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Introduction
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This love story starts in the soup aisle of a Budget Foods grocery store, and it only gets weirder from there.

Meet Greg Turner, a guy who's spent four years stocking shelves and developed very strong opinions about soup placement. Split pea soup belongs on the bottom shelf because it's "the soup equivalent of fruitcake, nobody actually wants it, but we all pretend it has a place at the table." 

Meet Mindy Coppis, who works at the Oasis Gas Station and rotates roller dogs every twenty minutes so they don't shrivel into roller jerky. She genuinely feels bad for them. She's been "temporarily" working retail for three years while "figuring things out.”

They meet when Mindy needs split pea soup, the Bigfoot of the soup aisle, and Greg explains where to find it with the enthusiasm of someone who's been waiting his entire life to discuss soup hierarchies.

Not romantic. But it's a start.

What follows is a love story built in fifteen-minute increments at a weathered picnic table behind Budget Foods. That's all the time they get on their afternoon break. Fifteen minutes at a time, they fall in love over aggressive salt and vinegar chips and debate serious topics like whether tomato soup is just hot ketchup. 

Their first date starts with a scratch-off lottery ticket. Greg tells Mindy if he wins fifty dollars, he'll take her to dinner. He wins a hundred, takes her to a steakhouse, and opens with a fake fart joke that somehow saves the entire evening. For context, Mindy's ex owned a ferret named Gandalf and he wore a cape to parties. So, Greg's already cleared the bar by showing up.

This is about two ordinary people working ordinary jobs, stealing fifteen-minute breaks that turn into something bigger. It's about taking chances on scratch-off tickets, yourself, and the weird person who makes you laugh. 

Sometimes the best relationships are built on the worst soup ever made.
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Chapter 1: Split Pea Soup
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Dennis spotted Greg stocking the soup aisle and adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses with the careful precision of someone who was about to prevent a small disaster.

"Did you know," Dennis said, "That improperly stacked cans account for approximately 43% of all workplace injuries in grocery stores?"

Greg didn't look up from the shelf. "Is that a real statistic, Dennis, or did you make that one up too?"

"It's compacted data."

"So, you made it up."

"I calculated it. Based on industry trends." Dennis gestured at the soup cans with both hands. "Wait, what... you're putting cream of mushroom on the bottom shelf. That's... that's chaos, Greg."

Greg finally turned to look at him. "It's soup, Dennis. It’s not a big deal."

"Soup can be a ‘big deal’ if it falls on someone's foot from the top shelf. Potential energy equals..."

"Don't... Don't do the math thing, it’s too early."

Dennis pulled a small bottle of hand sanitizer from his belt and applied it like a ritual he had performed a million times before. "The cream of mushroom belongs on top Greg. It's foundational. Every church potluck casserole in America depends on it. It has earned the top shelf."

Greg stared at him, then looked back at the cans in his hand. "You know what Dennis? You're absolutely right."

"I am?"

"Cream of mushroom’s got that quiet confidence. It knows where it belongs." Greg reached up and placed the can on the top shelf with ceremonial care. "Right next to chicken noodle. The king of the soups."

Dennis blinked. "Are you... agreeing with me?"

"Yes, I'm agreeing with your soup hierarchy. There's a clear pecking order here, Dennis. Cream of mushroom, chicken noodle, top tier. Tomato runs the show on the middle shelf. Always dependable and the best friend to our good pal grilled cheese."

"And the split pea?"

Greg grimaced. "I know you’re not going to like this, but it’s going on the bottom shelf, where it belongs. It’s easily the most unattractive of all the soups and has a flavor that...I’ll be nice, it tastes adventurous.  

“I don’t agree with you, but I can respect that you at least thought about it.”

Dennis looked genuinely pleased, like he'd just found a fellow member of a very small club. "You know, I've been saying there’s a soup hierarchy for years."

"Well, you were right." Greg picked up another can. "Now if you'll excuse me, I have to go organize the beans by moral character."

Dennis squinted at him. "You're mocking me now, aren't you?"

"A little bit, yeah."

Greg laughed to himself as he thought about Dennis’s soup hierarchy, wondering if Dennis had ever put together a diagram about it.

