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      I pushed against the pallet jack, trying to stop nine hundred pounds of butter from rolling towards me. The momentum barely slowed, and I stumbled out of the way before it took me out at the ankles. This, in turn, almost sent me diving into the cart of some asshole who was talking loudly on a cell phone as he cut me off and decided to stop. He didn’t even bother to look back and acknowledge me.

      “Fucking dick,” I muttered under my breath. He laughed into his cell phone as he moved at a snail’s pace. I stood and heaved in a new breath. Butter was the absolute worse to stock. The boxes weighed fifty pounds apiece and had to be stocked through the outer doors of the cooler, since management decided to stop letting us stock from the inside during the day.

      We want you more present for the customers, they’d said in the infamous staff meeting only three weeks earlier. Now they were wondering why their floor crew didn’t get more work done during open hours.

      The man finally moved on and I pulled hard on the jack handle to get the skid moving again. My steel-toed shoes slipped on the concrete as it started to roll. I turned back around to face forward when suddenly there was another cart in the way. The woman pushing it looked up suddenly, surprised.

      “Shit!” I snapped as I twisted and put my shoulder against the jack, thankful I hadn’t gotten up to a good speed yet. My foot hit the woman’s cart, pushing it back as she slipped out of the way before the pallet finally creaked to a stop. I straightened and found myself in front of the young woman, her eyes wide and staring at me.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Y-yeah,” the customer replied, shaking herself out of her stupor, “yeah, I’m good. Sorry about that.”

      I waved away her apology. Of course she was sorry. Everyone was always sorry about getting in the way at first. It never stopped them from doing it again, though. “It’s fine. Happens all the time. As long as the pallet didn’t hit you.” Then I’d really be in trouble.

      The customer smiled briefly. “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      My eyes drifted over her, giving her a once over without looking like I was. Sensible but lovely black ankle boots met tight leggings that might’ve been just a tad too thick for the warm pre-summer weather in Northern Alberta. Her dress was dark with stars and galaxies splashed all over it. Her nails were painted a vivid red that matched her lipstick and almost matched the ‘red-out-of-a-bottle’ of her hair. But what really drew my focus was the woman’s emerald eyes that stared into mine. I wanted those eyes on me all the time, to dive deep into them. Wanted them to strip me bare until there was nothing left.

      Desire.

      Need.

      A loud crash broke the moment between them. An older lady stood behind the pallet, rearing back to ram the butter with her cart again.

      “Are you going to move this thing?” She sneered.

      “Excuse me?” I replied. The fucking audacity of this bitch.

      “Are you going to stop ogling the woman and move this?”

      “Excuse me?” the other woman exclaimed. I glanced back at her, ready to defend myself, but she was staring at the older lady. Heated fury emanated from her in tangible waves.

      “Ma’am, there’s plenty of room to go around,” I said quickly, trying to deescalate the situation, “I’m sorry, but this skid is heavy and takes some time to get moving.”

      The older lady snorted. “I don’t care. I’m not going around just because a freak like you decides to be lazy.” I took a step back from the scorn dripping from her words. “Don’t even know why they’d bother employing someone like you here. Probably contaminate all the food.”

      “I…” My mouth opened but no words were coming out. My heart pounded hard in my chest, the panic rising as my cheeks grew hot and I felt the beginning of tears in the corner of my eyes. I swore to myself I was not going to cry in front of this bitch. Not a fucking chance.

      “Hey!” The woman beside me took a step towards the old lady. “You don’t get to say shit like⁠—”

      “Excuse me,” a new voice interrupted. I glanced over to see a large man with a scraggly ginger beard and mustache hurry forward, his eyes focused on the three of them. “Is there a problem here?”

      “Vance, I—” I began but the old lady cut me off.

      “Are you a manager?”

      Vance nodded. “I am one of the evening managers, yes.”

      “Good. Because this freak,” she flicked a thumb over her shoulder at me, “deliberately stopped these boxes in front of me just so he could flirt with this floozy!”

      “What?” I snapped.

      “Floozy?” the other woman said, taking another step forward.

