
Same Shift Different Page/Complex Concerns: Double Feature

This work of unhinged nonsense would not have been possible without the routine ingestion of medical marijuana. You da real MVP.
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Prologue

Clocked In, Checked Out, Hyped Up

Blood in The Cut – K.Flay
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The first thing Tyler saw was her on her knees.

Not in any salacious sense—though his brain, traitorous as ever, stored the image almost instantly—but because a familiar second shift girl was crouched in front of a pallet of toilet paper and paper towels, peering under it like she was about to bargain with the concrete. Her pallet jack had bounced off the wood, steel forks refusing entry, and she was squinting underneath as if the floor might confess its secrets.

“There’s nothing blocking it, but it won’t go in,” she said without looking up. Her voice carried that mix of frustration and self-consciousness that only warehouse work could conjure.

Tyler slowed, boots tapping once, twice, before he stopped beside her and leaned in closer. The faint heat of her presence brushed across the cold air, and his left AirPod pulsed with the distorted guitars of Taproot’s Poem, the bassline vibrating against his eardrum while the right one—his strictly decorative ear—caught literally nothing, not even the hum of the store.

“Try jacking it while you push it in,” Tyler said softly, his voice automatically dropping into that low, mischievous register that had once been romantically referred to as his gremlin whisper.

She looked up, eyes dark and sharp in the bleaching fluorescent light. First came shock. Then slow, dawning mischief. “Really? While I’m on my knees in front of you?”

Tyler blinked, backpedaling a step, hands up in mock surrender. “Okay, that—uh—not how I meant that. I said jack it up, but I respect how fast your brain went there.” 

As his words landed, her ears tipped the faintest shade of pink, and a brief, almost imperceptible smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth— enough to tell Tyler she wasn’t entirely immune to his brand of mischief. 

Her full grin that followed hit him like a body check, sudden and electric. It lit up her whole face, the kind of smile that lodged itself under your ribs and refused to leave. Tyler felt a flutter in his chest that had nothing to do with the Kush Mints vape still whispering minty ghosts into his lungs.

He extended a hand. As hard as it was to accomplish, he forced his gaze to her name tag for a fleeting moment. Her skin brushed his—soft on rough—and if she noticed the shiver that tremored up his arm, she let it slide. Rising with a dancer’s ease, she flicked the release handle down and pumped the jack slowly, leaning with careful precision. The metal forks glided under the pallet smooth as silk.

“Oh, come on,” she said, half-laughing. “Seriously? How did you know that would work?”

“The secret ingredient here was experience, Brenda,” Tyler said, grinning fully now. “That cursed jack got me three of five days last week. Trial and error. Much more humiliating than what you just did.”

She rolled her eyes, still laughing softly, and wheeled the pallet toward the end of the aisle. “Thank you, though, that helped so much.” He watched her go a moment too long, that smile replaying in his head like a favorite track.

Only when she disappeared past the corner did Tyler notice his surroundings again. The air back here was colder than the rest of ValueMart, humming with the low vibration of refrigeration units. Fluorescent lights buzzed and whispered like a thousand tiny secrets above his head. He inhaled the familiar cocktail of scents—chilled lettuce, underripe bananas, the end cap of seasonal air fresheners feet away.

This was his world. The back side of grocery, where frozen, dairy, and grocery consumables all connected like a small, haunted city. He’d entered through the quieter GM lot out front, cutting across the polished concrete of produce to reach the heart of night shift life. Frozen first, then dry grocery, then paper and chemicals—where he’d just met Brenda officially—and finally his usual battlefield: water and soda.

Tyler adjusted the carabiner on his belt, the various metals rattling softly. He drifted across the action alley through the swinging double doors into the grocery receiving area, snagging an empty backstock cart and a functioning pallet jack with a whispered thanks to the universe. You could make do with a veering or cluttered cart, but bad jacks were cursed objects—take one, and the night would punish you.

The rhythm of Parking Lot Sessions, his personal overnight playlist, synced with his steps. His shoulders wiggled alternately to the beat as he wove through the near-empty aisles, half a ghost in this fluorescent purgatory. The store had that late-night stillness he both dreaded and relied on, the kind of silence that made the buzzing lights sound alive.

