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Chapter 1
Humble Beginnings


    A new state, a new town. Hopeful for the
future. After a few months with no job prospects, you can start to
get a little desperate, placing resumes all over the internet, on
sites that you might never have visited if your financial situation
was just a little bit better. If you’re prolific enough you’ll
probably be scammed a few times, you just have to accept it I
guess, and hope that the next day will bring with it more realistic
opportunities.

This was where I was about a year ago. Then one day, I got a
call from the Safeway corporation. Could I come in for an
interview? Of course I could.

“I’m going to offer you the position.” Michelle smiled.

This made me smile as well. In case you haven’t had many job
interviews, this is a much better ending than if the interviewer
tells you that they have a few more interviews to conduct and would
let you know by the end of the week. That of course means you
didn’t get the job.

“Can you come back tomorrow afternoon? There’s some computer
stuff you have to do, training videos and quizzes. Also I’m going
to get you set up for an orientation on Tuesday.”

“Do I need to wear the uniform tomorrow?”

Earlier in the interview Michelle had described the uniform, a
white shirt and tie, black pants, black shoes, I had felt a small
inclination to run out of the room. But I stayed, how bad could a
tie really be I wondered.

“No, not tomorrow, but for the orientation on Tuesday you will
need to be in uniform.” She smiled again. “I’m going to get some
paperwork started on your hiring and I will see you tomorrow.”

A man walked in, “Hey Michelle,” He said then he noticed me. “Oh
hey, are you here for an interview? I’m Mike. The Manager.” He
offered me his hand.

“My name’s Ben.”

“I just offered Ben the job of bakery clerk.”

“That’s great! Welcome to Safeway, the bakery is one of our best
departments. Can you see me for a few minutes when you’re done here
Michelle. I’ll see you again Ben.” Mike the Manager walked out.

“Thank you Michelle. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I got up and shook her hand then walked out of the office. I
stood there for a moment behind the customer service desk, staring
at the long row of checkers in front of me. I was now a part of the
Safeway organization. Hurriedly I made for the nearest exit.










Chapter 2
Secondhand Uniform


   I've never owned a tie. In fact the only time I've
ever worn one was at my younger brother's wedding. That was my
first and only time in a tuxedo as well. If you look at the photos
you can tell. I have a distinct aversion to uncomfortable clothes,
but we were running desperately low on cash and a job was a job. I
was excited about working in the bakery, being near the bread, so I
was willing to wear whatever the Safeway wanted me to wear. New
clothes were out of the question though, with our limited
budget.

"Let's go to Goodwill, I can get a shirt and some pants there. I
think I should get new shoes though."

"We can't afford new shoes right now." Brittany said

"I’ll be standing all day, I need good shoes." This was
true.

"Maybe after your first paycheck, for now you'll have to make
do." Brittany grabbed her purse.

"Let's go, I need to be back here before eight, I have a show
on."

It must have been my lucky day because I saw a red tie that
would be perfect right when I walked through the Goodwill doors.
The color was so close to the same shade that Safeway used, a few
days later Mike the Manager saw me at the water fountain looked at
my tie and said,

“Good afternoon, are you with Safeway.”

“Yes”

Mike looked a little confused. “Are you an
executive?”

“I’m Ben, we met the other day, I work in the
bakery.”

“Oh hey, haha It’s the tie. Have a good day
Ben”

The Goodwill also supplied me with a very nice long-sleeved
white dress shirt, and I only had to inspect the soles of a couple
shoes before I found some that weren’t completely worn down. We had
to go to Ross for the pants.

When we got back to our apartment I started trying to tie my
tie. Thanks to the internet I had a relatively decent Windsor knot
around my neck in about two or three hours. I took a short break
after the first hour since I wasn't getting it. There are quite a
few websites and videos out there professing to tell you how to
properly tie a tie, but most of them are utter garbage. Luckily I
found one decent video and just kept playing it over and over for
about twenty minutes until it clicked. I must admit to being
impressed with myself after glancing at my work in the mirror. I
put on my pants and shoes, just to get a feel of what it would be
like and took another look. I probably looked like my father.

Brittany walked up behind me, and stared in the mirror.

"You look nice." she said.

"This collar is a little tight."

"Why don't you undo the top button?"

"I can't, it's the store policy. White shirts need to be fully
buttoned, there’s another shirt we can wear, the lifestyle shirt, a
short sleeved brown one. I'm going to ask for one of those on my
first day."

"Sounds good." She kissed me, and walked out of the room.

I fumbled with my tie a bit more, and then took it off. I
quickly shed the rest of my uniform, and decided to walk around for
a bit in the nude.










Chapter 3 My
First Day


   I made my way to the bakery section, which is in
the back of the store, past the deli department, and the wine
section. Past tables half full of bread, and other baked goods. A
blond haired woman was standing behind the bagel case, her gaze
focused on her task. She picked up a loaf of bread with one arm and
dropped it into a bag held open by her other arm. Then with a quick
flick of her wrist the bag was tied, then thrown, gently onto a
cart. She looked up at me as I approached.

"Good morning," the woman said, and then paused for a moment to
look over my uniform. "You must be Ben!"

"Yes, Good Morning."

"I'm Laura. Welcome to the bakery."

"Is that the newbie?" said another woman who appeared from
around a corner. She had short black hair, and light brown skin.
She was dressed in white, and her apron was covered in multi
colored stains. She seemed to look me over for a moment. "I'm the
cake decorator who's in charge of all this." She made a sweeping
motion with her hands which encompassed all the cakes on
display.

"My name's Vanessa."

"Hi" I said.

"Good Morning!" said yet another woman who appeared from the
back of the bakery pushing a large rack filled with trays of
freshly baked bread. The trays rattled as she approached.

"How are you! I'm Samira." She said in a thick Bosnian accent
with a smile on her face. I could see she was missing a few teeth,
but then again, so was I.

"Hi, I'm Ben." I said with a big smile on my face. I couldn't
help it with all the grinning faces around me. Smiles are
infectious.

A customer approached the bakery, and Vanessa was the first to
respond.

"Hello. Can I help you find something?"

Laura and Samira moved back a bit to let Vanessa sell, and I
quickly followed them.

"Laura. You show him to package." Samira said.

"Yes." Laura said, and then glanced over at me. "Mike the
Manager said you get 24 hours of training which isn't really
enough, but that's what you get. Have you met Mike the Manager?
He's the store manager. Mr. Safeway."

I nodded. "I met him the other day after my interview."

BZZZZZZZZ. Samira walked over to the oven that was emitting the
annoyingly loud noise, and pressed a button. There were two ovens
in the bakery with doors that looked like they belonged in a bank
vault instead of a bakery. She grabbed some oven mitts off the
door, and opened the oven to take out the cookies. The smell of
cooked chocolate emanated out of the oven filling the bakery air,
and making my mouth water.

"More cookies." Samira said as she pulled out the rack, and
placed it carefully to the side of the door before closing it.

"We can leave those cookies to cool for a while" Laura said. "We
really need to get these Filones out.” Laura picked up one of the
short, thin loaves.“They're on sale today for .75 cents." Laura
moved around to the other side of the table behind the bagel
case.

"All of the bread bags are kept here." She pointed to the rows
of shelves below the table which held rows of cardboard boxes. She
reached into one boxes, and pulled out a handful of small bags.

"These are the Filone bags." she said as she handed some over to
me. They were made out of a thin plastic, and one side was covered
in small holes.

"Just start bagging. It's really the only way to learn." Laura
said, then picked up a Filone with her right hand, opened a bag
with her left, and dropped the loaf in. She gave the bag a twirl
while pinching the top between two fingers. Then she picked up one
of the twist ties from the pile on the table, tied the top of the
bag, and then dropped it back on to the table.

I started to imitate her actions, but fumbled when I tried to
open the bag.

Laura noticed. "Yeah, the plastic gets stuck together sometimes.
Just try rubbing the top together like this." She picked up another
bag, and showed me the procedure which ended up working pretty
good.

We bagged in silence for a while until a customer came
through.

"Good morning, can I help you find anything today?" Laura asked
a customer who was perusing the bagels.

"No thanks I'm fine." He barely looked up as he said this.

Once he was out of earshot Laura started explaining to me her
ideas about customer service. "That's the standard response, most
people don't want any help. But we have to ask them all the time.
You know about the shops right?"

"Yea, they went over those in our training."

The secret shops. Every week or so Safeway has a mystery shopper
come in and shop at each of the departments. They use a scorecard
to rate us. The greeting is worth 4 points, offering to show them
where an item is 2 points, Offering a product sample is 2 points
and the parting comment is 2 points. We were enticed at our
training with the promise of a fifty dollar gift card if we got 5
perfect secret shops in a row.