Greg watched Dennis wander off toward the cereal aisle, probably to check expiration dates that weren't even close to expiring yet. Dennis Gorworski had worked at Budget Foods for eighteen years, which was inspiring and terrifying depending on how Greg felt about his own future. Today, he was leaning toward terrifying. 

The store was experiencing its usual Tuesday morning lull, that dead zone between the early-bird retirees and the lunch rush. The fluorescent lights buzzed with their annoying noise. In the distance, the large refrigerator and freezer units clicked and wheezed. Greg could hear Brenda, his manager, talking on the phone in her office, probably trying to explain to corporate why they needed more than twelve hours of overtime coverage at the front register during the upcoming holiday weekend.

Greg was reaching for another case of soup when he saw a woman round the end of his aisle, she looked lost, like she was either new to the store or searching for something unusual.

Greg watched her scan the shelves, her eyes moving with the desperation of someone who'd already checked the wrong aisle twice. She had light brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and wore jeans and a hoodie, the unofficial uniform of people who worked for a living. There was something about the way she moved, a kind of practiced efficiency, that suggested she spent a lot of time on her feet.

She spotted him and her face lit up with the relief people usually gave to lifeguards and tech support.

"Excuse me," she said, walking towards him. "I'm sorry to bother you, but I've walked past every can in this store twice and I'm starting to think split pea soup is a myth."

Greg felt an instant attraction. She had a great smile, and hazel eyes that seemed to actually see him rather than just his Budget Foods name tag.

"Ah yes, Split pea soup," he said, straightening up and wiping his hands on his jeans. "The Bigfoot of the soup aisle."

She laughed. "Right? I'm starting to think it doesn’t exist, and I just dreamed it up."

"Oh, it exists," Greg assured her. "We just keep it hidden from the general public. Safety precaution you know."

"Too dangerous?"

"I wish... Too unloved. We're worried about its feelings."

She grinned. "How Considerate of you."

Greg gestured to the bottom shelf where he'd been working. "But if you want to live dangerously, it's down here. Right between the lentil, which is also questionable, and the minestrone, which should be a solid middle-tier soup, but it just doesn’t get the props it should."

She crouched down beside him, close enough that he could smell something faintly citrusy, probably her shampoo. "You've got a whole soup social thing going on here, don't you?"

Greg laughed. "You have no idea. It’s been a real group effort this morning."

"I sadly get it. This whole soup social tier thing needs a supporter, and you my friend are it." She grabbed two cans of split pea and examined them like they might contain secret messages. "So, what's your read on split pea? Bottom shelf because it's underappreciated or because it's terrible tasting?"

"Definitely the taste," Greg said without hesitation. "It's the soup equivalent of fruitcake. Nobody actually wants it, but we all pretend it has a place at the table."

Mindy laughed. "At least fruitcake gets regifted. I'm buying this for my roommate who needs it for a recipe. She also makes tuna casserole at midnight and burns incense to cover the smell, so I’ve got that going for me."

"That's..." Greg paused. "That's a lot to unpack."

"Last week she burned frozen pizza. I didn't even know that was possible."

Greg grinned. "And yet you're still buying her soup."

"She’s a hot mess, but I love her like a sister."

She stood up, holding her cans. "Well, I appreciate the guidance. And the entertainment."

"All part of the service." Greg stood too, trying to look casual. "We aim to make grocery shopping suck a little less."

"Mission accomplished." She laughed, "Thanks again."

Greg smiled, "No problem. Enjoy your... soup."

She smiled back at him, that same warm smile that made him feel like maybe Tuesday mornings at Budget Foods weren't completely terrible. "I'll try not to let my roommate get too crazy with it,” she said.

Greg watched her walk away, noting the name tag on her hoodie as she turned the corner: Mindy. "The Gas Oasis.” The gas station behind Budget Foods. He'd been there a hundred times, buying coffee and scratch-offs. On one memorable trip to the Oasis, he had bought a sad-looking roller dog that Dennis had warned him would cause "a 73% chance of regret within two hours" if he ate it.

Dennis had been right about the roller dog. The question was whether he'd be right about the girl.

