after reaching that amount, my plan only covered about 80 percent of the cost of care—and that was only if I stayed “in network” for all treatments.) I was starting to wonder if I had made a good choice.

One day, I asked a cashier named Aurelie if she was insured. The thirty-five-year-old with a blond pixie cut had a reputation for workaholism and a sweet tooth. When business was slow, she swept up around her checkstand. During her breaks, she could be found in the candy aisle looking for deals on mini Twix and Junior Mints. She rolled her eyes at my question. “I’m not going to let an insurance company take money out of my paycheck,” she said. “I might never even hit the deductible.” Aurelie said the words insurance company like she was talking about a criminal organization. She told me that health insurance was a scam. “It’s throwing money down the garbage disposal,” she went on, “The cost keeps rising.” She was right. Over the prior decade, premiums had outpaced inflation, and deductibles had more than doubled.

Willow, the cashier who couldn’t afford pads, suffered from a severe case of eczema. The skin around her nose and eyes was red and flaky, her knuckles and fingers white and blotchy. Skin flaked off onto her register as she worked. The thirty-year-old had trouble sleeping because letting her skin touch anything—even the sheets of her bed—was painful. “Is there a treatment?” I asked.

Willow used an ointment, she said, but it didn’t always help. “There is a shot that would clear it up, but it costs four thousand dollars, and I can’t afford insurance.” I asked about Medicaid, the federal insurance program for low-income people. Willow said that she earned just over the income limit to qualify. “I would have to reduce my hours to get it,” she explained. “But then I would have less money for food.”

Critics of welfare often accuse recipients of fraud and abuse. The complaint is bipartisan and rooted in racist and sexist assumptions
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