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Legal Disclaimer
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The views, opinions, and experiences expressed in this book are solely those of the author and do not reflect the official policy, position, or endorsement of the Transportation Security Administration (TSA), the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), or any other government agency, past or present.

This memoir, written under the pen name Mae Covington, is based on the author’s personal experiences during her employment with TSA and one of its private security contractors. Events and characterizations are drawn from memory and public observation. To protect privacy and maintain confidentiality, names, locations, and identifying details have been changed or fictionalized where appropriate.

The author does not disclose any classified, restricted, or Sensitive Security Information (SSI). No internal procedures, security protocols, or agency materials are shared beyond what is publicly available or commonly understood.

This work is intended for storytelling and commentary purposes only. It is not an official record, report, or representation of agency operations or employee conduct. Any errors or omissions are solely the responsibility of the author.

This is a work of nonfiction based on real-life events. Some details have been altered for privacy. The views expressed are entirely those of the author and do not represent any agency of the United States government.
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Note from the Author
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When I first applied to TSA, I had no idea I was signing up for a crash course in adulthood, humanity, and government dysfunction—all while wearing a pair of blue gloves.

This book isn’t about revenge or resentment. It’s about the truth. It’s about showing what it’s like to stand on the frontlines of security while carrying the weight of a system that doesn’t always care for the people upholding it.

If you’ve ever worked a job that asked too much and gave too little, this is for you.
If you’ve ever felt invisible behind a uniform, this is for you.
If you’ve ever stood in an airport line and wondered who we are and what we see—this is for you too.
This isn’t a tell-all meant to shame or sensationalize. It’s not gossip. It’s the truth as I lived it—messy, exhausting, sometimes hilarious, and always human. I wrote it for the people doing the “small” jobs in big systems, the ones holding the line without recognition, staying longer than they probably should have—out of duty, fear, or hope that things might change.

I’ve changed names and blurred some details to protect privacy and respect boundaries. But I’ve kept the emotional truth intact.

If you’ve ever wondered what really goes on at the checkpoint—or why the people behind it look the way they do—this is for you.

Thanks for stepping into my shoes for a few pages. They’ve walked through terminals, tension, and a whole lot of unexpected life lessons.

—Mae Covington
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Author’s Note (For Those Who Know Me)
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If you picked this up and thought, Wait...is this about our airport?, the answer: parts of it, yes.

If you recognize moments, conversations, or dynamics that feel a little too familiar - trust your instincts. But know this: names have been changed. Locations blurred. The story isn’t about individual people. It’s about a system.

This book wasn’t written to call anyone out. It was written to tell the truth as I experienced it - honestly, imperfectly, and through the lens of someone who gave a decade of their life to a job most people never think twice about.

If reading this makes you uncomfortable, I invite you to ask why. If it makes you feel seen, I hope it brings relief. And if it makes you reflect - on leadership, on power, on how we treat each other under pressure - then I’ve done what I came here to do.

This isn’t a burn book.

It’s a mirror.

And if you see yourself in it - good or bad - you’re not alone. 
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Introduction: Step Onto the Footprints
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There’s something surreal about putting on a uniform for the first time. Not a Halloween costume. Not a school polo with a name tag. A real uniform—issued by the federal government—complete with a badge, a blue button-up, and those infamous disposable gloves that always smelled faintly of nitrile and bureaucracy.

I was eighteen when I stepped into mine.

My first official act in uniform? Standing on a pair of faded shoe prints stuck to the floor in front of a checkpoint body scanner, being coached on how to tell passengers to do the same. I was barely old enough to vote, still figuring out how to juggle college classes and 3AM wake-ups, and suddenly responsible for helping screen hundreds—sometimes thousands—of travelers a day for explosives, weapons, and whatever else someone might try to smuggle past security.

Welcome to TSA.

Why did I apply? It wasn’t a childhood dream or a call to public service. It was simple: “The government is a good job.” That’s what everyone said. Benefits. Stability. A pension if you stayed long enough. So I applied the week after my eighteenth birthday, just as I was graduating high school and preparing to start college. I figured it would be part-time while I figured out what I really wanted to do. You know—until I got a “real” job after graduation. Whatever that meant.

What I didn’t know then was that this so-called stepping stone would span a decade of my life. Ten years of early shifts, policy shifts, terminal rotations, uniform swaps, managerial whiplash, and enough drama to rival a Real Housewives reunion. I bounced between federal and private contractor roles, trained under both inspiring mentors and power-hungry micromanagers, and learned firsthand what it means to serve the public at one of the most misunderstood—and often disrespected—front lines of federal service: the checkpoint.