"Just make sure you do good on those shops and you'll be fine. I
got one of those gift cards for 5 perfect shops in a row so I'm
golden."

Maybe I could get one too I thought.

I tried to pay attention to everything she said about the secret
shops as best I could, but I was still having problems getting the
bread into the bag without totally tearing the bag to shreds. Laura
noticed me fumbling again.

"Don't worry about speed for now. They're fast, Samira and
Dragana, but they'll give you at least few weeks before getting on
your case about it. Dragana keeps telling me I need to be faster,
but I don't take it to heart because she never thinks anyone works
fast enough." Laura said, and laughed. “There’s only so much you
can do get done in a day, you know?”

I nodded. Management’s ideal of the perfect employee was
something I was very familiar with, but this information was giving
me a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.

"Which one is the manager?" I asked since I wasn't sure yet.

"Dragana. You'll meet her next week. She's in Bosnia visiting
her family right now."

"Is that where she's from?"

"Yeah. Her, and Samira, but they didn't know each other over
there. Both ended up moving here because of the war. From the
little they've both told me about it, things sounded pretty
horrible over there."

"That's too bad." Was all I could think of to say.

After a few more minutes, we had finished loading up our cart
with the morning's Filones, which came in a variety of flavors.
Jalapeno cheese, asiago cheese, sesame seed, everything, cinnamon
raisin, and that was just what Samira had decided to bake that
morning.

The bread didn’t feel like it was completely done. "Don't these
look a little undercooked to you?" I asked Laura.

"That's our little Samira for you. If someone asks why one loaf
looks different from another just tell them that they are hand
baked, and unique." Laura said as she started pushing the cart out
onto the bakery floor.

She gestured towards three baskets jutting out from the side of
a large display which also held the French bread, and the sourdough
loaves. There was small, shredded pieces of brown paper in the
bottom of the baskets that was meant to imitate the rustic ambiance
of the Italian countryside. All the paper really did was make a
mess on the floor whenever anyone pulled a loaf out of the baskets.
Laura grabbed a loaf off the cart, and tossed it in a basket.

"Make sure every loaf goes in the right basket. Look at the
signs here." She pointed to one of the small pieces of laminated
paper with a flavor printed on it.

I picked up a sesame loaf, and tossed it in the appropriate
basket.

"You got it." Laura smiled.

We emptied our cart fairly quickly, and went back behind the
counter to load it back up. The rest of the day was spent packaging
more bread, and then cookies. By the end of my shift, I was finally
starting to get the hang of it.










Chapter 4 On
My Own


   The workload during training wasn’t too difficult
to get through, but Laura reminded me that I would soon be doing it
all on my own soon. I'd heard similar speeches at various other
places of employment, and those jobs never ended well. It always
seemed to me that when one person is required to rush through their
job the quality of their productions tends to suffer. Then again,
having to hire two people would mean double the labor cost, and
keeping labor costs down is one of the primary concerns of any
retail manager, it just makes good business sense.

Samira and Dragana might be able to help me sometimes, Laura
told me, but I shouldn’t count on it. Laura was really nice to me
and funny. I felt sad that I wasn’t going to be able to work with
her, but I'd been hired to work on the days that Laura didn’t.

There was another bakery clerk named Rebecca, but I had yet to
meet her. I was actually hired to replace her because she liked to
call out sick at least once a week.

Dragana had a roundabout way of letting people go. Instead of
talking to Rebecca about her excessive absences, she just cut her
hours to practically nothing in the hopes that she would quit, but
Rebecca didn’t quit. It turns out she was pregnant, and would be
going on maternity leave soon, I don't blame her. Who'd pass up an
opportunity of paid leave?

But, to get back to my first day packaging alone, it was a bit
rough. I still hadn’t memorized the location of all the various
packaging materials we used, and there were quite a few of them,
not to mention the names of the various baked goods. Each of which
had to be memorized, and correlated with a number, five digits
long, that had to be entered into the sticker printing machine
which also doubled as our weighing device.

Potato Rolls: 20882

Jalapeno Cheese Bagels: 20067

Hundreds and hundreds of items.

“Don’t worry about memorizing all the numbers” Laura had told
me. “Dragana, and Samira know most of them, but they’ve been here
forever. You just start remembering them after awhile.”

The book of numbers, which was just a cheap notebook falling
apart at the seams, was filled with multiple sheets of item
listings, most of which were horribly outdated. There were numerous
handwritten notes in the margins because many items would never
show up on the computer printouts. Until we knew the item’s number
it could not be sold; which meant that a lot of things ended up
sitting in the back; waiting for numbers that never came. We would
routinely call other Safeway's in the area to ask them if they knew
the numbers for certain baked goods. We would get calls from other
bakery's, too.

Ghosts in the machine; baked goods that mysteriously appeared in
the bakery, and no Safeway in the area had the slightest idea what
the item number was. These baked goods disappeared as mysteriously
as they came in. Laura and I always just assumed that Dragana threw
them out when no one was looking. She wasn't a fan of things
sitting around with no place to go, so she'd give them a place; the
bottom of the trash can.

One day during my first week solo while Samira was on her lunch
break, Vanessa beckoned me over to her work area. She had a large
countertop with a sink, and various shelves and cabinets holding
all of her cake decorating supplies. I noticed a few large
notebooks as well. They contained the instructions for construction
of the cakes.

"So, how're you liking it here so far, Ben?"

"It's nice. I like working with bread."

"Oh yeah? What about Samira? Has she said anything about me to
you?"

"No, why?"

"Well, she will, just wait. They both hate me, they've been
trying to get rid of me for years. They think I'm too slow, but
they have no idea how long it takes to make a cake. When Dragana
first got here, Denise was the clerk. She'd been here for fifteen
years, and everyone loved her."

"Fifteen years, packaging? Well I guess if you like what you
do."

Vanessa nodded.

"They ran her out of here. Just kept piling the work on top of
her day after day. They teamed up on her, those two."

"Why?"

"She was too slow for them. Dragana used to be a manager at a
milk factory in Bosnia, if she could stand behind you cracking a
whip all day to make you speed up, she would. Just watch yourself
around here."

"Alright." That was just a canned response on my part because I
didn't really know how to respond, or if I could believe what
Vanessa was telling me.

Samira came back from her lunch break a half an hour later, and
surveyed my area.

"What did you do? It is the same." Samira pointed at the pile of
bread loaves on the table.

I hadn’t been able to get through that much actually."We had a
rush of customers come through who needed help." That was the
truth. There were always customers in the bakery.

"Customers, customers." Samira said, and then she walked back
into the bakery proper to unload some more baked goods.

I picked up one of the Filones sitting on the table to start
packaging, and noticed it was a bit more under baked than usual.
Not slightly under baked, but practically raw. Inedible. I walked
over to Samira's station, with the limp loaf in my hand.

"Hey, Samira. Do you know what happened to these Filones?
They're not good."

She grabbed it out of my hand, and tore it in half.

"What happened! Amy did not bake!" She waved the broken piece of
bread in my face like I had an answer for her.

Amy, the overnight baker, was not only in charge of baking the
first batch of Filones, but she also had to make the donuts,
bagels, and French bread. I'm guessing she could have used an extra
pair of hands, but again, Management likes to keep the cost of
labor to a minimum.

"Oh well." Samira said, then tossed the loaf in the trash. She
took a look at the rest of the loaves, and pronounced that they
were fine.

But, they weren't fine, and I was torn. Should I put the bread
out on the floor, or toss it in the trash? Our new employee
orientation hammered the idea into us that we were the bakery's
quality control, and if we wouldn't buy it then it shouldn't be out
on the floor. I was really excited about this aspect of my job when
I learned about it during training, but I quickly discovered that —
in the real world of the retail sales floor — quality control is
only worthwhile as long as it doesn't affect the bottom line.










Chapter 5
Quality Control 1


   The next few days were more of the same. I learned
how to distinguish between different types of bread on sight. It
might seem trivial, but there are quite a few different loaves
baked at Safeway on any particular day. Take for instance the
Artisan loaves, which is just a brand name. I don’t believe they're
created by people who would actually call themselves artisans. Come
to think of it, they might not even be created by people at
all.

They came to us frozen, and piled on top of each other in a
cardboard box. Customers were incredulous when I revealed this fact
to them, as if I had just spoken some unspeakable truth, and their
bread purchasing decisions were now forever altered. The
interesting thing was, these frozen artisan loaves were one of the
best breads we sold.

There's something heavenly about the smell of fresh baked bread
that I've always loved. A mixture of lightly caramelized sugar, and
hundreds of other aromatic compounds that customers can't seem to
get enough of. Whenever someone cooked the Artisan loaves, the
smell always seemed to pull customers towards the bakery; the
source of that comforting fresh baking bread aroma.

