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SARAH CHRIST

Every Season Starts 
at Dick’s

“No, I’m telling you, Greg, this cashier is incompetent. I have been standing 
in line forever.” The woman in front of me in line at Target tapped her foot 
and craned her neck towards the front of the line. “She takes ten minutes on 
each transaction. How can her job be that hard?” 

The cashier who was at the front of the line wore a face that screamed 
overwhelmed and was all too familiar. Her fair was frizzing slightly around 
her ears, her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes wide. I smiled at her sadly as I 
moved up to the counter and the woman next to me on the phone went one 
lane over.

“Hey. Crazy day, huh?” I handed her my receipt and started to take my 
return out of the bag.

The cashier shook her head slightly. “You have no idea. It’s been like this 
all day.”

I think of my own job as a cashier at Dick’s Sporting Goods and laugh a 
little. I want to tell her I know exactly what it’s like. I want to pat her hand 
and comfort her, tell her to ignore all the angry customers and that her shift 
will be over soon. But that would seem delusional, so instead I settle for a 
smile and try to be the one nice customer she will receive all day. 

My feet hurt, I couldn’t feel my hands, and I had only been at work for 
two hours. Only seven more to go, I thought, as I continued to mindlessly 
ring up items. It was the day after Christmas, and I had walked into work 
completely unprepared for the chaos awaiting me. I’m not sure what I was 
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expecting. I knew there would be long lines and a decent amount of returns. 
After all, I had been to the mall on December 26th in past years; I was not 
totally new to the retail scene. I laughed at my naïve thoughts as I looked 
up from my register to peer at my line. It stretched halfway down the power 
aisle, the main aisle of our store, and the end was hidden beyond a fixture of 
women’s Nike sweatshirts.

Other cashiers’ lines were spilling out at the bottom of the registers and 
intertwining, making a mass that resembled a mosh pit rather than a civi-
lized retail store. The televisions overhead blasted SportsCenter in a fruitless 
attempt to distract the customers from the long lines and make them forget 
that they hated their Christmas presents. Our store manager was under the 
impression that there was a direct correlation between television volume and 
customer patience. How endless predications of Sunday’s football game were 
supposed to do this was beyond me. The piercing screech of the door alarm 
added to the din as people tried to leave with forgotten sensors on their cloth-
ing. Everywhere I looked, my coworkers’ hands were a blur, scanning items 
and handing over bags as people tapped their feet, wanting to get out of the 
store as quickly as possible. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of 
Andy’s neon shoes sprinting after a customer who forgot to sign for their 
purchase. 

I should have taken the hint of impending doom when my manager, RJ, 
gave me my till back in the cash office. He looked flustered with his button 
down shirt tucked roughly beneath his belt and his glasses sitting slightly 
crooked on his face. Usually when I arrive at work my till is already made and 
shoved into my hands before I am quickly herded to the front of the store. 

Today, RJ flew into the cash office, ten minutes after I punched in, and 
gruffly told me to sit down while he made my till. I didn’t think anything of 
it because that’s just RJ. He likes to pretend he’s mad at the world, when really 
he’s our most lenient manager. Whenever a customer requests to talk to the 
manager on duty because of a price discrepancy and RJ is working, he gets a 
thrill out of it. He’ll laugh to us and say, “Oh, we’ll see about that,” only to 
give the customer exactly what they want five minutes later. We let him get 
away with the tough guy routine because we like him. RJ was done with the 
till by the time I signed out my radio and placed it on my ear.

“We’re starting at $400 today, Bud,” he said as I took the green bag out 
of his hands.

That should have been my second sign. Normally, our tills start with 
$200 worth of change in the drawer for returns or to break bills if someone 
is annoying enough to give us a one hundred dollar bill at ten in the morn-
ing. I didn’t think anything of it though. I just nodded then headed towards 
the registers up front. I was pointed to the front register facing the entrance 
doors that really wasn’t a register. We never use it any other time of the year 
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because you have to type your employee numbers into the computer after ev-
ery transaction and the open light doesn’t work. Not to mention that during 
the winter you get blasted with a face full of biting cold wind every time 
someone walks into the store. During the holiday season, we have no other 
choice but to use it. 

I quickly found out why the starting amount was $400 instead of $200. 
In the two hours I had been there, all of my transactions had been returns 
except maybe five. Customers seemed to think because I was the front register, 
I was the customer service desk and therefore the only place that they could 
take their returns. My hanger box was overflowing and returned items were 
starting to fall into the register line behind me. We are supposed to take our 
own returns over to the bins on the other side of the front end, where other 
associates pick them up and bring them back to their respective departments. 
However, I was afraid if I left my register the customers might start a riot. The 
woman next in line with the stroller and a fistful of receipts looked particu-
larly vicious.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I imagined her muttering in exasperation 
to the woman behind her. The other customer would agree and together 
they would laugh bitterly as I struggled through the crowd with a handful of 
returns.