He thumbed his phone to clock in—9:51 p.m., perfectly inside the nine-minute grace window that could quietly add up to overtime if you knew how to play it. Corporate never wanted off-the-clock labor, and Tyler believed in fair trade: the moment he stepped out of his Corolla, he was on display for anyone who needed help. He’d walk the customer to the item they were looking for, just so they wouldn’t miss it or in case they needed him to get it down from top stock. He’d never been a people person but he’d always had amazing customer service skills, a paradox that was equal parts infuriating and entertaining. The work ethic that came with it was new, though, likely a product of the recent adoption of his niece who’d just turned four the first day of Autumn.

As Brenda passed by again, she sniffed subtly and quirked a brow. “You smell... good,” she said.

Tyler smirked, shrugging. “Versace Dylan Blue,” he said casually, though his chest swelled slightly at the unexpected compliment. A mental note ticked over as he returned to the jack: Versace Eros waited patiently in the car’s center console, just in case this half of the night turned into a sweat parade. Tactical, subtle, and undeniably him.

He rolled the jack toward his usual turf, the soda aisle, where towering pallets waited like an army of patient soldiers. Double truck Sundays meant crawling out past sunrise, fingers raw, shoulders aching. Holiday freight was almost here—soon it would be triple trucks, heavier than hell—but tonight felt like a dry run.

And yet, somewhere in the next aisle, he swore he could still hear her laugh, soft and warm under the cold lights. His chest tightened again with that dangerous little hope: that maybe this night wouldn’t feel like all the others. That maybe, in the frozen heart of ValueMart, something had shifted.

He gripped the jack handle, let the music drive him forward, and started to work.
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Chapter 1

Gay Panic & Pretty Girls

Meant To Be - Bebe Rexha
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Alright, team,” Tyler clapped, “let’s go fuck this shift in the mouth.” 

The break room had nearly emptied after the nightly shift meeting so his audience consisted mostly of fellow long timers like himself who were milking the clock. Let management get every last detail in while you sat around and got paid. 

On normal nights, Tyler would get annoyed standing around waiting for the meeting to start, though. “I’m sure we’ve all got shit to do and you’re gonna ride our ass about why we’re not done yet,” he’d muse to himself. But he could already tell this wasn’t a normal night. 

He retreated back to the back side of grocery where he’d parked his jack under a dangerously towering pallet of sparkling water. He unholstered his razor knife and slit the cling wrap, quick but careful down the side, to start loading cases onto his backstock cart. Part survival strategy, part efficiency hack, it let him rip through the first third of the pallet with easier and safer maneuverability for him and customers alike while leaving the remainder of the pallet both lighter and more stable. 

Synthy pop filtered in from the overhead speakers, mixing with the distant sounds of various unhappy children throughout the store, and the beginnings of the organized chaos that lay before him reminded him of a carnival midway; private, carefree and almost certainly a little unsafe. The remnants of a grin remained on his face as he retraced his steps back to the grocery entrance to grab a couple of buggies for the night’s cardboard and claims, respectively. In a rare but not unheard of twist, the cart bay contained about as many buggies as the store had customers. The closing cart pusher must’ve been slacking off all evening, probably flirting instead of working, but that actually worked out in his favor. 

He ducked outside and got another half dozen good hits on his medical vape under the guise of leaving the remaining carts for customers and grabbing his own from outside. 

Technically very company-forward but practically? It was a chance to maintain his mental state to last him the next couple of hours until first break. 

All Time Low’s Tell Me I’m Alive came through his AirPod, unapologetically high energy. As he pushed his two carts backwards down the grocery action alley, Navigator Gloria materialized at the end of aisle 12 right next to the cake mix. 

“Heyyy,” she said, dragging out the single syllable like someone priming someone else to be extra receptive. “You wanna go help pull meat & produce?”

“Not even sort of,” Tyler replied, checking his surroundings before pushing his carts onward. “Let me go drop these off and grab my jack.”

Her thanks hit his back as he was already asses and elbows, a man with a directive. He slid the buggies to a stop against his backstock cart and removed his green company vest, slipping his vape into the breast pocket of his shortsleeved company purple button up. 

He pulled his jack from the now much less menacing sparkling water pallet and headed back to the grocery receiving doors. 

Tyler slowed to a stop when he heard one of the swinging doors bang open, mirroring the symphony in his chest when Brenda came out, dragging a small pallet of gallon water behind her. She mouthed a silent apology as she passed and Tyler? He smiled at her, watching her pass like a man who didn’t mind a chance to enjoy the scenery. He dragged his jack behind him, still admiring the length of her ponytail and the grace in her movements, when he rounded the corner and saw four pallets already unloaded and waiting. 