On cue, Dennis appeared right behind him again. Greg was starting to think his coworker had some kind of radar for whenever Greg stopped working for more than thirty seconds.

"Was that a customer?" Dennis asked, watching the end of the aisle where Mindy had disappeared.

"Yeah. Looking for soup."

"Split pea?"

"How did you..."

"I heard the conversation. These aisles have remarkable acoustics." Dennis pulled his hand sanitizer out again, apparently having decided the previous application had worn off. "Did you know that 67% of workplace crushes on customers go absolutely nowhere?"

Greg felt himself blush. "Who said anything about a crush?"

"Your face said it. Also, your body language. You were leaning forward at a 15-degree angle, which suggests heightened interest. And you smiled with your teeth, which you rarely do."

"You're really something, Dennis."

"I'm observant. It's both a gift and a curse." Dennis clicked his sanitizer bottle closed. "I'm just saying, statistically speaking, it's unlikely to develop into anything meaningful. Better to lower your expectations now and avoid the inevitable disappointment."

"Thanks for that. Really uplifting."

"That's what friends are for." Dennis started to walk away, then paused. "She looked back though, when she turned the corner. So, maybe you're in the 33% club."

Greg stared down the empty aisle. "The 33% club," he whispered out loud.

"Although to be fair,” Dennis shrugged, “The 33% club doesn't distinguish between this going 'somewhere positive' or 'somewhere that results in a restraining order,' so...there’s that."

"Thanks, Dennis. I'll keep that in mind."

"Just trying to help big guy."

"After Dennis left, Greg went back to stocking soup. Or tried to. He kept glancing at the end of the aisle, as if Mindy might reappear with a follow-up soup question. Suddenly, he was very invested in customer service."

She didn't come back, obviously. That would be insane. People didn't come back to grocery stores for secondary soup debates. They bought their split pea and left and probably never thought about the guy in the Budget Foods polo again.

Still, as he finished the last case and was about to move on to the pasta aisle, where he was already forming a theory about angel hair versus penne, Greg found himself thinking about her laugh. About the way she'd crouched down next to him, genuinely interested in his stupid soup hierarchy. 

About the Gas Oasis name tag.

The Gas Oasis was behind his store. A five-minute walk. Three if you hustled. He'd bought scratch-offs there last week, though he'd been waited on by a bored-looking teenager who'd barely looked up from his phone. If Mindy worked there, maybe she worked different shifts. Maybe she was there now, or later today, or...

"Turner!" Brenda's voice cut through his thoughts. His manager stood at the end of the aisle, her arms crossed, wearing her standard expression of exhausted tolerance. "Are those cans going to stock themselves, or are you planning on playing with them all morning?"

"Playing is complete," Greg said quickly. "Moving to pasta now. Full speed."

Brenda shook her head and walked away, muttering something about millennials that Greg decided to block out.

He grabbed a box of rigatoni and got to work, trying not to think about hazel eyes and a Gas Oasis name tag. Trying not to calculate the odds of seeing her again, even though Dennis had already done that math for him and the numbers weren't looking great.

But hey, Greg had never been very good at statistics anyway.

The pasta wasn't going to stock itself. The fluorescent lights weren't going to stop humming. The Tuesday morning lull would eventually give way to the lunch crowd, which would give way to the afternoon shift, which would give way to closing time. And tomorrow he'd be back, doing it all over again, because that's what you did when you were 28 years old and working retail with a half-finished college degree and no clear plan for your life.

But maybe, and this was a big maybe, the kind of maybe that Dennis would probably have a statistic for, maybe tomorrow would be slightly more interesting than today.

Maybe he'd buy a scratch-off at The Gas Oasis.

Maybe she'd be working.

Maybe he'd think of something clever to say that wasn't about soup or pasta shells.

Or maybe none of that would happen, and he'd just keep stocking shelves and avoiding his manager and listening to Dennis's warnings about workplace hazards that Greg was pretty sure he just made up.

Either way, he figured he'd survived worse Tuesdays.

Although, if he was being honest with himself, none of those worse Tuesdays had included a woman with a great smile asking about split pea soup. Surely, that had to count for something.