There were a few regulars who would ask if they could buy a
frozen loaf; just so they could go home, and fill their house with
that delicious scent.I started to wonder if it might make more
sense for us to not bake anything at all, just pull the frozen
bread out of the box and place it in the hands of the customer.

One of our less adventurous customers, who had thought Safeway
made all of the breads in the bakery, and who was visibly shocked
when I told them otherwise, accepted my offer of a frozen loaf for
her to take and bake at home. I did notice a slight hesitation as I
offered her the loaf, but I ignored it. A short time later, a
customer who'd been perusing the Artisan selection came up to the
counter.

"Excuse me, but this one isn't baked."

"Those are partically baked" I told him.

"No. It's frozen solid!"

I went around the counter to see for myself, and indeed, the
loaf was frozen. It was the same loaf I had offered to the earlier
customer. Something that still boggles my mind is why she left it
in the basket with all the others? If she really felt uncomfortable
taking a frozen loaf of bread from me, then why not just say "No,
thanks"? Did she think I would be offended? I guess I'll just have
to deal with never knowing.

These Artisan loaves were all basically the same bread, but one
variety had some sunflower seeds sprinkled on the top, while
another had cheese on top. As long as you could identify the
topping, you could identify the bread, but to this day I cannot
distinguish between the Pugliese, and the Como. The only difference
between these two loaves is the number of cuts on the top. One of
them has two while the other has three. I tried to come up with a
pneumonic to help me remember which was which.

“Como means what in Spanish. What is three? what is three?”

I suppose a simple post it note might have been more useful, but
I enjoy coming up with little word games like that, but like I said
I’m not even sure it was right.

Unfortunately, my habitual use of the pneumonic device I came up
with had burned the relationship of Como and three into my brain,
and nothing was going to get it out which led to a lot of
rebagging. Samira, and Dragana would laugh at me when I had to
rebag the bread. I thought it was funny too, but everything had to
be in its proper place on the shelves, so it was necessary.

Just think of the disasters that would have occurred if a
customer thought they were buying a nice Pugliese for their family
dinner only to find out it was a Como! Oh, the horror.










Chapter 6
The Beginning Of The End


   A few weeks in, I finally started feeling like I
was getting the hang of everything. The bread types were
recognizable on sight, and I wasn’t tearing apart more packages
than I used. The only thing that was making me a bit nervous was
how Dragana seemed to watch me more than I thought was normal.
Since I was still a new employee, I expected a bit of this, but
what I did not expect was that she had been timing me the whole
time.

"I need to talk to you." She said one day, and beckoned me over
to her office, which was an aluminum table in the back of the
bakery. She usually did this when I didn't take the garbage out the
night before, so I was expecting her to drill me about why I
couldn't get everything done in the allotted time, even though I
had only been there for a few weeks.

“I’m watching you package cookies. You need to be faster.”

That was not what I wanted to hear, but this was going to be the
theme. My packing speed wasn’t the worst by any means. Somewhere in
the back of my mind I held the thought that I’d be fine, the
Safeway is a varied beast, with many practices and protocols that
conflicted somewhat with my ideal for what the perfect store should
be. But outright tossing of an employee who wasn’t the fastest
packager, that just didn’t seem right on quite a few different
levels.

So for the time being I thought my job was secure, even though
Dragana kept telling me every few weeks to be faster. After a few
months she did vary her threat,

“I’m going to give you two weeks, you have to be faster by
then.”

Being threatened with termination just became so commonplace
that I didn’t really think much of it other than that if she did
fire me I wouldn’t have to hear her talk about firing me
anymore.

I tried to see through it and keep my happy face on. I do love
bread, so just being surrounded by so much of it, I could easily
tend toward happiness.In my first couple of weeks on the job, I
waved at every customer as I welcomed then into the bakery. It just
seemed like a nice thing to do. One day, Dragana saw me doing it,
and called me over.

“Why do you do this?" She said, as she made a waving motion with
her hands.

“Wave at people?" I laughed, " I'm welcoming the customers.”

“Don’t do that. Just say welcome to bakery”

I’m not sure if no waving was part of the official Safeway
protocol, or Dragana's. I waved at the next customer that walked by
out of reflex, and Dragana slightly scowled.

“I know, I know. I won’t do it anymore.”

Arms at their sides. Arms at their sides. After a day or two of
repeating this to myself, I no longer waved at people. I tried to
make my smile bigger in order to compensate.

Dragana was always there watching me, and keeping count of my
packaging totals. She also counted how many cakes Vanessa made. The
cake concerns were brought up daily between those two, similar to
my cookie packing problem that was just always talked about, but
never really solved.

Vanessa occasionally took home cake toppers that were no longer
used, and a few other outdated cake decorations. She had a big
family and always made the birthday cakes. Dragana would have
rather thrown the outdated decorations away.

“Did you see Vanessa leave today?" She asked me, "Was she
carrying something?"

“Yes, she had a bag of cake decorations.”

Dragana looked upset. “She’s not supposed to do that.” Then she
walked away, leaving me quite confused.










Chapter 7
Paper Preparation


   There was a general consensus among the store
employees that Dragana didn't really understand how to read
English. I never asked her myself, but I'm pretty sure she could. I
saw her fill out a few complicated looking cake accounting
sheets.

The minority opinion, held by those actually in the bakery
department was that Dragana faked her lack of knowledge about the
language in order to garner less paperwork; which no one really
wants to do anyway. She also off-loaded every bit of paperwork she
could onto someone else. Then again, I can't blame her for that
since the prep sheets were the bane of my Safeway existence.
Occasionally, I would ask a courtesy clerk to fill them out for
me.

The first thing we were supposed to do every day was gather up
the prep sheets, which listed all the items available in the
bakery, and count how many were on the floor, then mark that number
on that sheet.

This list was about five pages long in small print, a computer
back at HQ tabulated how many items of a specific type were
supposed to be out on the floor and we were supposed to write in
the difference between what was available and what the computer
wanted there to be available.

"I know what needs to be baked every day. I don't need the
paper." Dragana would tell me when I asked why she didn't fill them
out.

"Then why am I filling it out every day?"

"Because you have to; for corporate."

Absurd! It was almost enough to make me quit every time I had to
look at that sheet of paper, but I filled it out correctly most of
the time. It made no difference if I scribbled in random numbers or
the actual numbers. Dragana was going to bake whatever she wanted
to bake, not to mention the fact that there was also a continual
supply problem. We were constantly running out of certain
ingredients.

I was warned a few times about the list, and how it needed to be
filled out correctly every day, but I just nodded, and continued
doing what I was doing. No one seemed to care that Dragana wasn't
going by the book.










Chapter 8
Icing On The Cake


   Vanessa was an expert icer. I would watch her with
wonder every time she iced a cake. She always let the tools do the
work, which is what you have to do, she once told me. With the
amount of cakes that needed to be iced every day, she was
completely right.

Vanessa would give a cake a spin on one of her cake stands,
while holding a spatula coated with thick icing at a certain angle
with her other hand, and a few seconds later, voila; the cake was
iced. Sadly, though, her body had paid dearly for the years of
service she gave to Safeway. Multiple back surgeries. It seemed
that she was visiting her doctor weekly. Her spine was a mixture of
metal and degraded bone. I never understood why she didn't try
filing a worker's compensation claim, since working at Safeway was
clearly crippling her.

Her workload was completely insane, and Dragana never seemed to
be satisfied with what she was able to do. There were never enough
cake slices, éclairs, or cream puffs.The bakery was run with the
minimal amount of people to maximize the profits. That's just good
business sense.

When Vanessa did take her mandatory vacation, cake production
practically halted. Dragana would have to get a floater
(part-timers who'd fill-in at the different Safeways for people out
on vacation). The thought of having to acclimate to new
surroundings and new people every few weeks fills me with anxiety,
but some people must enjoy it, and Aluna was one of those
people.

At first, I wasn't quite sure what to think of her since she
didn't respond when I said hello. Later I found out that she was
hung-over at the time, but still, I think a simple "Good morning"
would have been nice.

We were in the middle of a ninety-nine cent cake slice sale, and
we were completely sold out of cake slices. This wasn't Aluna's
fault since ninety-nine cents is a pretty good deal for a slice of
cake; even one from Safeway.

They were selling like hotcakes, I've restrained myself from
using that expression for a few days, but I can't help myself now,
they just were moving that fast. We couldn't keep them on the
shelves, there were multiple diplay tables all around the store
filled with cakes slices, all of them would be emptied within a few
hours. It was madness!!

We played fast and loose with the slice weight requirements, at
the time I didn't even know our slices had such restrictions, for
ninety nine cents, what is anyone really expecting anyway?

