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​Chapter One - Employee of the Month
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The mop bucket had a slow leak.

Not a dramatic leak. Not the kind that required intervention or even acknowledgment. It lost perhaps a tablespoon of gray water every time someone dragged it across the linoleum, and over the course of a seven-hour shift this added up to a thin, wandering trail that ran from the back stockroom to the cooler doors and then curled slightly left, as though the water had preferences. Evangeline had mentioned it to the day manager in 2019. He had said yeah, for sure, and done nothing, and she had not mentioned it again.

This was the trick. You stopped expecting the bucket to be fixed. You mopped around the trail.

It was 11:14pm on a Tuesday in August. The store was in that particular configuration of quiet that settled in after the last of the commuter crowd had cleared and before the 2am wave arrived—the insomniacs, the people finishing late shifts elsewhere, the man who came in every Thursday for a banana and a scratch ticket and always said maybe tonight's the night. He was not here yet. It was Tuesday.

Evangeline restocked the refrigerated section. Energy drinks first, because people took them from the front without looking, which meant the back columns stayed untouched and warm and then expired, which was inefficient. She had mentioned this to the day manager once. He had said yeah, for sure. She had reorganized the refrigerated section on her own the following Sunday and had not mentioned it again.

She moved the way she had learned to move in small, watched spaces: without urgency, without waste. Each can placed rather than pushed. Each row straightened with the flat of one hand. She had been doing this, in one form or another, for six years at this particular store and for considerably longer in aggregate, and she was good at it the way that very old things were good at the habits they had settled into—not with pride exactly, but with the ease of complete familiarity. She knew this store the way she knew most things she had spent time with: completely, and somewhat against her will.

The fluorescent bulb above register two was flickering. It had been flickering since sometime in July. She had been meaning to replace it.

At 11:30, a woman came in for cigarettes and a lighter and the specific brand of iced coffee that the store stocked in the second cooler from the left. She paid without looking up from her phone, which was the most common form of interaction Evangeline had with customers at this hour, and which she preferred. She rang her up in eighteen seconds flat, which was not a record but was respectable. The woman left. The door exhaled its specific sigh of pressurized air releasing.

At 12:07, a man came in for two hot dogs from the roller grill that had been rotating since 10pm and would continue rotating until Evangeline replaced them at 4. She did not recommend the hot dogs. She did not un-recommend them either. She heated them without comment and accepted exact change.

At 12:45, two people came in together and spent eleven minutes in the chip aisle making a decision that could not, Evangeline felt, possibly require eleven minutes, and then bought a bag of pretzels and a single can of sparkling water and left. She watched them go. They were holding hands in the loose, unthinking way of people who had been holding hands long enough that the gesture had stopped being a gesture. She noted this the way she noted everything: clinically, from a slight distance, without drawing conclusions.

The store settled back into its quiet.

Outside, Brooklyn arranged itself in the specific way it arranged itself at 1am—not asleep, not awake, doing the thing in between that cities did when they thought no one was paying attention. She had been paying attention for six years. She had been paying attention, in various cities, for considerably longer than that.

At 2:15, Monica Romano came out of the back office with the expression she used when she was about to do something that she found mildly inconvenient to explain.

Monica was thirty-eight and had managed this store for nine years. She had, in that time, developed what Evangeline privately considered an impressive economy of motion—she did not waste time on preamble, she did not soften things that didn't need softening, and she had the particular competence of someone who had long since stopped performing competence because it was simply the water they swam in. She was also, under the efficiency, quietly kind, in the specific way of someone who understood that kindness was a practice and not a mood.

She was holding a small wooden plaque.

"Evangeline."

"Monica."

Monica set the plaque on the counter between them. It was approximately eight inches by six. It said EMPLOYEE OF THE MONTH along the top in gold letters that had begun to wear at the edges of the E, and below that, in a font that had been selected by someone at corporate who had no instincts for fonts, it said EVANGELINE VOSS, and below that, AUGUST 2025.

"Congratulations," Monica said, in the tone of someone completing a required step in a process they had not designed.

Evangeline looked at the plaque. "Thank you."

"You know how it works. Photo for the board. If you want."

"I don't want."

"Mm." Monica had known this was coming. She picked up the plaque and set it more squarely between them, as though centering it were the point. "The regional manager is doing a store visit in September. It would look better if we had one."

"The regional manager will not remember whether I had a photo on the board."

"The regional manager will absolutely not remember whether you had a photo on the board," Monica agreed. "But I will have to have a conversation about it."

Evangeline considered this. "I'll think about it," she said, which was not agreement and they both knew it.

Monica picked the plaque back up. She looked at it for a moment with the expression she used when she was deciding not to say a thing. Then she set it on the counter in front of Evangeline and went back toward the office.

"Break room coffee is fresh," she said, without turning around. "I made it at two."

"I know," Evangeline said. "I could smell it."

Monica had been gone for thirty seconds before Evangeline picked up the plaque.

She looked at it. EVANGELINE VOSS. The V in VOSS was slightly off-center. The gold was already flaking at the corner where someone had presumably run their thumb across it in the factory, testing the adhesion. It was a small, cheap thing, corporate-issued, meant to be replaced next month when someone else earned it, and there was no reason on earth for it to mean anything.