Greg looked down at the box of rigatoni in his hands and made an executive decision: tomorrow, or maybe even today, he'd buy those scratch-offs. Even if the odds were terrible and Dennis would disapprove and he'd probably just lose five dollars or so, and nothing would come of it.

Because some things, Greg decided, were worth 67% odds of going absolutely nowhere.

Split pea soup, for example.

And maybe, just maybe, a girl from The Gas Oasis.
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Chapter 2: Premium Unleaded
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Mindy Coppis had a complicated relationship with the roller grill hot dogs.

On one hand, they were a reliable source of entertainment during slow shifts. On the other hand, watching them rotate endlessly under the heat lamp felt like witnessing some kind of processed meat purgatory. The dogs didn't ask to be there. They didn't choose this life of perpetual spinning, slowly shriveling under the heat lamps while classic rock played gently on the overhead speakers.

She honestly felt bad for them.

"You're doing it again," said Jake, her coworker, who was currently restocking cigarettes behind the counter with the enthusiasm of someone serving a life sentence.

"Doing what?" Mindy asked, though she knew exactly what he meant.

"Staring at the roller dogs like they're going to suddenly achieve enlightenment and make a break for it."

"They might. You don't know their dreams." Mindy checked her phone, 1:47 PM. Her timer would go off in three minutes, reminding her to rotate the lottery ticket display. She set timers for everything. Flip the roller dogs (every 20 minutes), rotate the scratchers (every hour), check the coffee pots (every 30 minutes), and a special timer for exactly when her shift ended, which she'd labeled "FREEDOM" in all caps.

Jake shook his head. "You're weird, Coppis."

"Says the guy who arranged the Marlboros by color."

"That's called merchandising."

"That's called OCD."

The Gas Oasis wasn't exactly a bad place to work. It was just... a place to work. The LED lights were bright enough to perform surgery. The floor was constantly sticky despite daily mopping, and the coffee always tasted like burnt beans. But the pay was okay, Mr. Patel, the owner, rarely showed up, and Mindy had gotten really good at reading which scratch-off customers were going to win based purely on their energy.

Today had been a parade of the usual suspects: the contractor who bought two Red Bulls and a breakfast burrito at 6 AM, the lady who purchased exactly one banana from the Budget Foods across the plaza and then came here for a single scratch-off (always $3, always exact change), and the guy who Mindy had privately nicknamed "Conspiracy Dale" because he asked weird questions about security cameras and once bought nothing but cat food and aluminum foil.

The Gas Oasis sat in a strip plaza that time forgot. Behind them, sharing a back property line, was another plaza anchored by Budget Foods. Mindy's plaza had the Gas Oasis, a nail salon, a tax preparation place that was really only open three months a year, and a karate studio that Mindy had never actually seen anyone enter.

Her phone timer went off. Time to rotate the lottery tickets.

Mindy walked over to the display and started shifting things around, the crosswords to the front, the big money tickets to eye level, the cheaper ones down low. There was a whole psychology to it. People reached for whatever was at their natural sight line. She'd learned this after three years of watching customers pick scratchers like some kind of sacred ritual.

The door chimed, and Mindy looked up automatically, putting on her customer service smile.

Then she suddenly stopped rotating the lottery tickets.

It was the soup guy!

From Budget Foods. From this morning. The one with the dry sense of humor and a good smile. He was heading toward the counter with the slightly awkward walk of someone who hadn't quite made up their mind on what they were going to buy.

Mindy felt her pulse quicken and immediately told it to calm down. He was probably just here for gas. People came to gas stations for gas. That was literally the entire business model.

But he walked past the register, toward the back where the coolers were, and Mindy found herself tracking his movement like a security camera. He grabbed an energy drink, the blue kind, and then headed to the hot food section.

He stood in front of the roller grill for a long time.

Mindy watched him stare at those hot dogs with the same expression she probably had when she thought about them. It was the look of someone thinking if they wanted to subject their body to that level of torture. Weighing the pros and cons and if they were really hungry enough to try one of those things. 

Finally, he turned and walked to the register, energy drink in hand, no hot dog. Smart man.

