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It was a cold morning at the Pretzel Shop.

Ruth stood in the center of the shop’s kitchen, behind the battered swinging door that had a single round window at the top center of it through which she could theoretically notice potential customers once the shop had opened, the door that would take her to the public-visible portion of the store when she’d gotten through enough of the back prep to go set things up. In the back kitchen, the stainless steel commercial fixtures were all well-used—sink with a spray nozzel and drying rack, industrial fridge, mixer, work tables, pots, baking sheets—all had scratches and dents, but had been cleaned and polished to the exacting standards of Portia, the fastidious store manager whom Ruth privately suspected had some form of either OCD or unhealthily high perfectionistic standards.

She blushed as she remembered that her secret crush would be stopping by later—all the makings of a potentially great day.

Unfortunately, she’d need to really hurry this morning. One of the busiest shopping days of the year, and she’d still only get the same amount of time to get ready as she would for a slow summer holiday morning. She’d just have to make do the best she could.

If only she’d realized when she started out that she’d be getting a visit from one of the most demanding customers she’d ever seen . . . before the store even officially opened . . . 

Ruth’s apron was snuggly knotted behind waist and behind her neck, secured over her uniform of a green shirt which was emblazoned with an embroidered pretzel on each sleeve, black pants that she’d provided from her own closet, and black tennis shoes that she’d bought specifically for the job but which had since multi-tasked in her high school gym class. The apron’s large iron-on pretzel decal, located over her chest, was flaking away a bit. The small pretzel icons embroidered on the green uniform shirt sleeves still looked pretty nice, though.

Ruth’s nose was cold, and she shivered, wrapping her arms around herself in the kitchen. Once the dough had formed and risen, she’d get to take it to the front of the shop to form pretzels, and she could turn the oven on, and get a little warmer. That would be nice.

The bread mixer churned away at the first batch of dough for the day, its low throaty motor filling the air with a determined “whir, whir, whir” as the churning dough blade began to work the wet and dry ingredients, tossing up a small poof of flour now and again as the mix began to come together. Ruth was very grateful she didn’t have to knead the whole thing together by hand. The air smelled of a mix of flour and oil from the dough, with a faint secondary lemon-and-chemical scent of the combo of cleaning supplies the night shift had swabbed things down with before wrapping things up the night before. Thank god Ruth hadn’t had to work that shift. It would have made her 5:00 wake-up call feel even earlier than it already was.

A recording of an uplifting female vocalist backed by an exciting percussion track came to life, faintly audible from beyond the swinging kitchen door—some cheerful song from Today’s Pop 100 list, muffled enough by the door that only snippets of vocals and some of the percussion came through, and not giving enough sustained music for Ruth to identify the song. The starting of the mall soundtrack was a part of the mall’s waking-up cycle, playing for the benefit of those starting the day in the sprawling building.

Ruth grabbed a tissue from the box on the manager desk and blew her nose, wincing at the roughness of the cheap tissue. She knew she needed to do something to warm her body up a bit. Her sparse but hot breakfast of instant oatmeal with dried blueberry chunks and hot chocolate Ovaltine—so smooth, creamy, and warming—was a distant memory now.
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