Aluna spent her day icing full sheets which I would then quickly
cut into little squares, and throw them in a container so I could
restock the empty shelves. Occasionally, Dragana would look in to
remind Aluna of all the other work she had to do, too.

"Don't talk to me." was Aluna's response.

They must have some kind of history. A lot of yelling matches I
imagined, since that was Dragana's way of dealing with people she
didn't like. I've never yelled at another employee in front of
customers, I was too professional for that, but to each their
own.

Sadly, I never really got to know Aluna, though I did know that
she could definitely ice a cake. I only got to see a few of her
designs but they were good; very clean and sharp.But she neglected
to show up for a few days in a row and just threw the entire bakery
out of synch. I would attempt to make a cake to order or simply ice
one of the premade cakes, but I just didn't have the training for
it.

Despite pulling multiple no-shows, however, Aluna was still
called in whenever Vanessa had to take some time off. I never
understood why Safeway didn't fire her at first, but after working
there for a while, I came to realize that the only way to get fired
was to show up to work drunk.










Chapter 9
Cake Problems 1


   "Hi, I ordered a cake yesterday,"

"Sure, let me go get that for you."

A single soggy looking box sat in the fridge, it must be the one
I thought, there were no other cakes. As I opened the cake box, a
feeling of dread overcame me. I knew this cake, a half sheet Hello
Kitty. The over sized plastic cat weighed heavily on the top of
this cake for who knows how long as it sat in the fridge. Vanessa
must have made it for a different customer who neglected to show,
and then suggested the Hello Kitty to another one. She did that
sometimes.

The topper had caused large cracks in the pink picnic table
cloth icing and the yellow in the flowers was starting to run. I
brought it out and showed it to the customer.She seemed a bit
apprehensive as she surveyed the sheet. Take it or leave it, I
thought, the cake decorator is gone for two days.

"You know, I just thought this cake would be fresher. Was it
made today?"

"It was probably made yesterday." I said. "Made" meaning
decorated. I stole a glance at the cakes label. This should have
been thrown out today.

"Do you see the cracks? The icing is running down the sides. I'm
just afraid if it runs anymore it won’t be any good. How do I store
it?"

Every day someone complained about the cracks in the icing.
Eventually, I had pinpointed the problem to the perpetual thawing,
and refreezing of our cakes. Dragana was known for taking cakes out
of the display case a day or so before they were past due, and
placing them back in the freezer; good as new.

After listening to the customer complain for a couple more
minutes, I told her to go to the customer service desk since there
was nothing I could do for her. A few minutes later, Mike the
Manager showed up with the customer, and the cake.

"Hi, Ben. Is Laura still here?"

Laura and I hadn't worked on the same day since the week after I
started working there, but I guess Mike the Manager hadn't caught
on to the bakery schedule yet, even though he'd been manager there
for years.

"No." I responded.

"Well then, do you have a small knife, so we can try to fix this
cake?"

I walked over to Vanessa's work area to look for a knife. Good
luck, I thought, as I handed it to him. He spent a few minutes
messing with the icing, and then asked her to have a look. She
didn't seem very impressed.

"So, how is the best way to store it until tomorrow?"

Mike the Manager looked at me. "What's the best way to store the
cake Ben?"

"In the refrigerator." The cake was already ruined.










Chapter 10
Cake Problems 2


   Proper cake decorating was never in my job
description but I was expected to write on any cake that a customer
asked me to write on. This just happened to be every cake that we
sold. My handwriting style has never received any sort of praise,
completely unreadable is more often what is heard when someone
attempts to read anything I've written by hand. Perhaps the same
will be said of the texts that I type as well.

Vanessa encouraged me to take bags of icing home to practice
with and I must admit I was excited to learn how to write with
icing. Getting to eat the stuff was a bonus. The standard cake
writing style makes use of the cursive script, a skill I hadn't
practiced since grade school. I remembered most of the letters, but
there were a few, the G's the K's the F's, my mind just couldn't
recall the swirls required to make them.

But I had to, parties were under threat of being spoiled! I
would switch between cursive and block lettering styles whenever I
needed to. Most people didn't seem to mind the occasional odd
lettering on their cake. They were inside of the Safeway after all,
and I never once called myself a cake decorator, it was they who
had tasked me.

"Happy Birthday Kenngia"

I wasn't even sure I heard them right, they wrote the name on a
piece of paper to assist me, but it didn't seem to help. There's no
icing eraser that a cake decorator can use, sure a spatula will
erase any evidence of your misspelling, but it will also take off
that layer of icing you carefully applied, and it might even cut
into the cake if you're not careful. Vanessa had warned me about
this on my first day, once you make a mistake that's it, you might
as well get a new cake and try again. These people wanted
perfection from their six ninety nine single layer round cakes, but
I seriously doubted they were ever going to get it.

I attempted the name, in a red colored icing. Was that one too
many n's? I squeezed a bit more icing on the cake, in a desperate
attempt to combine the n's. And then showed it to the customer.

"How do you like it?"

I always said that, even when I knew they weren't going to. It
was just expected to ask. I knew instantly by the expression on her
face that she hated it. But the name had been written, there was no
turning back. She stared at the cake and the name, then reflected
for a few moments.

"Is there a problem with it? I had trouble with the n's."

"No, no it's fine, thank you."

She walked off, I knew it wasn't fine, but I also knew that she
would probably be the only one who cared. Kenngia wasn't going to
complain, or maybe he would, I suppose you never know. Everyone I
know would just laugh and shove their face right into the middle of
the cake tearing off a big piece.

A few minutes later Sharon came back to the bakery, cake in
hand. Sharon was the safety coordinator among other things. She
mostly worked the customer service desk but she had been a part of
the bakery in the past. The customer soon followed her back.

She had purchased a basic chocolate half sheet, we almost never
ran out of those. Vanessa kept a stock of them in the freezer,
fully decorated. We weren't even sure if she was supposed to do
that. It definitely gave the cakes a bit of the frostbitten
taste.

Sharon grabbed one of these cakes out of the freeze and started
to write. She still had the touch, and the customers left
happy.

"What was their problem?"

"They said it wasn't professional enough."

We both laughed.

"I'm putting this one in the breakroom, come back for a slice on
your next break."

"Happy Birthday Kenngia" I said and cut myself off a nice big
slice.










Chapter 11
Garbage Out


   "You have to watch her. She throws stuff away."
Vanessa whispered to me after Dragana left for her break.

"What kind of stuff?" I asked.

"If she doesn't know what something is, she'll throw it
out."

Later that day, I watched as Dragana grabbed a stack of small
pink cake boxes from underneath my table. They had been sitting
there for a few months. We rarely ever sold the small cakes that
the boxes were for, so this particular day, Dragana took them all
and stuck them in the trash.

Fascinating, I thought, Vanessa was right. As soon as Dragana
went back to her baking, I took the boxes out of the trash.

"Where'd you get those? I've been looking for them." Vanessa
asked when she saw me pulling them out.

"Dragana threw them in the trash."

"See! I told you."

"Yeah you did."










Chapter 12
Quality Control 2


   I'm supposed to be the last bastion of defense
against inferior baked goods being allowed onto the floor, but
every time I try to reject something — even a .99 cent half baked
baguette — either Samira or Dragana will tell me that it's fine,
and then package it back up in a flurry of plastic and twist ties,
slap a sticker on it, and throw it back on the shelf.

I went to see Mike the Manager about the quality problem once,
but all he told me was that if I wouldn't buy it, then it shouldn't
be out on the floor. The problem with his advice, though, is that I
wouldn't buy 99% of the stuff that Safeway calls food. So if I were
to go by my standards, there'd be nothing on the shelves.

Some days when I'm facing a whole rack of undercooked loaves,
and over-proofed bagels with no holes, I just let it all go by.

Push the product, sell, sell, sell.I can't sell anything I don't
personally eat.

"I bought one of those Filones the other day, and it was really
gummy." a woman said to me one day.

"It might have been a little undercooked. That can happen
sometimes. Would you like another one?" I asked her. She seemed
dubious at first which I can understand, since this probably wasn't
the first time she'd bit into a gummy piece of Safeway bread. I
grabbed another one out of the basket, and inspected it.

Not fully cooked, but not gummy either; it'll have to do. I
handed the Filone to her.

"Here you go. No charge."

She seemed surprised. One thing I did like about working in the
bakery was giving it all away at the slightest inconvenience.

"Oh. You showed up a few minutes too late yesterday for the hot
French bread? Have one on the house today." That kind of stuff
always made people happy which made me happy too.That was all part
of new employee training though, Safeway is more interested in long
term relationships with the customers, than the costs involved with
giving away the odd penny loaf every now and then.

