
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


First Touch
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1 - Cart Crash Tears 

Charlotte's slender figure maneuvered between the refrigerated shelves of the meat section, her icy gaze scanning over the rows of packaged chicken breasts and ground beef. Her shopping cart, a minimalist assortment of vegetables and various proteins, whispered on the polished floor as she sought out the perfect cut of steak to practice her sear lines on. The weight of the day pressed down on her, each dismissive comment from the restaurant staff echoing louder with every passing hour.

Beside her, Brianne hummed softly to herself, oblivious to the world beyond the glow of her smartphone screen. With a furrowed brow, she ticked off items on her digital grocery list, one chubby finger swiping across the screen. Her short red curls bobbed with each nod of affirmation, unaware of the impending collision course she had set with Charlotte's solitude.

In an unfortunate ballet of distraction and proximity, Brianne's cart hit a metal piece that stood out slightly from the aisle side coolers, and lurched forward; its wheel squeaked a protest before striking Charlotte's ankle. The sudden impact jarred Charlotte from her thoughts, eliciting a sharp gasp as pain radiated up her leg.

"Shit! I am so sorry!" Brianne blurted, her cheeks flushing a deep crimson to match her hair. She hurriedly retracted her cart, stammering apologies as she caught sight of Charlotte's pained expression.

"Are you blind or just stupid?" Charlotte snapped, her voice laced with venom. The harsh words spilled forth without restraint, a dam of frustration bursting open. She could see Brianne's eyes widen, the redhead's lips quivering as if words were failing her in defense.

It was only when a single tear escaped down Brianne's round face that Charlotte's anger dissipated, leaving a cold pool of regret in its place. "I—I didn't mean," Charlotte stuttered, the remnants of her tirade turning to ash on her tongue. She reached out tentatively, nudging their carts to the side of the aisle, away from the judging eyes of other shoppers.

"Hey, I'm sorry," Charlotte murmured, her apology barely above a whisper. Her tall frame seemed to fold inward, shoulders hunching as she watched Brianne struggle against the tears. "It's been a rough day, but that's no excuse for taking it out on you."

Brianne nodded, dabbing at her eyes with the back of her hand, her previously cheerful demeanor dimmed by the unexpected confrontation. Charlotte's heart twisted with guilt, recognizing the reflection of her own vulnerabilities in the stranger before her.

"Let me make it up to you with a coffee, please," Charlotte implored, her voice tinged with desperation. She caught Brianne's gaze, earnest and pleading. "My treat, over at the cafe? I insist."

Brianne hesitated, still rattled from the encounter but found herself nodding. The sincerity in Charlotte’s eyes was disarming. Together, they abandoned their carts, leaving behind the cold sterility of the meat section for the warm aroma of roasted coffee beans.

In the café, Charlotte placed their order with an apologetic smile, requesting a latte for Brianne and a black coffee for herself. She handed Brianne her drink, the steam curling softly between them as a peace offering.

"Thank you," Brianne said, sniffling quietly, accepting the cup. She turned toward the collection of scattered tables and chose one by the window, where the afternoon light streamed in, painting everything with a golden hue. 

Charlotte trailed behind her, the weight of her own behavior still bearing down on her shoulders. As Brianne settled into her seat, Charlotte hovered nearby.

"May I...?" she gestured towards the empty chair across from Brianne, her heart pounding in trepidation.

"Sure," Brianne replied, though her eyes darted to Charlotte's face, searching for some hint of the anger that had flared so unexpectedly before.

As Charlotte took her seat, the light caught the unshed tears that shimmered in her eyes, betraying an inner turmoil. Concern flickered across Brianne's features as she leaned forward slightly.

"Are you okay?" Brianne asked gently, her previous hurt momentarily forgotten in the face of Charlotte's evident distress.

The question hung between them, a soft note in the quiet symphony of clinking cups and hushed conversations around them. It was a simple inquiry, yet it cracked open a door to the vulnerability that Charlotte had kept closed for far too long.

Charlotte fidgeted with the paper sleeve hugging her coffee cup, a barrier against the heat and her own simmering shame. She drew in a deep breath, the scent of roasted beans mingling with her attempt at courage.

"Today... it's just been one of those days," Charlotte began, her voice halting as she met Brianne's concerned gaze. "I'm really not this... explosive person. I was out of line."

Brianne watched her silently, waiting.

"Back in college," Charlotte continued, a rueful smile touching her lips, though it failed to reach her eyes, "I had a similar encounter. At a mall. I wasn't paying attention and bumped into this woman. She—" Charlotte's hands clenched around the cup, her knuckles going white. "She got in my face, screaming. It escalated so quickly security had to intervene. It rattled me for weeks."

The confession hung in the air, raw and revealing. Charlotte's eyes searched Brianne's face, desperate for understanding or at least some semblance of forgiveness.

"I saw myself in her today—when I lashed out at you. And I hate it," Charlotte said, her voice cracking ever so slightly. "I've never been that person before, and I can't stand the thought of becoming her. I don't want you to remember me like that. Not when people are so much more... inherently good." Her words were fervent, a plea for redemption.

Charlotte's gaze dropped to the table, her fingers tracing the rim of her coffee cup, circling the edge as if she could smooth away the incident along with her self-reproach.

"I want you to remember this instead—the apology, not the anger. That's the memory I hope stays with you," she finished quietly, lifting her eyes once more, searching for any sign of absolution in Brianne's expression. "I'm Charlotte, by the way.", she said extending her hand.

"Brianne." she said, accepting it. 

Brianne's own eyes held a glimmer of sympathy, reflecting the muted glow of the cafe's pendant lights. "I've had my share of odd reactions to stress," she admitted with a sheepish smile. "What do you do, Charlotte, that has you so wound up?"
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