"Hi," Mindy said, trying to sound casual and not like she'd been tracking his every move since he entered the store. "Find everything okay?"

He looked up, as she watched recognition flash across his face. "Split pea girl."

She grinned. "That's me!"

"Did your roommate get her soup?"

"Not yet. I'm having second thoughts about giving it to her; I might save it for a special occasion. You know, when life really calls for green soup."

He laughed. "That's fair. Split pea is definitely an occasional food."

Mindy scanned his energy drink. "Two forty-seven."

He pulled out his wallet, then paused. "Actually, can I also get..." He gestured toward the lottery ticket display. "Three dollars in scratch-offs? Whatever you recommend."

"Whatever I recommend?" Mindy raised an eyebrow. "That's a lot of pressure. You know, I take my scratch-off picks pretty seriously."

"I can tell. You were studying them like you were about to read tea leaves, Madame Powerball."

Mindy laughed out loud, "You noticed that?"

"I notice things." He shrugged. "It comes from stocking shelves. You start paying attention to details."

Mindy selected three one-dollar scratchers, two crosswords and one bingo. She had a good feeling about the bingo one, though her "good feelings" had a success rate of approximately never. "Okay, Madame Powerball has made her selection. But I make no promises. The scratch-off gods are always fickle."

"Noted." He handed her a ten.

As she made change, Mindy became very aware that she was taking longer than necessary. That she was intentionally fumbling with the bills because it meant more time before he left. This was pathetic. She was just being pathetic.

"So, you work here," he said, stating the obvious but somehow making it sound like a conversation starter.

"Three years," Mindy confirmed, handing him his change. "Living the dream."

"Same, but at Budget Foods. Four years of shelf-stocking and cash register rotations."

"Wow. We're basically retail veterans."

Greg laughed, "We’ve definitely seen some things."

"You should write a book."

"Greg Turner: Confessions of a Shelf Stocker"

Mindy laughed. "Greg. That fits you."

"Yeah? What makes you say that?"

"I don't know. You look like a Greg. Solid. Reliable. Probably good at fixing things."

"I once fixed a pallet jack with duct tape and pure determination. Does that count?"

"That absolutely counts." Mindy tapped her name tag. "Mindy. In case you were wondering."

"I was," he said, and Mindy felt that flutter again.

The door chimed behind them, and an older woman shuffled in, heading straight for the coffee station with the focus of someone who'd been driving for three hours.

Greg glanced at the new customer, then back at Mindy. "I should let you get back to work."

"Well, thanks for stopping in, you know where my second home is now. Don’t be a stranger."

Greg smiled, "Thanks for the scratch-off recommendations."

"Let me know if you win. I'll take partial credit."

"Deal." He held her gaze for a second longer than necessary, then headed for the door.

Mindy watched him go, then caught herself and focused on the coffee lady, who was examining the pot labeled "French Roast" with deep suspicion.

"Can I help you?" Mindy asked.

"Is this actually French?"

"I mean... probably not? It's more like French-inspired."

The woman grunted and poured herself a cup anyway.

After she paid and left, Jake reappeared from wherever he'd been hiding. "Oh my God, was that your boyfriend or what?"

"Shut up."

"Because that looked like you were planning your wedding."

"It was professional customer service."

"You laughed at his jokes."

"He was funny."

"You did the thing where you tucked your hair behind your ear. You never do that unless you're..." Jake made exaggerated kissy faces.

Mindy swatted at him. "I did not."

"You totally did. And you took forever making change. I thought you were going to count those bills in Spanish just to impress him."

"Maybe I was just being thorough."

"Uh-huh." Jake leaned against the counter, grinning, “So when's the wedding?"

"There's no wedding, you idiot. He's just some guy who works at Budget Foods."

"Oh, just some guy." Jake's grin widened. "That's why you turned into a giggling school girl?"

"I did not giggle..."

"You giggled. It was painful to watch."

"You're the worst."

Jake looked at her. "Convenient that he works at the grocery store next door."

"What's convenient?"

"Nothing. Just saying. If you wanted to, like, accidentally run into him again, you know where he works."

Mindy felt herself blushing. "I'm not going to stalk some guy at his workplace."