Another item we sold in the bakery that never seemed to turn out
well was the bread pudding. I was really excited about trying it
because I'm a big fan, but whatever that gelatinous stuff was, it
wasn't like any of the bread pudding I've eaten in my lifetime. The
product that Safeway deemed bread pudding consisted of two
ingredients: leftover egg custard, and day old French bread. Since
most of the bread that Safeway churns out of its ovens is
undercooked and gummy, it's hard to imagine that combining it with
anything other than the bottom of a trash can would be a good
idea.

There are actually two instruction sheets explaining how to make
the pudding. They were identical except for one line which said to
toss in a handful of raisins into the custard, and bread mix. The
inclusion failed to enhance the taste. In fact, the raisins seemed
to make the stuff taste even worse. We kept the raisins in the back
in a cardboard box, and after tasting them I was pretty sure they'd
been sitting there for longer than their recommened shelf life.

Like I said: custard, bread, and maybe a few raisins. Not the
most advanced bread pudding recipe out there, but it still took us
a few weeks to get it right. I'm not in charge of the baking, so I
can't say for sure if the pudding would have been any better if I
had been, but then again if I was in charge I don't think the stuff
would have ever been made in the first place.

Samira made the first batch, she forgot to mix the bread into
the custard. Not quite pudding, small pieces of hand torn bread
sitting in thick custard. $4.99. The package we used was one of the
flimsier ones so some custard always ended up on the outside when I
tried to close the package. That stuff is sticky. I would try and
wipe some of it off with a wet rag but it was a futile effort.

That first batch sat in the cold case for a week, I don't think
a single one was sold. I noticed that Samira seemed a little upset
one day. She kept mentioning the pudding and Dragana. I told her
that the pudding just didn't seem right.

"I made some yesterday." She said. "Where is it?"

I looked in the case, she was right no bread pudding. Did we
actually sell eight in one day? It seemed a little ridiculous
considering the previous batch had been completely tossed since it
was past its due date.

We both took a longer look at the construction sheet, I pointed
out some of the ingredient quantities, not really sure if Samira
understood what I was saying.

"Did you bake them?" I asked. The sheet informed me that the
pudding was to be baked for twenty minutes and then allowed to cool
before being placed in the cold case.

"No, No bake. I think Dragana threw them away."

"Oh?" I said, we'll see about that. The trash hadn't been taken
out from the night before so I grabbed the bag out of the can for a
closer inspection. There on the bottom of the bag were the
pudding's, all eight of them. Their containers had opened of
course, a big mess of custard and bread crumbs on the bottom of the
trash bag. That explains the missing puddings, but why were they
thrown out?

"Did you see the puddings?" Samira asked me.

I assumed she was referring to the earlier puddings, the ones
that we had actually tried to sell. I had seen them, and I wouldn't
have purchased them. Samira and I decided to make a new batch,
perhaps if we worked together, we could get the puddings
constructed in the proper manner.

"Mix the custard and the bread and then allow it to sit before
baking." I read off the sheet.

"Oh, mix" Samira nodded then stuck her hand in and started
mixing.

The pudding did look a little better that day, but I still
wouldn't eat it.










Chapter 13
Paint A Smile On Your Face


   Our primary job duty as Safeway employees is
customer service. We might laugh at your nonsenical questions in
the break room, but on the floor we try to answer them as best we
can. You might be a secret shopper after all, and if we can't
answer your question, Safeway protocol dictates that we walk you to
someone who can. Thi might involve taking a customer clear across
the store in order to locate someone who might know the answer.

I wouldn't say that half my day was spent traipsing around the
store looking for esoteric merchandise, but a good portion of it
was. I tended to like these excursions out of the bakery because I
saw them as a nice little break from packaging.

Dragana, on the other hand, despised leaving the bakery. She
felt that sixty seconds was more than enough time to spend with any
customer, and that any possible question could be answered in that
time frame. Whenever I spent more a minute or two with a customer,
and these occasions were quite frequent, Dragana would give me a
stink eye from the back of the bakery. She would then log each of
these incidents into her memory, and recount each one on Sundays,
when she'd bring whomever was working that day to her office, and
tell us what our problems were, a kind of chuch I suppose.

"You spend too much time with customers. You need to be
packaging." Dragana would bark at me.

I understood that the cookies and cakes needed to be packaged,
but customer satisfaction was crucial to the long term goals of
Safeway.

Whenever Dragana was presented with a customer's question that
would cause her to leave the confines of the bakery, she'd either
offload the customer onto me, or simply wave her hands in the
supposed direction of the product that the customer was asking for.
The latter was completely off protocol, and the former was frowned
upon.

"Avoid sending the customer to multiple people to fulfill their
request." is a quote straight out of the customer service
manual.

To say that the entire situation felt a little schizophrenic
would be an understatement. Occasionally, Mike the Manager would
wander by on one of his daily strolls through the store, and tell
me:

"Thanks for doing such a great job with the customer's, Ben, it
really helps."










Chapter 14
Internal Conflicts


   Some might say that conflicts are inevitable, and
that any organization will have them. People are different, and
trying to fit us into a specific mold, or way of doing things, is
only going to end up causing problems. Conflict seemed to be part
of Dragana's and Vanessa's job descriptions because they were at
each other's throats every time they worked together.

I'll have to explain a bit about how the profit structuring
works in the bakery. There were two separate, but supposedly equal
bakery departments, the revenue from sales was divided between the
two.

Dragana controlled the bread, cookies, bagels, and donuts.
Vanessa was in charge of the cakes, the cream case, and the "wow"
case. When you saw the display inside this case, you were expected
to say "Wow!"

Now, any rational person might say: "Every sale is going to
benefit Safeway, so let's all try to work together to make the
store the best that it can be," but Dragana was definitely
something other than rational, and I was never quite sure about
Vanessa.

Their disputes typically had something to do with the weekly
specials. These specials, the ones in the ads that are mailed out
to everyone in the area, pictured what the bakery would have on
sale that week. These advertisements were mailed out on Tuesdays,
and the sales would start on Wednesdays.

Every department was expected to have their sale's displays set
up by Tuesday night. While most departments had no trouble setting
up their respective displays with no outside help, Dragana somehow
managed to get the overnight crew to do the work for her. They
printed out the labels, and moved all the tables around. I never
even knew we were responsible for the set up until I noticed a note
one day from the overnight crew asking why the bakery was the only
department that needed help setting up their displays.

Half the time, Dragana would neglect to inform Vanessa about
upcoming sales and so the available cakes were never what the
advertisements advertised we would have. This was a constant source
of stress for Vanessa because her hours were dependent upon sales,
and Dragana made the schedule. When Vanessa would confront Dragana
about her targeted forgetfulness, Dragana would just blame Vanessa
for not telling Dragana what to order. Then, Vanessa would blame
Dragana for throwing out the memo's detailing what the future
specials were going to be so she can plan ahead for them.

I wasn't exactly stuck in the middle of all of this, I was sort
of off to the side, packaging cookies and bread, trying to come up
with decent explanations for customers as to why we were out of the
advertised item, on Wednesday morning, the first day of the
sale.

Vanessa's cake displays were supposed to be constructed
according to intricate schematics, detailing the types of cakes to
be put on display, the specific days when certain cakes were to be
put out, and so on. Everything is diagrammed and tabulated.

The cake rotation was an area of constant concern for Vanessa.
She took great care in placing her cakes in the freezer, and we
were expected to take them out in the standard, first in first out,
practice.This would assure, if not fresh, at least freshly frozen
cakes for our customers.

Vanessa didn't work seven days a week, though, and when she was
off, Dragana would intentionally destroy her cake rotation plan;
though, Dragana would never admit to such dastardly deeds, and if
questioned on the matter would say that Vanessa was making too many
cakes.

I remember a secret conversation I had with Vanessa during my
first week on the job.

"Did you change the stickers on these?" Vanessa said pointing to
some cake slices in her "WOW" case. They were only supposed to be
in the case for two days.

"No, I haven't worked on that case yet."

"I put these in here before I left, three days ago, but Dragana
must have changed the dates because they all say they expire
tomorrow."

Vanessa grabbed the tags out from underneath the slices, and
waved them around in front of me.

"That's what she does. Laura and I tried to call her out on it
once before, but she completely denied it."

I tried one of the slices, it was a tad dry.










Chapter 15
Grazing



   Grazing — grabbing a product off the shelf, and
then eating it — is what Mike the Manager called it once, during a
meeting between he, Dragana, and I. Quality control is what I call
it, though, and I can't be swayed from this position.



"I taste everything that we put out onto the floor." I said to
Dragana one day, and by the shocked look on her face I can tell she
was completely horrified by what I said. It was shortly after my
confession that Mike the Manager called me and Dragana into his
office a few days later.

"I know it's important that we put out quality product, but I
wouldn't taste the chicken every day, because I know what chicken
tastes like." He said when he was trying to explain to me why I
shouldn't taste everything.