This book isn’t a tell-all in the scandalous sense. I’m not here to name names, settle scores, or secretly wish for TSA to collapse in flames (although, full disclosure, a few meetings made that fantasy briefly appealing). It’s not revenge. It’s a record. A chronicle of what it meant to put on the uniform—not just physically, but emotionally. The weight of it. The pride in it. The frustration, exhaustion, absurdity, and yes—sometimes joy—that came with showing up shift after shift behind the conveyor belts and body scanners of American air travel.

If you’ve ever tossed your shoes in a bin and given the officer a side-eye, wondering if they even knew what they were doing—this is for you.
If you’ve ever clocked into a job that paid your bills but slowly chipped away at your soul—this is for you.
If you’ve ever spoken up at work and paid for it, while others got promoted for nodding and staying quiet—this is especially for you.
And if you’re that blue-gloved officer standing at lane three, quietly making the machine run while dealing with overworked supervisors, unpredictable travelers, outdated SOPs, and your own silent calculations of whether it’s worth staying—this is absolutely, unequivocally for you.
The Uniform You Don’t See

To the flying public, TSA is often a punchline. Blue-gloved robots barking orders. Power-tripping pat-downs. Lines that move too slow. Rules that make no sense. I’ve seen every eye roll, heard every under-the-breath insult, caught more than a few Instagram stories mocking us like we’re deaf when we’re two feet away.

And I get it. Some days, I didn’t want to be there either.

But behind that checkpoint is a complex system run by real people—some trying their best, others barely trying, and most just trying to survive a job that demands a lot and gives very little in return. You’re trained to detect threats, but never really trained to carry the psychological weight of being the human face of national security—for an hourly wage that barely covers rent.

What people don’t realize is that TSA isn’t just about patting down pockets. It’s about split-second decisions. Managing confrontation with a smile. Absorbing passenger anxiety. Navigating federal workplace politics while your feet ache from standing on concrete for eight hours. It’s juggling cliques, covert tests, re-certifications, surprise inspections, and the latest SOP update from HQ that no one fully understands—but you’re still expected to enforce by the end of your shift.

A Decade on the Footprints

This book walks through the decade I spent in and around the checkpoint. It began with a part-time job in a CAT X Southwest airport and ended with me walking away from the airport world entirely to join another agency.

In between? I wore two uniforms. Worked under TSA twice and a private contractor once. Held positions from Transportation Security Officer to Lead TSO to Threat Assessment Program Assistant. I trained new hires. Ran covert security tests. Pulled a ridiculous amount of overtime. And kept my mouth shut when it made sense—but not when it didn’t.

Sometimes, I played the game.
Sometimes, I refused.
I was the youngest in the room more times than I can count, and the only woman speaking up in rooms where that wasn’t always welcomed. I learned how to lead without the title—and what it costs to be the one who won’t nod and smile for the sake of a promotion. I dealt with cliques, backroom deals, retaliatory scheduling, and the kind of “leadership” that confuses silence for respect.

But I also served beside some of the most hard-working, quietly heroic people I’ve ever met. People who trained with care, showed up without recognition, and held together systems that were duct-taped more often than anyone wants to admit. We shared early morning laughs, swapped stories of wild passenger behavior, and leaned on each other during shutdowns, transitions, and the tragic days when the job felt too heavy to bear alone.

Why This Story Matters

This book is about TSA, yes—but it’s also about something bigger.

It’s about public service and what happens when good people get stuck in broken systems.
It’s about the emotional toll of being held to a high standard by an organization that doesn’t always meet that standard itself.
It’s about caring deeply about your work, even when your work doesn’t seem to care about you.
And most of all, it’s about identity—how a uniform can define you, and how hard it is to walk away when it’s all you’ve known.
I want this to be a book current and former TSOs see themselves in. A mirror for the ones still standing on those footprints, wondering if anyone notices. A reality check for people who think airport security is just about confiscating water bottles and being on a power trip. And a quiet nod of solidarity to anyone—especially women—who’ve been labeled “difficult” just for daring to speak up.

Let me be clear: I didn’t write this because I’m bitter.
I’m tired. I’m changed. And I’ve had a front-row seat to things the public rarely hears about—not because they’re scandalous, but because they’re ordinary. Mundane. Dismissed. But they matter.
Your Boarding Pass

So here’s your boarding pass for the journey ahead.

You’ll walk through the slow-motion chaos of early morning terminals. You’ll peek behind the curtain of checkpoint drama and learn what happens when private contractors replace federal officers. You’ll see what it looks like to train a team while being iced out of leadership meetings. You’ll enter the world of threat assessments, test days gone wrong, and teammates who quietly stop showing up.

You’ll feel what it’s like to be told—explicitly—that your refusal to play along means your career has hit its ceiling.

And you’ll walk with me down the long runway of questions:
What happens when loyalty turns into fear?
When identity becomes uniform?
When ambition crashes into bureaucracy?
This is the part of TSA you don’t see on the signs.
No photoshopped smiles. No press release spin. No line-item budget report.
Just the truth.
From the footprints up.
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