His AirPod knowingly transitioned to Maggie Lindemann’s She Knows It, assertively flirty pop rock soundtracking the upcoming sweat fest. As he heaved the pallet along behind him, one of the new hires made his way into receiving with a jack of his own. Dave was his name, tall and thin with a permanently friendly demeanor. They hadn’t really spoken much but Tyler was usually by himself in soda/juice while Dave had mostly been floating between frozen or dairy. Help was a rarity and Tyler was thankful for the change. The back room hallway that led from receiving to the produce cooler ran parallel to the grocery action alley down the entire depth of the store. 

His calves were already burning as he stopped outside the door and slid it open, taking a moment to savor the chill before the sweat started to bead while he moved carts out of the way to make room for the new freight. He went back out and spun the pallet around as Dave was arriving with his own. Tyler pushed it into the cooler, making sure to keep momentum so the pallet didn’t get stuck in the doorway, and angled it into the far corner. He turned to pull his jack and leave but Dave was already pulling his own pallet into the cooler. He paused while Dave ducked out of the way and began to spin his pallet into place, leaving enough room for Tyler to squeeze back out. 

Halfway back up the hallway, he could see Brenda bringing a pallet to a stop in front of the baler. Not a produce pallet, but her pallet of empty water gallon cases. He again slowed to a stop, again grateful to give his legs any extra recovery time he could between hauls. Tyler didn’t just stand around, though, he started helping her load the empties into the mouth of the baler. 

Brenda had noticed the still-familiar smell of his cologne before he arrived, so her pulse had already started a faint drumline before she’d seen his hands reach out towards her— no, towards the empty boxes. 

“Thank you so much part two, I guess,” she said, attributing the heat in her cheeks to a lack of oxygen from being bent over the boxes. 

“My pleasure,” Tyler replied, his untamed beard rubbing across his purple shirt as he bent and twisted, definitely not thinking about bending her over the boxes. He helped her finish loading the boxes and sidestepped so she could slide the empty pallet out of the walking path. As he pulled the gate shut, Brenda hit the Make It Squish button. Dave had walked up, having seen the exchange from afar. 

“Tyler don’t do that for nobody, he must like you,” Dave said with a casual enthusiasm, completely ignoring the fact that he and Tyler had never interacted beyond simple acknowledgements in passing. 

“What’s not to like?” Tyler asked. “Have you seen that smile?” He turned and hurried toward the next pallet, his pulse racing after noticing how the blush had started to creep up her cheeks as Dave was talking. 

The unloading process continued until the electric jack died, leaving Tyler and Dave to manually unload the rest of the pallets with their analog jacks. 

They were inside the trailer grabbing the next set and as Tyler was jacking it up, he’d noticed that his forks had got a little off kilter. 

“I don’t think I’m straight,” Tyler muttered, setting the pallet back down to realign. “Hell of a thing for one sweaty guy to say to another in the back of a trailer.”

Dave’s laugh matched his demeanor, low and friendly. Tyler got his jack realigned and began raising it again. “There we go, I’m straight now. My mom was right, it was just a phase,” he said, the pallet picking up speed as it started rolling down the refrigerated trailer towards the ramp. As he rounded the corner, he nearly plowed into Brenda. He took a moment of silence to appreciate the thought of plowing Brenda as he dug his heels in, trying to force the speeding pallet to a controlled stop as she expertly maneuvered her small backstock pallet out of the way. 

“I’m so sorry I keep getting in your way,” she said, slightly out of breath from rushing to get out of the way while simultaneously watching Tyler stop the speeding pallet with his back and determination, his eyes a hazy gray that never left her. 

“Getting paid to chase pretty girls all night?” he breathed. “Yes, please.” There was no stopping the blush that rushed to her face and her ears and the back of her neck and probably the top of her chest. 

Brenda adjusted her glasses slightly. “Aww, thank you,” she said, her voice going from loud to quiet, from public announcement to a private thanks. Dave was coolly trying to suppress a grin in the background, once again a witness to their adorable game of Pretend-It’s-Nothing. 

Tyler smiled at her, wishing he wasn’t pouring sweat like a whore in church. “See you tonight?” he asked, throwing his weight backwards to get some momentum going on the pallet. 

“Yeah, I’ll be here,” she said softly, brushing a rogue strand of hair behind her ear. Tyler was instantly envious and could picture himself being the one to tuck hair behind her ear but he tried to shake the thought from his head. 