“I’ve been here for forty-five minutes,” the woman would say, shaking her 
head. “Do they think I have nothing better to do than wait in line all day?”

I shook my head at the thought; someone was bound to defend me if that 
were to happen, right? I looked up at my line again. It was still twisting down 
the power aisle and the air was so thick with impatience, I could taste it. They 
would eat me alive, I thought as I looked back down to the register. 

“Miss, miss, excuse me? Excuse me!” 
I looked up from the computer to find an older man trying to fight for 

my attention through a family returning a lacrosse net. I had stopped listen-
ing and started to tune everyone out about an hour ago. You can only listen 
to employees bicker on the radio in one ear and customers complain about 
long lines in the other for so long before you start to go completely insane.

“Yes, can I help you?” I asked while trying to figure out where exactly 
I was going to fit the lacrosse net in my heaping pile of returns. Maybe if I 
moved the boot dryer underneath the pile of clothes, I could fit it next to the 
plastic bags. 

“I have a return,” the man said, holding up a plastic bag, “but I want to do 
an exchange. Should I carry the bag through the store with me or—”

Yeah, that was going to have to work. I scooped the pile of clothes off the 
ground and pushed the boot dryer over with my toe.

“You can just leave the bag up here on the counter, and then come back 
when you find what you want to exchange and I can do that for you.”
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The response came automatically. I don’t know how many times I’d said it 
before. We have a problem with theft, so our store manager doesn’t want peo-
ple carrying bags through the store even if they have a receipt. The standard 
procedure is to have them leave their bags on the front register which is usu-
ally unoccupied. It didn’t cross my mind that I was working at that register 
today and having bags on the counter might be inconvenient. I pushed the 
bag as far to the right as possible and continued to check people out. Nor-
mally, I enjoy the chaos of work. It keeps me entertained during nine hour 
shifts and helps the time go by faster. But I wouldn’t even classify what I was 
witnessing as chaos anymore. It was like the apocalypse had been predicted 
for tomorrow and you would only be safe if you got exactly what you wanted 
from Dick’s Sporting Goods. 

A half hour later—or was it an hour, maybe two—the older man showed 
back up in my line with his exchange. He stood at the counter staring at me 
and waiting for the recognition to hit. It didn’t. I’ve always been bad with 
faces, especially at work. I see so many people each day, and half the time I’m 
not looking at their face. I concentrate on things like the register, their receipt, 
and trying to fit their items into a bag. 

“I had the bag with the exchange,” the man finally said when I started to 
ring him out and it was clear I was not putting together the pieces. “I left my 
bag right here on the counter.”

I looked to where he was pointing, the counter was clear. I didn’t panic 
yet. I figured I had accidently put the bag with the rest of the returns in my 
hanger box or someone had moved it to the bins in the corner. At this point, 
I honestly did not even remember having a conversation with the man. I 
thought he had interacted with Drew, our customer engagement specialist. 
As CES, Drew’s job was to greet people as they enter the store, direct them, 
and take care of their bags when they have a return.

“What item are you returning?” I asked.
“A pair of spandex leggings for running. They’re black.”
I could tell the man was getting agitated, but that didn’t faze me. I had 

just gotten yelled at by another customer who had been waiting to talk to a 
manager for fifteen minutes. They seemed to think that I had control over my 
manager’s actions and that he had nothing better to do than talk to them. I 
started to rummage through my hanger bin looking for a pair of black span-
dex. They were nowhere to be found.

“Hold on just a moment while I go and see where Drew placed your bag.”
“I didn’t talk to Drew,” the man sneered, “I talked to you.”
I froze while reaching down into the hanger box and looked at the man 

in confusion. My mind reeled backwards trying to remember talking to the 
man, or even taking his bag. It didn’t sound slightly familiar.

 “Drew!” I yelled calling him over, “This customer says he left a bag up 
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here on my register for an exchange, do you remember seeing anything like 
that?”

Before Drew could answer, the customer started to raise his voice, “Oh, 
he ‘says’ that he did this, huh?”

I turned to the customer and, remembering that I was at work and for 
some unknown reason the customer is always right, I bit back a retort. “Sir, 
I’m not implying that you are lying. I’m sure that you did hand me the bag. I 
just don’t remember this, so I am trying to figure out what happened.”

I hoped that no one noticed the strain in my voice. 
 “I’ll go look in the return bins for you, Sarah,” Drew said reassuringly. 

We had worked together over the summer and become friends. We always 
backed each other up when customers decided to pit wars against us.