      I stepped sideways to put myself between the two women. The younger lady looked ready to tear the bitch limb from limb. All of my innate protective instincts flared up and I felt the aching need to protect this woman, even if I’d happily pay to see her take out the old lady.

      “Ma’am,” Vance said, putting himself between us and the old lady, “if you come with me, we can talk about what happened, alright?”

      “No! It’s not alright!” she shouted. “That freak should be fired! The fact that you have someone like him working here is disgusting!”

      “Well, ma’am,” Vance’s voice was steady and calm, but I heard the anger boiling up beneath it, “if you have a problem with those who we employ here, perhaps you would be happier shopping somewhere else.”

      “Are you kicking me out?”

      “If you give me no other option, yes.”

      She slammed her cart into the butter once more then grabbed her huge purse from it. “Fine! But just know that I’m never coming back here. I spend hundreds of dollars here every week and you’re not going to see a dime from me anymore!”

      She stormed away, shouting and sniping at anyone who got close, as Vance followed from a safe distance. When the old lady was out of sight, I let out the breath I’d been holding. I rubbed a hand over my face, wiping away any tears that threatened to fall.

      “Are you okay?” a soft voice came from behind me.

      I spun around, suddenly remembering that she was there. I took a quick step back before running a hand down my long ginger ponytail.

      “Oh, um,” I said, searching desperately for something casual to answer with, “sure. Yeah. I’m good.”

      She gave me an odd look and I dropped my gaze to the floor.

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded, my chin firmly against my chest. “I’m fine. Thank you.” I turned to grab the pallet jack once more. “I’m sorry for any trouble I caused you.”

      A surprised snort made me jump. “What trouble? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      I could only shake my head, trying to focus on getting back to work. That was ruined when a pair of ankle boots appeared in my line of sight. Soft fingers touched my chin, lifting it with gentle force until my eyes met those emerald pools that made me feel such torturous need.

      “It’s rude not to look at someone when you’re talking to them.” Her tone was curt, powerful, and tugged at something inside of me that I yearned to embrace. “You will look at me when I speak to you, understand?”

      I nodded slowly, watching the woman’s eyes as they bored into mine. Then they went wide, like she realized what she was doing. Suddenly her hand disappeared and she retreated two steps away, moving beside her cart.

      “Oh goddess,” she muttered then gave me a small smile, “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      I couldn’t make words to respond. I still felt those soft fingers on my chin, her voice in my head, such control and power that I wanted to do whatever she wished.

      “I-i-i-it.” Damn it, I was stuttering. It came and went, usually when I was anxious. I stopped and took a deep breath, then tried again. “I-it’s fine. It’s okay. I’m okay.”

      “Good. That’s good. I didn’t want to…” she paused, “I mean I didn’t… You don’t know me and…”

      “No, no it’s okay. I…” I hesitated. How was I supposed to say what I was thinking? “It was… I kind of…” I shook my head, “I needed it. I was spiraling and…” I cut myself off. Just met the woman and I was dumping all of my issues on this stranger who just happened to be nice to me. “I’m sorry. I need to get back to work. Have a nice day.”

      I turned back to the pallet and pulled hard to get it going.

      “Hold on,” the woman said but I kept my attention on the heavy butter. “Please, wait a minute.”

      “I’m sorry ma’am, I need to get back to work.”

      “Please, my name is Sierra.”

      I glanced at her but didn’t stop the pallet. The smile on Sierra’s face brought about a warmth that helped push away the panic that had ignited with the old lady’s words.

      “Lucy.”

      “Well, Lucy, I hope you’re okay.” Sierra was pushing her cart to keep up.

      “I’ll be fine,” I insisted, pulling the pallet harder and building up more speed. Stopping or turning was going to be a bitch but I had to get out of sight. The best way to do that was dragging the damned pallet back into the giant cooler and away from the customers. “Thank you.”

      Sierra tried to say something else but I took the turn around the cooler far too fast and slipped through the flaps into the giant cooler. I leapt out of the way and let the pallet sail further in towards the back of the cooler. I shot a glance back through the flaps and saw Sierra still outside. I held
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