"I didn't say stalk. I said accidentally run into. There's a difference."

"There's really not."

"Okay, fine. But if you wanted to buy, say, more soup..."

"I have two cans of split pea I still have to eat."

"...you could definitely find a reason to visit Budget Foods during his shift."

Mindy was saved from having to respond by another customer entering, this one asking about tire pressure gauges and whether they had any that "weren't made in China." (They did not.)

But after the customer left, and after Jake went back to organizing cigarettes by color, Mindy found herself thinking about Greg. About his dry humor and his pallet jack story and the way he'd said "I was" when she'd asked if he was wondering about her name.

Her phone timer went off, time to check those poor roller dogs again.

She walked over to the grill and examined the hot dogs with intense focus. Three of them were approaching critical shrinkage, bordering on Roller Jerky at this point. She should probably throw them out, but Mr. Patel hated waste, and there was always the possibility that some brave, desperate soul would wander in and decide that a shriveled hot dog was exactly what their day needed.

"Hang in there, guys," she muttered. "Maybe today's your day."

Behind her, Jake snorted. "You're talking to roller dogs again."

"They're having a rough shift."

"They're tubes of processed meat."

"Even tubes of processed meat deserve empathy." Mindy rotated them anyway, giving them a fresh angle toward the heat lamp. It wouldn't help, but it felt like the right thing to do. "Besides, there was this one guy, back in March, who came in every day at 2 AM and bought whatever was left on the grill. Didn't matter how long they'd been up there. He called it, rescuing the abandoned. Mr. Patel loved him."

Jake raised an eyebrow. "What happened to him?"

"Moved to Phoenix. I think about him sometimes when it gets slow."

"Of course you do."

"I mean, someone's gotta care." She adjusted the heat lamp slightly. "I accidentally left one on there for a full shift once. By the end it looked like a burnt pencil eraser. This trucker came in, pointed at it, and said 'that one.' Didn't even blink. Ate it in three bites. Left me a dollar tip."

"That's next level stuff."

"I still don't know if he was being kind or if he genuinely couldn't tell."

Jake shook his head. "You need a hobby."

"I have a hobby. It's called believing in things, at least I’m trying!"

Kind of like how she was trying not to think about Greg Turner and his blue energy drink and the way he'd looked at the hot dogs with the same concern she felt.

Kind of like how she was trying not to calculate when his shifts might be, or whether he took breaks, or if he ever walked across the plaza just because.

Kind of like how she was trying not to hope he'd come back.

But she was hoping anyway.

The rest of her shift passed in the usual blur, lottery tickets, gas pump resets, a brief argument with a customer who insisted premium and regular gas were "the same thing" and she was "scamming" him. (They weren't, and she wasn't, but try explaining octane ratings to someone who's already decided you're wrong.)

At 5:47 PM, her "FREEDOM" timer went off.

Mindy clocked out, said goodbye to Jake, and headed to her car, a 2004 Honda Civic with a concerning rattle and a passenger door that only opened from the inside. She sat in the driver's seat for a moment, staring across the parking lot at Budget Foods.

The lights were on. People were shopping. Greg was probably in there, stocking something, making dry observations about product placement that no one but Dennis appreciated.

She could go over there. Buy something. Milk. Everyone needed milk.

Except she'd bought milk yesterday, and walking into a grocery store to purchase milk she didn't need just to potentially see a guy was definitely crossing the line from "cute" to "restraining order territory."

Mindy started her car, and it made that concerning noise it always made, like a garbage disposal eating silverware.

"I know," she told the car. "I know."

She drove home to the apartment she shared with Sarah and Jade, a cramped two-bedroom that somehow cost more than it should and always smelled vaguely of Sarah's failed cooking experiments. Tonight, it was something that might have been curry but could also have been a cry for help.

Sarah was on the couch in pajama pants and a Metallica T-shirt, eating cereal directly from the box. "Yo. How was work?"

"Same as always. Sold gas. Watched hot dogs suffer. Contemplated my life choices."

"So, Tuesday."

"Basically."

Jade was in her room on a video call, probably with her boyfriend, Kyle, who lived two hours away and worked in something computer-related that Mindy didn't fully understand but that apparently paid well enough for Jade to have nice things and a skin care routine that involved more than "wash face, hope for best."