I continued to search through my pile of returns while Drew went to 
look in the bins; boot dryer, Under Armor sweatshirt, running sneakers, 
sports bra. I knew the spandex weren’t in there, but it gave me something to 
do rather than stare into the angry face of my customers. My register line was 
still halfway down the power aisle and the other customers were beginning 
to become irritated. I saw a man in a business suit glance at his watch and a 
woman behind him sigh heavily. 

The customer with the exchange started to threaten me, “If you lost my 
bag…”

I tuned him out and instead decided to let the chatter over the radio fill 
my eardrums. I was starting to panic. Where the hell did I put this man’s bag? 
Why didn’t I remember this happening? 

Drew came back and shook his head. “Nothing over there.”
The man exploded with frustration. My heart began to beat fast and I 

felt my face flush. Drew met my gaze and raised his eyebrows clearly saying 
This guy needs to calm down. My face must have looked terrified because Drew 
patted my back gently and walked around the counter to talk to the customer. 
As he tried to calm him down, I gripped the counter tightly and took a deep 
breath. I didn’t know what to do. Even if I didn’t remember it, I had lost this 
man’s return. I was going to get into so much trouble. I was going to get fired. 
How would I pay for college? Thinking about the list of books I needed to 
buy for next semester made my knees weaken. All of a sudden RJ appeared 
next to me. He was looking down into my hanger bin trying to find some-
thing. I glanced at the man, who was still ranting to Drew and pointing at 
me, and then I turned to RJ.

“RJ, this customer had a return that he put on my counter to go look for 
an exchange. When he came back the bag with the return was no longer on 
the counter. I don’t know what to do.”

RJ looked up at me then over at the counter, “Well, where is the bag?”
If I hadn’t been so worried about getting fired, I would have laughed. 
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RJ is a great manager, but he is not the best at listening when you talk. Half 
the time he asks you questions that you already answered in the first place. I 
normally don’t mind, but I could feel the glares of twenty different customers 
boring into the back of my head.

I kept it simple. “We don’t know. That’s the problem.”
RJ reached down and picked up a pair of shoes from the ground. He 

opened the box and picked up the right shoe, examining it. He shook his 
head then said to me, “Look in the return bins in the corner.” He walked 
away quickly, still holding open the box of shoes and muttering to himself.

I watched him zigzag through the crowd to the other side of the front 
end. Well, that’s real helpful, I thought. The man was back in my face repeat-
ing again and again, “Well what the hell are we going to do about this!”

My store manager, Todd, appeared next to me, giving me an excuse not 
to answer the customer. Todd reached over my head to grab the stapler off 
my counter. I opened my mouth and began to explain the situation to him. 
The customer still hadn’t stopped complaining. He was now ranting about 
how I had ruined his trust in Dick’s Sporting Goods. I tuned him out and 
concentrated on getting the story right. Before I got halfway through the 
explanation, Todd took one look at the customer whining, rolled his eyes, 
and then walked away. I was too shocked to form a response initially. First RJ, 
now Todd. Wasn’t it their jobs to help me? I think back to my final interview 
before I got hired. 

“You’ll never have to deal with customers yelling at you,” Todd had said, 
“That’s not your job, it’s ours.” 

That’s funny, I thought as I turned back to face my angry customer. I was 
going to have to make the decision about what to do.

“Sir, I’m sorry but someone must have grabbed your bag accidentally off 
the counter,” I said much calmer than I felt, “I’m going to do a no receipt 
return and give you an even exchange for the new item. I’m just going to need 
to see your driver’s license first.” 

“Why do you need my driver’s license? Why am I being punished for your 
mistake?” 

I took a deep breath. “I’m still going to give you an even exchange, but 
for no receipt returns we are required to enter driver license information.”

The man narrowed his eyes. “But I had a receipt in the bag.” 
I repeated myself again. He was either very unintelligent or was simply 

refusing to understand what I was saying. Finally, he grabbed his driver’s li-
cense out of his wallet and chucked it at the counter. I picked the ID up and 
started entering the information into the register as quickly as possible.

“I don’t like that you’re entering my information into the system,” he 
snapped, tapping his finger against the computer screen.

I resisted the urge to smack his hand away. Instead, I explained that it was 
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just procedure in case we needed to contact him. He did not like that idea.
“Are there little trucks sitting outside taking my information? Where are 

they sending it?” He demanded to know hitting his knuckles against the 
counter.

I scanned the spandex he was exchanging and threw it into a bag. I 
pressed the enter button and the printer started to spit out a receipt. I shoved 
both that and the driver’s license at him. “It’s strictly for our systems only, Sir. 
We don’t share customer information with any other companies.”