I don't think he understood, though, that the quality of our
baked goods changed on a daily basis. It was a rare occasion when
the few things we actually did bake came out acceptable. I could
have told him that I was doing it to help boost the sales for the
bakery, but I don't think it would have mattered anyway. Dragana
didn't want us keeping such a close eye on quality because she
feared that it would open the proverbial Pandora's Box of the
bakery, and besides Mike the Manager wasn't going to go against her
wishes. I'm pretty sure that guy had no backbone what-so-ever which
makes me wonder how he was able to walk upright.

One day, I started talking with one of the Safeway Mechanics and
he told me he used to work in the bakery about ten years ago. He
said everything used to be made from scratch, but then they
gradually started switching over to frozen goods until everything
arrived on the back of a truck; frozen solid. Was this the product
of free market capitalism? The bottom line?

Whatever it was, the only thing I knew for sure was that no one
seemed to care about how most of the food we sold tasted horrible.
I would get a couple of complaints every day, and I'm pretty sure
every other department did as well. What could we have done but put
out the same stuff tomorrow, and hope that less people
complained.










Chapter 16
Career Opportunities


   One thing that those new employee training videos
harped on repeatedly was the Safeway Job Board.

"Safeway prides itself on promoting from within.”

I expected to move up in the company pretty quickly, and with no
problems. After all, I love baking. I checked the board every day
for any potential advancement opportunities.

Later on, I found out that the board was more of a notice of
terminations rather than anything else. Since Safeway apparently
shied away from firing people outright, they'd subtly let them know
they should start looking elsewhere by posting their position as
open on the job board.

I ignored every posting that didn't involve baked goods. I don't
know if I could have handled working in the supermarket proper. My
small corner with the bread was fun enough.

Finally, there was a bakery management position open at another
store. I was a little tentative about applying since I had no
management experience at all, but I figured I might as well go for
it.

The interview went fairly well, I thought, but I didn't end up
getting it. If only I had known more about the in's and out's of
the bread ordering system, then perhaps I would have gotten it. I
guess I'll never know.

A few months later I saw a posting for an assistant manager
position at the deli in the same store I was working at. Patsy was
the manager of the deli, and I always thought she was nice, so I
figured working for her wouldn't be as bad. I talked to Patsy about
the position, and she encouraged me to apply, so I did.

About a week later, I was in Mike the Manager's office along
with Patsy for the interview. The questions were pretty
standard.

"Why do you want to work in the Deli?" Mike the Manager
asked.

Why does anyone want to do anything, where does the impetus for
action come from? I didn't say this of course, instead I gave a
more generic response.

"I like making good sandwiches for people."

I thought the interview went fairly well, and was pretty hopeful
that I would get the job, but it was not to be. Patsy ended up
giving the job to someone who had deli experience, but the funny
thing was that she ended up quitting a week later.










Chapter 17
Career Opportunities


   One day we started hearing about a bakery
reconfiguration. Everyone who worked in the bakery department had
to attend a meeting about the big changes coming to the bakery. By
that point in my Safeway career I was already tired of corporate's
attempts at control from a distance. It never works. Even if those
trying to control have experience at the floor level, things
change, every day is different, every customer expects something
else. Trying to create a business plan based on the whims of what
you expect your customers to do, I suppose you can try but it
sounds futile to me.

So I took the bus and the train to the Safeway downtown for the
meeting. You could tell who was who by what they wore. A couple of
executives in suits and more bakery workers in the standard safeway
uniform. Which was usually a white shirt and pants, to hide the
appearance of flour and to be more easily washed out.

"You all probably think we're overpaid." One of Safeway's
suit-and-ties said in a pathetic attempt at humor.

Luckily that was the only attempt at humor. The rest of the
meeting was spent going over a few details of their new master
plan, which pretty much sounded a lot like what we were already
doing. But somehow this "new plan" was projected to increase
profits by at least twenty percent. It was all based on efficiency
of production, and putting out a quality product.

We walked upstairs to the bakery floor, to take a tour of the
new layout. The executives said they had worked for three days
setting it up. I took a quick glance around, and noticed a few
things that were new. The bagels were stacked vertically, instead
of horizontally, but vertical stacking only allowed for two or
three bags in the bagel space, whereas in our store we needed to
make room for twenty. My confidence in their plan was waning
fast.

Next, they gave each of us a copy of the new prep sheets; the
bane of my existence. I had been hoping that they would tell us
they were getting rid of them, but I knew it would never actually
happen.

"We're going to go through these to make sure everyone knows how
to fill them out." They told us, as if these sheets were some alien
thing, but surprisingly, I was one of the few bakery clerks whose
job required them to fill them out. At every other store, the
bakers always did it.It made sense to me, they were the ones that
were doing the baking, that would leave me more time to package and
sell. It didn't matter though, since as I've said Dragana never
paid any attention to the prep sheets.

As we continued our tour through the bakery, we eventually
stopped at the bread wall which just so happened to be my favorite
type of wall.

“Which loaf is the freshest?” One of the suit-and-ties asked
us.

Everyone took a good long look at the wall to study it. After a
few moments of silence, one of my fellow clerks pointed towards the
bottom row.

“Yes, now which ones are the oldest?”

A few of us thought it might be the highest loaves, but we were
wrong.

The bread wall is a highly organized piece of shelving. The
oldest bread is placed right in the middle, in order to facilitate
a quick grab by the customer. At least those customers who don’t
take the time to inspect the expiration dates. Most of the loaves
don’t even have use by dates anymore. Instead, we use a color tag
system which lets us know where to place the bread, while not
telling you, the customer, which bread is the oldest.

One of the executives pulled out a few loaves, and drew our
attention to the labels stuck to the back of the wall.

“See here." He said as he pointed to one of the labels. "The
distributor is doing something they’re not supposed to.”

One of the other brand loaves were encroaching upon Safeway's
brand shelf space.

“They know they’re not supposed to do that.”

“They do that at my store, too.” One of the clerks interrupted
the suit-and-tie and said, “I usually just let them if there’s an
empty space.”

The executives nodded their heads.

“Yes, the worst thing we can have is an empty wall, so you can
make exceptions to the shelving guidelines if you need to.”
Answered one of them.

I had just been introduced to the intricacies of the bread wall
by our bread guy earlier that week. He was going back to school, so
I was going to be in charge of stocking the wall on Wednesdays.
This meant I had to get to the store quite a bit earlier, but I
didn’t mind. In fact, I rather enjoyed it. I still remember a few
of his tips,

“Always be aware of your surroundings.” He
imparted this to me as he untwisted one of the cheaper loaves, and
then retwisted it, quite a bit tighter. It made me feel like I was
in the middle of a warzone. With the customers, the bread, and
Dragana as the opposing factions.

“These ovenjoys always need to be redone, but the
customer’s don’t want to see you do it. You don’t have to worry
about it though, I can come back on Thursday and tighten them.” He
stole a glance towards the bakery, “She will want you to get all of
this done in an hour.”

After we finished with the bread wall, the suit-and-ties had us
follow them to the back of the bakery, where the refrigerators are.
Then, one of the executives asked how many of us had trouble
getting things out of the freezer. Everyone raised their hand
except me.

Our freezer wasn't too bad. I mean, sure, there might have been
a few boxes of cranberry-orange muffins left over from last
Christmas in the very back corner, but it's not like we were going
to put them back out on the shelf; well, at least I wasn't planning
on it. Someone would probably toss them eventually.

But, corporate had concocted a plan to reorganize everyone's
freezer. They told us it would be adjustable to each individual
store, but that in the beginning everyone had to follow the master
plan. I took one look at their master plan and knew it wasn't going
to work.

Dragana had attended the same meeting and come to the same
conclusion that I did, we were already working as close to
corporate's ideals as we possibly could. Vanessa, the cake
decorator, was the one most responsible for the position of the
baked goods in the cooler and the freezer. She was on vacation at
the time, and we all wondered what her stance on the master plan
would be. We all agreed that she probably wouldn't like the idea.
She often said that she did things her own way, it was the only way
she could ever get things done. I agreed with her, she always had a
ton of work to do.

We spent the next week thinking about the plan, rather than
actually trying to implement. The plan just didn't make any sense
to us at all. Corporate came by one day, and saw that nothing had
been done. They were not happy.

"This stuff needed to be completed yesterday."

Yes, that is what was said, I'm simply stating facts here. They
were visibly upset about the prep sheets as well. No one had
bothered to fill them out for a few days, I guess we were all too
preoccupied with the master plan to worry about the meaningless
prep sheets.

"These are supposed to be a tool, to tell the baker what needs
to be baked."

"They are giving us the wrong numbers, if we went by that we
would need double the space, and double the customers." I said.

"That's what we're hoping for."