“Most excellent; I was going to call out and use PTO but now I think I have to come in. Just in case you need more help or anything.”

For the first time, Tyler noticed that the store music had switched to Simple Plan’s I’d Do Anything and was almost finished, belting out the chorus one last time. He briefly wondered if someone was watching him, playing certain tracks on purpose, asinine and perfect.

His Apple Watch chirped at him, signaling the dawn of midnight. “Two hours in and I’ve barely touched my freight,” he muttered, swinging back by the sparkling water pallet to grab his vest. 
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Chapter 2

Navigator

Cruise (remix) — Florida Georgia Line & Nelly
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The Brenda thing was fine.

Tyler had filed it away somewhere between genuinely nice and probably nothing by the time his Apple Watch chirped midnight at him. She had a good smile and quick instincts and she’d called him out on the pallet jack innuendo with the confidence of someone who’d been funny her whole life. He respected that. He’d thought about it maybe three more times than was strictly necessary, which for Tyler meant he’d thought about it six times, which was practically restraint.

He was pushing his backstock cart backwards down the grocery action alley at a speed that was probably technically inadvisable when All Time Low’s Tell Me I’m Alive came through his AirPod with the kind of unearned confidence only pop punk could manage at this hour. His shoulders were already moving. His mental state had been successfully maintained through strategic vape deployment. The sparkling water pallet was no longer a structural threat to anyone’s safety or dignity. Things were, by most measurable metrics, fine.

Navigator Gloria materialized at the end of aisle 12, right next to the cake mix, like she’d been assembled there specifically to derail him.

“Heyyy,” she said, dragging the single syllable out like someone who already knew the answer was yes and was giving him the courtesy of thinking it was a question.

Tyler’s cart coasted to a stop.

She was in the company purple, same as everyone, hair pulled back with the specific efficiency of someone who had places to be and didn’t need it in her face while she got there. The fluorescent light above aisle 12 had apparently decided this was its moment, hitting her at an angle that had no business existing in a grocery store at midnight. Tyler’s brain, still nominally in possession of his higher functions, took a photograph it did not ask permission to take.

Warm, was the first word that landed. Not the temperature of the store, which was a negotiated ceasefire between the freezer cases and the Florida humidity sneaking in every time the receiving doors opened.

Warm like a person who had been steady for a long time. Like someone who had decided, at some point, that reliability was a form of generosity, and had been quietly generous ever since.

Lived-in, was the second word. The kind of gorgeous that didn’t announce itself. The kind that you had to be paying attention to catch, and that rewarded the attention without seeming to notice it had been paid.

Tyler was paying attention. Tyler was, in fact, being immediately and inconveniently attentive in a way he had not budgeted for at this hour.

She probably has a boyfriend, though.

“You wanna go help pull meat and produce?” she asked.

“Not even sort of,” Tyler said, because his mouth had been operational longer than his better judgment. “Let me go drop these off and grab my jack.”

Her thanks hit his back as he was already moving, asses and elbows, a man with a directive and a suddenly complicated internal situation he was choosing not to examine until he was safely out of range. He slid the buggies against his backstock cart, removed his green vest, tucked his vape into the breast pocket of his button-up with the practiced efficiency of someone who had perfected the motion through sheer necessity, and grabbed his jack from the sparkling water pallet.

He told himself the thing in his chest was just the pop punk mixing with the medical vape.

He did not entirely believe himself.

The produce cooler hit him like a reset button — cold and immediate and honest about it, none of the slow ambient chill of frozen or the negotiated cool of dairy. Just: cold. Here. Now. Deal with it.

Tyler dealt with it. He’d been dealing with things that came at him suddenly and without warning for long enough that his body had developed its own triage system. Assess. Adapt. Keep moving. This had served him well in Nebraska, in the aftermath of things he didn’t think about before midnight and tried not to think about after, in the particular rebuilding project that had been the last four years of his life. It served him adequately now, in a produce cooler in Christmas, Florida, except that the thing he was triaging was a woman who’d said heyyy next to the cake mix and somehow rearranged something.

He moved the carts. He made room. He pulled pallets.

Gloria worked the same way she’d said heyyy — like she’d been doing it forever and would keep doing it and wasn’t performing any of it for an audience. Efficient without being mechanical. She directed without hovering. When she said something it landed clean, no excess, and when she didn’t say anything the silence wasn’t awkward, it was just two people working. 

Tyler, who had strong opinions about the specific misery of working alongside people who couldn’t maintain a functional quiet, noted this with something adjacent to reverence.