The man snatched the bag off the counter and stormed out the door 
muttering words like ridiculous and poor customer service. I watched him 
go thinking that he had never worked a day of retail in his life before. The 
man in the business suit was next in line and slammed his return onto the 
counter. He was on his Bluetooth and was talking logistics while staring off 
into the distance. He didn’t bother to look at me, much less say hi. I grabbed 
his receipt to scan and looked towards the scoreboard clock on the back wall 
of the store. Five more hours, I thought as I took his Northface out of the bag 
and asked if there was anything wrong with it. He continued to talk logistics 
and turned around to look out the front doors. I might as well have been 
talking to a brick wall. The cash drawer popped open and I began to count 
out his refund. I grabbed the bills roughly, like they were the ones yelling at 
me and being rude. 

“Sarah,” RJ’s voice came over the radio, “head to lunch after you’re done 
with your customer.” 

I leaned over to flick my open light off, and a wave of grumbles built like 
a nuclear cloud over my register. Drew appeared at the front of my line and 
started to usher everyone to other cashiers. Customers leaned around Drew’s 
big form, trying to catch a glimpse of me at my register and figure out what 
emergency had prompted my light to be turned off. I handed the refund over 
to the man in the suit and bolted towards the back of the store. I kept my 
head down and tried to avoid making eye contact with any customers. With 
any luck, I would make it to the break room unscathed. I pushed through 
the ‘Employees Only’ door and breathed a sigh of relief. My coworkers sitting 
at the table look defeated; one had her head resting face first into her hands, 
one was staring off into space, and another was stabbing at his pasta angrily.

“I need to get out of here,” I muttered, walking over to my locker.
I grabbed my keys and headed for the door. I had some Christmas pres-

ents I could return at Target during my hour break. That meant dealing with 
traffic, but I also would be able to get fresh air.

When I arrived at Target, the lines were just as bad. I crammed into the 
back of customer service and started to search for my receipt. The woman in 
front of me in line was talking on her cell phone loudly and I paused mid-
search as I overheard her conversation on the phone.
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“No, I’m telling you, Greg, this cashier is incompetent. I have been stand-
ing in line forever.” The woman tapped her foot and craned her neck towards 
the front of the line. “She takes ten minutes on each transaction. How can 
her job be that hard?”

I narrowed my eyes at her as I listened to the conversation. Even after 
spending the last couple hours dealing with angry customers, I couldn’t quite 
believe my ears. This lady was at the end of the line, she couldn’t have been 
waiting for more than five minutes. Her level of impatient was disgusting. I 
spent the rest of my time in line listening to her complain to her husband and 
resisting the urge to slap the phone out of her hand. By the time we got to 
the front of the line, I was biting my tongue to keep from pointing out how 
judgmental, rude, and inconsiderate she was being. She moved to the next 
open cashier and I glared at her as she walked away.

“I can help the next person in line,” a cashier called to me as I watched the 
woman slam her bag onto the counter. Her mouth was moving mile a minute, 
no doubt complaining about the wait. 

The cashier who called me over wore a face that screamed overwhelmed 
and was all too familiar. Her fair was frizzing slightly around her ears, her 
cheeks were flushed, and her eyes wide. I smiled at her sadly as I moved up 
to the counter.

“Hey. Crazy day, huh?” I handed her my receipt and started to take my 
return out of the bag.

The cashier shook her head slightly. “You have no idea. It’s been like this 
all day.”

“Yeah, I work over at Dick’s Sporting Goods across the street. It’s been the 
same over there. People are nuts,” I added glancing over at the woman who 
had been complaining to her husband. 

The cashier handed over my refund and pushed a receipt at me to sign. 
“It’s like they forget it’s the day after Christmas,” she said in a lowered voice, 
like she was afraid someone might overhear her. 

I laughed as I picked up the pen and signed the slip. That was the exact 
same thought I had been having all day.

“Have a good rest of your day.” The cashier smiled at me as I handed over 
the signed slip.

I stashed my receipt into my wallet and zipped it into my purse. “Yeah, 
you too. I hope you survive!” The cashier thanked me and I smiled at her as 
I walked away. On my way out the exit, I passed the woman at the counter. 
She was harassing the cashier and demanding to know why she couldn’t get 
her refund in cash rather than store credit. I let the door slam behind me and 
the woman’s screeching voice was drowned out.  

Was I missing the difficulty of being nice to people? I just had a friendly 
conversation with my cashier, and I wasn’t wounded as far as I could tell. I 
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step into my car and close the door. Twenty minutes until my break was over. 
I heave a sigh and pull the car into drive. As I pull into the Dick’s parking lot, 
I stare up at the store and consider crawling under my car and hiding there. I 
know that wouldn’t work, that my managers would notice my absence. But 
the idea sounds nice. I sit in the silence of the car, away from the din of regis-
ters and customer voices that was sure to circle my head as soon as I stepped 
foot into the store. I close my eyes and prepare myself to pretend that the 
customer is always right for the next couple hours; even though they’re not. 
Not by a long shot. 