Of course we are, who doesn't want their workload doubled while
getting paid the same? Dragana grabbed the prep sheets and waved
them in front of me.

"Why you not fill these out, you need to fill them out every
day!"

"Why don't you bake what they tell you to bake then?"

She looked mad and just handed me the sheets, I didn't want to
stand around and listen to corporate discuss efficiency so I just
went out on the floor and started writing numbers. Of course
everything had already been baked that day, so the prep sheets were
completely useless, but that had never mattered before so why
should it now? I took my time.

Corporate eventually left our bakery and I walked over to
Dragana who was standing over her table, staring at a pile of
papers.

"What did they say?" I asked.

She waved her hand across the papers."We need to make everything
look like this." She picked up a piece of paper. It was a freezer
layout. It showed space for four transits, a transit is what we
called a closet on wheels, with a number of horizontal racks inside
for holding cakes and pies, and whatever else we decided to shove
in there on any given day.

According to the master plan, every rack in every transit was
supposed to be labelled and only filled with baked goods according
to the label. No more randomly shoving things into any old transit.
Although that's not really how we worked. Vanessa had always used a
sort of informal system. Cakes in the front of the freezer, pies in
the back. Pretty simple and pretty useful.

This new system with its complete rigidity allowed no room for
interpretation. No room for fluctuations in backstock that might
result from a few days of low or high cake sales. Everyone knew it
was going to be a problem.

Fatka handed me the freezer layout sheet.

"Make the freezer look like this."

"But we can't. We use too many transits." The sheet only called
for four transits, but we had six in the freezer constantly, and
two more that traveled between the freezer and the cooler. The
master plan was already crumbling.

"You have to do it. I'm busy."

"And I'm not? Do you see all that bread on the table?"

Dragana just shrugged her shoulders. What the hell I thought,
let's rearrange a freezer. I spent about an hour attempting to make
our freezer configuration match the one on the sheet. Mike the
Manager stopped by and had a look.

"We can't follow the plan exactly, we just have too many
transits." I tried to explain.

"In the future we can adapt the plan to our individual store,
but for now everything has to be perfect."

I didn't know we were on a quest for perfection. Even so I
doubted it could be found in the back of a bakery freezer, but I
went back in and started reorganizing again. All my work was for
naught. Vanessa came back the next day and would have none of it.
She wasn't the type to openly defy corporate though, not many
people are. She just took a couple of the extra transits and
wheeled them out to the big freezer in the back. Freezer problem
solved.

Production was a bigger problem though, and neither Fatka or
Vanessa were about to let a computer printout tell them how to do
their job. I don't blame them.










Chapter 18
The Master Plan


   One day we started hearing about a bakery
reconfiguration. Everyone who worked in the bakery department had
to attend a meeting about the big changes coming to the bakery. By
that point in my Safeway career I was already tired of corporate's
attempts at control from a distance. It never works. Even if those
trying to control have experience at the floor level, things
change, every day is different, every customer expects something
else. Trying to create a business plan based on the whims of what
you expect your customers to do, I suppose you can try but it
sounds futile to me.

So I took the bus and the train to the Safeway downtown for the
meeting. You could tell who was who by what they wore. A couple of
executives in suits and more bakery workers in the standard safeway
uniform. Which was usually a white shirt and pants, to hide the
appearance of flour and to be more easily washed out.

"You all probably think we're overpaid." One of Safeway's
suit-and-ties said in a pathetic attempt at humor.

Luckily that was the only attempt at humor. The rest of the
meeting was spent going over a few details of their new master
plan, which pretty much sounded a lot like what we were already
doing. But somehow this "new plan" was projected to increase
profits by at least twenty percent. It was all based on efficiency
of production, and putting out a quality product.

We walked upstairs to the bakery floor, to take a tour of the
new layout. The executives said they had worked for three days
setting it up. I took a quick glance around, and noticed a few
things that were new. The bagels were stacked vertically, instead
of horizontally, but vertical stacking only allowed for two or
three bags in the bagel space, whereas in our store we needed to
make room for twenty. My confidence in their plan was waning
fast.

Next, they gave each of us a copy of the new prep sheets; the
bane of my existence. I had been hoping that they would tell us
they were getting rid of them, but I knew it would never actually
happen.

"We're going to go through these to make sure everyone knows how
to fill them out." They told us, as if these sheets were some alien
thing, but surprisingly, I was one of the few bakery clerks whose
job required them to fill them out. At every other store, the
bakers always did it.It made sense to me, they were the ones that
were doing the baking, that would leave me more time to package and
sell. It didn't matter though, since as I've said Dragana never
paid any attention to the prep sheets.

As we continued our tour through the bakery, we eventually
stopped at the bread wall which just so happened to be my favorite
type of wall.

“Which loaf is the freshest?” One of the suit-and-ties asked
us.

Everyone took a good long look at the wall to study it. After a
few moments of silence, one of my fellow clerks pointed towards the
bottom row.

“Yes, now which ones are the oldest?”

A few of us thought it might be the highest loaves, but we were
wrong.

The bread wall is a highly organized piece of shelving. The
oldest bread is placed right in the middle, in order to facilitate
a quick grab by the customer. At least those customers who don’t
take the time to inspect the expiration dates. Most of the loaves
don’t even have use by dates anymore. Instead, we use a color tag
system which lets us know where to place the bread, while not
telling you, the customer, which bread is the oldest.

One of the executives pulled out a few loaves, and drew our
attention to the labels stuck to the back of the wall.

“See here." He said as he pointed to one of the labels. "The
distributor is doing something they’re not supposed to.”

One of the other brand loaves were encroaching upon Safeway's
brand shelf space.

“They know they’re not supposed to do that.”

“They do that at my store, too.” One of the clerks interrupted
the suit-and-tie and said, “I usually just let them if there’s an
empty space.”

The executives nodded their heads.

“Yes, the worst thing we can have is an empty wall, so you can
make exceptions to the shelving guidelines if you need to.”
Answered one of them.

I had just been introduced to the intricacies of the bread wall
by our bread guy earlier that week. He was going back to school, so
I was going to be in charge of stocking the wall on Wednesdays.
This meant I had to get to the store quite a bit earlier, but I
didn’t mind. In fact, I rather enjoyed it. I still remember a few
of his tips,

“Always be aware of your surroundings.” He
imparted this to me as he untwisted one of the cheaper loaves, and
then retwisted it, quite a bit tighter. It made me feel like I was
in the middle of a warzone. With the customers, the bread, and
Dragana as the opposing factions.

“These ovenjoys always need to be redone, but the
customer’s don’t want to see you do it. You don’t have to worry
about it though, I can come back on Thursday and tighten them.” He
stole a glance towards the bakery, “She will want you to get all of
this done in an hour.”

After we finished with the bread wall, the suit-and-ties had us
follow them to the back of the bakery, where the refrigerators are.
Then, one of the executives asked how many of us had trouble
getting things out of the freezer. Everyone raised their hand
except me.

Our freezer wasn't too bad. I mean, sure, there might have been
a few boxes of cranberry-orange muffins left over from last
Christmas in the very back corner, but it's not like we were going
to put them back out on the shelf; well, at least I wasn't planning
on it. Someone would probably toss them eventually.

But, corporate had concocted a plan to reorganize everyone's
freezer. They told us it would be adjustable to each individual
store, but that in the beginning everyone had to follow the master
plan. I took one look at their master plan and knew it wasn't going
to work.

Dragana had attended the same meeting and come to the same
conclusion that I did, we were already working as close to
corporate's ideals as we possibly could. Vanessa, the cake
decorator, was the one most responsible for the position of the
baked goods in the cooler and the freezer. She was on vacation at
the time, and we all wondered what her stance on the master plan
would be. We all agreed that she probably wouldn't like the idea.
She often said that she did things her own way, it was the only way
she could ever get things done. I agreed with her, she always had a
ton of work to do.

We spent the next week thinking about the plan, rather than
actually trying to implement. The plan just didn't make any sense
to us at all. Corporate came by one day, and saw that nothing had
been done. They were not happy.

"This stuff needed to be completed yesterday."

Yes, that is what was said, I'm simply stating facts here. They
were visibly upset about the prep sheets as well. No one had
bothered to fill them out for a few days, I guess we were all too
preoccupied with the master plan to worry about the meaningless
prep sheets.

"These are supposed to be a tool, to tell the baker what needs
to be baked."

"They are giving us the wrong numbers, if we went by that we
would need double the space, and double the customers." I said.

"That's what we're hoping for."

Of course we are, who doesn't want their workload doubled while
getting paid the same? Dragana grabbed the prep sheets and waved
them in front of me.

"Why you not fill these out, you need to fill them out every
day!"

"Why don't you bake what they tell you to bake then?"