Between hauls, pushing the empty jack back up the receiving hallway, he caught himself calculating the distance between them with a part of his brain that had no legitimate business doing math right now.

Knock it off, he told that part of his brain.

That part of his brain filed the note and continued its calculations.

By the time the pull was done and Tyler was back in his own aisle, back in the familiar company of the soda wall and his own thoughts, Parking Lot Sessions had rotated through four more tracks and landed with suspicious precision on Tim McGraw’s Something Like That.

Tyler looked up at the ceiling.

“I see you,” he said, to no one, to the fluorescent lights, to whatever cosmic DJ had taken a personal interest in his evening.

The lights buzzed back, serene and indifferent and not even slightly convincing.

He pulled his knife, slit the cling wrap on the next pallet, and got back to work.

Some things you couldn’t put in the backstock. Some things just had to sit with you while you stocked, while you did the invisible work to make room for it. 
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Chapter 3

Binning Season

She Knows It — Maggie Lindemann
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2/10/26. Tuesday.

The shift log would later read: binned pets/infants/snacks with Gloria until 8.

What the shift log would not capture, because shift logs were not equipped for this kind of data, was the specific quality of the silence between them at 6:47am when they were both crouched in the pets aisle working opposite sides of the same section and Tyler handed a misplaced bag of puppy pads across the aisle without looking and Gloria took it without looking and for approximately four seconds their fingers occupied the same object in the same space and neither of them acknowledged it and both of them absolutely noticed.

The shift log was not built to hold that information. Tyler’s chest, unfortunately, was.

It had started the way most things started on overnight — with someone else’s problem becoming his problem through the gentle authority of a woman who said heyyy like it was a foregone conclusion.

The Frozen Dairy Deli unload had been straightforward enough. Forty-five minutes of controlled chaos in the back hallways, in and out of the freezer and the dairy cooler, cold air biting through his purple button-up while he and the “crew” dragged towering pallets with the mechanical efficiency of people who had stopped finding this interesting approximately six months ago. 

Tyler ran warm enough that the freezer was less a hardship and more a negotiation. He’d take cold over the swampy Florida pre-dawn that waited outside the receiving doors every morning like a personal insult.

He was tagging a cart of pets overstock, carabiner rattling against his hip as he crouched to read a shelf label, when Gloria materialized in his peripheral vision with the specific purposeful energy of someone who had already decided what was about to happen.

“I need somebody with me in pets and infants,” she said. 

Not a question. 

Not quite a command. 

Something in between that Gloria had apparently developed into its own dialect.

Tyler looked up. The fluorescent light in the pets aisle was doing the thing again, the thing he was beginning to suspect it did specifically when she was standing under it, which was technically irrational and he was keeping it to himself.

“I’m your guy,” he said, and stood.

Yeah, but not like her probable boyfriend, though.

Here is what Tyler knew about Gloria by 2/10/26:

She was a Navigator, the most efficient and conscientious of the three overnight Navigators, which meant she knew where everything was supposed to go, which freight belonged to which aisle, which team member was best deployed where and why. It was the kind of job that required a specific combination of competence and patience that Tyler respected enormously because he possessed the competence in abundance and the patience in strategic intervals and he knew which one was harder to maintain, because he had also been a Navigator himself back in the Midwest.

She had a daughter. He’d caught this in passing, the way you caught things on overnight when conversation happened in the margins of work, quick and unguarded. She’d had a hard out one morning, in preparation for a sixteenth birthday. Almost seventeen by now. Tyler had done the math the way he always did the math, quietly and without commentary: she’d been doing this — the maybe single parent thing, the holding it together thing, the being the steady one thing — for a long time. Longer than him. He was fourteen months into the adoption, still occasionally surprised by the specific weight of being someone’s person, still learning the particular vocabulary of it.

She was warm in a way that wasn’t performed. Tyler had worked with enough people to know the difference between someone who was warm because it was good customer service and someone who was warm because that was just the temperature they ran at. Gloria ran warm. It came off her like the heat from the refrigeration units, constant and ambient and not directed at anyone in particular, just present.

He was trying very hard not to find this as compelling as he found it.

He was, to be direct about it, failing.

Clearly, she probably had a boyfriend, though.

Pets was a disaster the way pets was always a disaster — abandoned overstock in front the bins, random unlabeled freight that had been binned by someone who had apparently never encountered the concept of common sense, and at least one shelf that had its freight knocked backwards into the bins by
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