She put it in the break room, face-down, on the top shelf of her locker. Not out of embarrassment. Out of habit. Being noticed, even in small ways, was something she had learned to tidy away.

The shift continued.

At 3am, the wave arrived. A man in scrubs who smelled of antiseptic and exhaustion, buying a bag of chips and a sports drink and two of everything. A woman in her twenties who stood in front of the refrigerated section for four full minutes before selecting a sparkling water, which Evangeline suspected she had decided on before she walked in. A group of three who were still partly somewhere else, in the specific way of people who had been out and were now transitioning back to being people who bought things in convenience stores.

Evangeline served each of them. She made change. She recommended nothing. She asked no questions. She was present without being available in any way that required follow-up, which was the equilibrium she had maintained, across various counters and various centuries, with impressive consistency.

At 4am, she replaced the hot dogs on the roller grill. New set, fresh, in the specific mathematical arrangement that covered the maximum surface area for even browning. She had worked out the formula in her third week.

At 5am, the Thursday regular came in.

This was, she was aware, Tuesday. He came in anyway. He had been doing this for four years—Thursday on purpose, Tuesday occasionally, as though the calendar were a guideline rather than a constraint. He was sixty-three and had a name that he had not volunteered and that she had not asked for. He wore the same jacket every time, which was not a detail she found remarkable; she had known people who wore the same thing for decades and it was generally about economics rather than attachment, though sometimes both.

"Evening," he said.

"Morning," Evangeline said. It was, technically, morning.

He went to the banana display, selected one with what she had observed was a specific set of criteria—he rejected anything too yellow, anything with brown spots, and anything whose curve he found insufficient, though what insufficient meant was something she had never been able to determine—and then he went to the scratch ticket rack and spent forty-five seconds selecting. He always selected the same one: the gold-foil one with the red lettering, the one called LUCKY SEVENS, which had a maximum prize of five thousand dollars and which she had calculated, based on three years of observation, had paid out for him a grand total of zero times.

He brought both to the counter.

"Maybe tonight's the night," he said.

"Maybe," Evangeline said. She rang him up. One dollar fifty for the banana, two dollars for the ticket. He paid in exact change, always, which she respected.

He scratched the ticket at the counter. She did not watch. She restocked the cup lids.

"Nope," he said, after a moment. He folded the ticket in half and put it in his jacket pocket, where it would presumably join the others. He had never, as far as she could tell, thrown one away at the counter. "See you Thursday."

"See you Thursday," Evangeline said.

He left.

The store was quiet.

At 6:45am, she began the handoff tasks. Counted the register. Reconciled the inventory sheet, noting the three discrepancies she had identified at midnight and resolved by 2. Wiped down the counter and the Slurpee machine and the coffee station. The cherry Slurpee was running low; she noted it on the sheet for the day shift. She had been noting the cherry Slurpee for the day shift for three weeks and they had been refilling it at irregular intervals, which suggested a scheduling problem rather than a supply problem, but this was not her shift's territory.

At 7am, she clocked out.

The sun was doing what it did in August in Brooklyn: it arrived with the specific aggression of something that had not been asked for but was committed regardless. She stood in the stockroom doorway—which was, structurally, the closest to outside she would permit herself at this hour—and watched it come through the gap between the building across the alley and the building beside it, catching the corner of a fire escape and turning the rust briefly orange.

She had seen this particular quality of light, in various configurations, for longer than Brooklyn had been a borough. She still noticed it. She was not sure what that meant.

She walked home through streets that were just beginning to consider being daytime. She did not sleep when she got there. She sat in the specific chair she had kept in apartments since 1968, when she had taken it from a building being gutted in the East Village on the grounds that it was going to be thrown away regardless, and she read until the sun made it impractical and then she closed the blinds and kept reading.

In the break room at the 7-Eleven on Atlantic Avenue, on the top shelf of the locker that said VOSS in marker on a piece of tape, the employee-of-the-month plaque was face-down.

She had not looked at it before she left.

She had not needed to.
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​Chapter Two - The Problem with Observant People
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The new hire arrived on a Wednesday.

This was not how it usually went. Night shift hires tended to arrive on Mondays, because Monica believed in starting things at the beginning of the week as a philosophical position. She had said as much, once, when Evangeline had asked, and Evangeline had not asked again because the answer made complete sense and she had no interest in conversations that ended with complete sense. This one started on a Wednesday because, Monica explained during the handoff, the hire had a seminar on Mondays and Tuesdays and the PhD stipend wasn't going to cover rent if she didn't start this week.

"PhD," Evangeline said.

"Sociology. Or close enough." Monica pulled her jacket on. She did this at exactly 10:58pm every night, two minutes before she handed off, as though the jacket were a formal ritual of conclusion. "She's sharp. She'll be fine. Her name is Priya."

Monica left.

Priya was twenty-four. Evangeline clocked this within approximately ninety seconds of her walking through the door, which was not a particularly impressive piece of detection—twenty-four announced itself in the specific way that the mid-twenties did, something about the quality of attention, the sense of someone who was still calibrating how much space they took up in rooms. She had short dark hair in a practical bun, a tote bag that was losing the battle with the weight of what appeared to be three separate notebooks and something with a spine thick enough to be
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