She looked mad and just handed me the sheets, I didn't want to
stand around and listen to corporate discuss efficiency so I just
went out on the floor and started writing numbers. Of course
everything had already been baked that day, so the prep sheets were
completely useless, but that had never mattered before so why
should it now? I took my time.

Corporate eventually left our bakery and I walked over to
Dragana who was standing over her table, staring at a pile of
papers.

"What did they say?" I asked.

She waved her hand across the papers."We need to make everything
look like this." She picked up a piece of paper. It was a freezer
layout. It showed space for four transits, a transit is what we
called a closet on wheels, with a number of horizontal racks inside
for holding cakes and pies, and whatever else we decided to shove
in there on any given day.

According to the master plan, every rack in every transit was
supposed to be labelled and only filled with baked goods according
to the label. No more randomly shoving things into any old transit.
Although that's not really how we worked. Vanessa had always used a
sort of informal system. Cakes in the front of the freezer, pies in
the back. Pretty simple and pretty useful.

This new system with its complete rigidity allowed no room for
interpretation. No room for fluctuations in backstock that might
result from a few days of low or high cake sales. Everyone knew it
was going to be a problem.

Fatka handed me the freezer layout sheet.

"Make the freezer look like this."

"But we can't. We use too many transits." The sheet only called
for four transits, but we had six in the freezer constantly, and
two more that traveled between the freezer and the cooler. The
master plan was already crumbling.

"You have to do it. I'm busy."

"And I'm not? Do you see all that bread on the table?"

Dragana just shrugged her shoulders. What the hell I thought,
let's rearrange a freezer. I spent about an hour attempting to make
our freezer configuration match the one on the sheet. Mike the
Manager stopped by and had a look.

"We can't follow the plan exactly, we just have too many
transits." I tried to explain.

"In the future we can adapt the plan to our individual store,
but for now everything has to be perfect."

I didn't know we were on a quest for perfection. Even so I
doubted it could be found in the back of a bakery freezer, but I
went back in and started reorganizing again. All my work was for
naught. Vanessa came back the next day and would have none of it.
She wasn't the type to openly defy corporate though, not many
people are. She just took a couple of the extra transits and
wheeled them out to the big freezer in the back. Freezer problem
solved.

Production was a bigger problem though, and neither Fatka or
Vanessa were about to let a computer printout tell them how to do
their job. I don't blame them.










Chapter 19
Not So Final Reflections


   The bakery was definitely divided, and as the
saying goes, a bakery divided cannot stand, or something like that.
It'd been close to a year since I started working at Safeway, and I
could tell it was nearing the end by the fact that I cared less and
less every day about my job. By my final week there, it was an
extreme effort just to walk inside the store because I was having
to bite back the urge to turn around, and run back for the
hills.

The only time I got excited about going to work anymore were the
days when I got to work with Laura. It was nice to be around
someone who wasn't constantly telling me to be faster, or who kept
threatening to fire me. Plus, with two people packaging, the work
was done so much faster, and it was good when we would get a rush
of customers to help because while one of us was helping, the other
could keep packaging.

Laura and I tried explaining to Dragana how having more than one
bakery clerk working at a time would help in making sure all the
days work could actually get done, since we were expected to stay
on the floor at all times when it was busy; even if that meant
leaving a big pile of bread or cookies on the table for an hour or
two at a time. The bread pile would loom behind us untouched during
the morning, and then evening rush; the pile’s magnitude a reminder
that we might be staying late that night; even though staying past
seven was forbidden.

For some reason, though, Dragana never seemed to see the
usefulness of having two people working in the bakery at the same
time. She would just say: "How come me and Samira can do it, and
you can't?" I never knew how to answer her when she'd say this.

Every day it's something different but it's always the same.
Some new task would be added to my job description, yet no pay
raise. Always a vague threat of being let go if I didn't package
faster.

I was able to ignore Dragana's threats for awhile because I knew
she couldn't fire me — since that was Mike the Manager's job —, but
after hearing these threats every single time I worked with her,
and towards the end from Samira as well, I could only take so
much.

Sales were supposedly my department, so when sales were low it
was all my fault. It couldn't be the abominable quality of the
baked goods, no, it has to be the salesman trying to push them.










Chapter 20
The Final Straw


   Laura and I had been leaving a rack or two of
cookies unpackaged once or twice a week for a while. There just
seemed to be an unending stream of cookies flowing through the
bakery. A box of twenty for 2.99 which was the sales price, but
those damn cookies had been on sale ever since I first started
packaging them!

On my first day, Laura told me that if I couldn't finish
packaging all of them to just cover the rack with a sheet of
plastic, and finish in the morning. That sounded perfectly
reasonable to me, and we both made use of those plastic sheets
quite often. Of course leaving them for the next day also meant
that I was going to be at least a half an hour behind all day, but
it never seemed like that big of a deal to me. As long as it gets
done Laura and I thought. But Dragana thought otherwise.

"What is this!" She would say, pointing incredulously at the
unpackaged rack of cookies.

"I was bit behind yesterday, but I was planning on packaging
them right after I get this bread out." I'd reply.

And I usually did, but Dragana would hold it against me for the
rest of the day. In fact, her grudges were so big that Laura and I
both thought she intentionally baked more than was needed in order
to try and teach us some kind of lesson. We were working as fast as
we could, but it was never fast enough for Dragana.

Eventually, Dragana had had enough of our slowness, so she
called for a meeting between Laura, myself, Mike the Manager, and
herself. I had been in a few of these types of meetings over the
course of the year, and most of them ended with me being told to
work faster. Needless to say, I was getting rather tired of
them.

Dragana was the first to speak.

"They left cookies out last night again." She said.

Like it was a big scandal.

"There was a rack I didn't have the time to get to, but I
covered it, and packaged them this morning."

"Every day there is cookies you leave, you're not supposed to do
that."

I didn't respond and Laura didn't say anything, either. She'd
been working under Dragana for a year and a half longer than I had.
I assumed she'd just stopped paying attention to her.

"What can I do to help the situation?" Mike the Manager
asked.

"We could use a courtesy clerk for a half hour in the evening to
help clean up." I said

"Yeah. That would really help." Laura agreed.

It sounded like such a simple idea since all we were asking for
was 30 minutes, or about $4.20 worth of wages, and everything would
be done at the end of each day.

We left the meeting with Mike the Manager telling us that he
would see what he could do, but that everyone is always busy at
that time of night. Tell me about it.

The next day, a courtesy clerk was sent over to clean the bakery
but it was only about three in the afternoon. The bakery was open
until 7 PM which left a few more hours for flour and other debris
to accumulate, but Dragana put the clerk to work sweeping the floor
anyway. She also mentioned that there was going to be a few more
racks of cookies coming out of the oven shortly. Apparently, she
thought the extra half hour that the courtesy clerk was supposed to
give us should be filled with extra things to package. I counted
the number of cookies racks I packaged that day, eight, two above
normal. I tried my hardest but couldn't get through them all.

I was called into Mike the Manager's office alone the next
day.

"Now, I know those two back there are like superwomen, and we
don't expect you to be as fast as them, but we have timed how long
it takes you to package these cookies, and we are going to need you
to be just a tiny bit faster." Mike the Manager said, and then she
took out a slip of paper, and started writing on it.

The discipline forms are laughed at in the break room, since
everyone knows they are just one step above meaningless. They hand
them out like candy to the people that routinely don't show up to
work for a few days in a row, but that is the extent of their
punishment.

But I wasn't going to sign anything, or even admit that I was a
slow packager, because I wasn't. Dragana was just expecting
something from her bakery clerks that she will never find. She's
gone through a couple more clerks since I've been there, most of
them don't even last a full year.

"I quit." I said, as Mike the Manager finished writing whatever
it was that he wrote.

He looked at me with a quizzical look on His face.

"That's not what I wanted to happen." Mike the Manager said.
"Are you sure you want to do that?"

"Dragana's been telling me I'm too slow ever since I first got
here, and I'm pretty tired of it."

Once outside of the store, I felt something I hadn't felt in a
long time; happy. I decided to walk home since walking always helps
me to think, and I had a lot to reflect on. I held my apron in my
hand for a mile or two before tossing it into the gutter.

At the moment, I’m back where I started. Browsing the boards,
emailing faceless, nameless addresses, with vague hopes of getting
a response. There was an interesting ad in the paper this morning
for a baker's assistant at the Thriftway.










Chapter 21
New Chapter


   I hope you did enjoy this tale. It is a very
factual account of my time at the Safeway. I'm hoping to expand on
it in the future, taking in the viewpoints of others, looking at
the store from other departments.

 

I'd like to hear your thoughts on the book.

 

Donations are always accepted of course, here is my paypal
email,

 


operativewords@gmail.com

 

Thank you for reading!
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