In the summer of 1964, after my sophomore year of high school, | got a job as a bag boy (no bag
girls back then) at the original Safeway store on Highway 50. (It's now Fremont Mall and prior
to that, the Funhouse, a concert venue run by Jim Burgett). The job was in the Retail Clerks
Union so my official title was “Student Clerk” and it paid $1.35 an hour as | recall, a little over
minimum wage.

| signed my paperwork, got my official green apron with name tag, and a bit of training: double
bag the heavy stuff, cans and bottles on the bottom, bread and bananas on top, offer to take
the groceries out to the customer’s car, and never, ever, accept tips. Dang! | think there were
six checkout stands and most days they were all very busy. This was years before bar codes and
scanning, so each individually stamped item was hand entered into analog cash registers by
very fast, very efficient, uniformed checkers, mostly women. They kept a hawk eye on me to
make sure | didn’t crush the crullers.

| was the only bag boy and there were times when every stand had long lines of customers with
carts loaded to overflowing. Some of the bills must have topped $50.00! | had to work fast or
we’d get buried. I'd see which checkout stand had the biggest pile, get that order bagged up
and in the cart, offer to run it (literally) to the customer’s car, refuse my $.25 tip (grrr) then
hotfoot it back inside, gathering stray carts as | went, and repeat. Some days it felt like | ran for
eight hours straight but | was young and spring loaded so it wasn’t all that taxing. Nobody
bothered to praise me for my epic efforts so | worried | was one screwup away from getting
fired.

| got to know the regular customers: the retirees who would be there every morning at 8:00
AM for a fifth of cheap vodka and a bottle of orange juice, the mom who would hold up the line
redeeming stacks of clipped coupons, mortifying her teenage daughters, and the kids furtively
buying candy bars with what | figured were dimes stolen from mom’s purse.

| had some additional duties such as sweeping the floor, cleaning out the restrooms--not
pleasant—and breaking down cardboard boxes to be recycled. Yes, they were doing that even
then. And it was a thrill when the assistant manager called for help with catching, or sometimes
even chasing down, a shoplifter. Of course, | had a brush with celebrity--this was Lake Tahoe,
after all. One day there was a call over the intercom saying we were out of ice so | ran and
grabbed a bag then hand delivered it to none other than Rock Hudson, resplendent in his white
boating gear.



A few lasting takeaways from the job: whenever | drop anything, I'll reflexively put out my foot
to break its fall, a skill | learned from having to clean up a broken jar of mayonnaise during a
rush. Worth the bruise. And, once in a while, I'll walk into a small mom-and-pop grocery store
and the smell will take me back: a rich perfume of fresh baked bread, floor wax, ripe produce,
and blood from the butcher shop. Makes me realize how antiseptic today’s stores are. It also
pisses me off a little to see young baggers standing around waiting for small orders, chatting,
and checking their phones. Why, in my day.... Oh well, never mind.