Mindy grabbed a water from the fridge and collapsed onto the couch next to Sarah.

"Met a guy," she said.

Sarah nearly choked on her Frosted Flakes. "What?"

"I mean, I met him twice today. I met him this morning. At Budget Foods. Then he came into The Gas Oasis this afternoon."

"And?"

"And nothing. We talked. He bought scratch-offs. It was nice."

"Nice." Sarah said the word like it was a foreign concept. "Nice is what you call your grandma's couch. Was he hot?"

"I mean... yeah? Not like movie-star hot, but definitely..." Mindy searched for the right words. "He’s very cute. He has an amazing smile, and he has this way of talking that is funny without trying too hard."

"And you got his number?"

"No."

"Mindy."

"What? I was working. You can't just hit on customers. That's probably against some kind of policy."

"You've been working at that gas station for three years and you've never once mentioned a policy manual."

"I assume one exists."

Sarah threw a Frosted Flake at her. "You're useless."

"I know where he works," Mindy protested. "If I wanted to, which I don't, I could find him again."

"Then do it."

"I'm not going to stalk some guy."

"It's not stalking if you're buying groceries."

"That's exactly what Jake said."

"Jake's smart. You should listen to Jake." Sarah crunched another handful of cereal. "What's this guy's name?"

"Greg."

"Greg." Sarah tested it out. "Yeah, okay. I can work with Greg. Better than your last situation."

"We're not talking about my last situation."

"The guy who worked at the vape shop and had a ferret named Gandalf.”

"We're definitely not talking about him."

"I'm just saying, the bar is low. Greg from Budget Foods already sounds like an improvement."

Mindy pulled out her phone and stared at the lock screen, a picture of her and Sarah and Jade from last summer, slightly drunk at a bar they could barely afford. They looked happy. Young. Like they had their whole lives ahead of them and not three years of gas station shifts followed by an uncertain future.

"Do you ever think," Mindy said slowly, "that we're just... stuck?"

Sarah stopped mid-chew. "Like, literally?"

"Yeah, I mean, I don't know. I've been working at The Gas Oasis for three years. You've been at the diner for four. We're both still in this apartment that smells like your questionable curry."

"It was stir-fry, thank you very much."

"...and we keep saying we're going to do something else, go somewhere else, be someone else, but we just... don't."

Sarah was quiet for a moment. Then: "Yeah. I think about that literally all the time."

"Really?"

"Mindy, I serve breakfast to the same people every Tuesday. I know their orders by heart. I know their kids' names. I know that Jerry gets the Denver omelet but only if Amy's working because she doesn't judge him for asking for egg whites. I am in deep with these people's breakfast routines."

"That sounds nice, actually."

"It's terrifying. Because what if this is it? What if I'm serving omelets when I'm forty? What if you're selling lottery tickets to the same weird regulars until they die?"

They sat with that thought for a moment, neither of them saying anything. Sarah picked at her bowl of frosted flakes. 

"Okay," Mindy said finally. "That got dark. Pretty fast"

"Yeah."

"Let's go back to talking about Greg."

"Much better topic."

"He stared at the hot dogs for like thirty seconds before deciding not to buy one."

Sarah perked up. "That's adorable."

"Right? Like he was really contemplating the hot dog situation."

"I like this guy for you," Sarah said. 

"There's no 'this guy for me.' We just talked."

"Watch me." Sarah pointed her spoon at Mindy with conviction. "Next time he comes in, get his number. Or give him yours. Or write 'call me' on a scratch-off. I don't care how you do it, but just do it."

"What if he doesn't come back?"

"Then you go to Budget Foods and buy soup. Become the soup lady. Own it."

Mindy laughed, feeling slightly better. "That's your advice? Become the soup lady?"

"It worked for the banana woman."

"The banana woman is seventy and buys a single banana every day."

"And she's consistent! That's commitment!" Sarah tossed another Frosted Flake at her. "I'm just saying, if you want something, go get it. The worst that happens is it doesn't work out and you have a lot of soup."

"That's not very reassuring."
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