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  Chapter One - Jenna


He's late. 
Who's late for an interview? You'd think someone who really wants the job would be punctual, or even early. Instead, he's wasting my time. 
I don't have all day. I'm meeting with the general contractor this afternoon because apparently the electrician has concerns about the wiring (it's an old building, what did he expect?), the accountant keeps emailing me to remind me about my quarterly tax payment, and my supplier is trying to cheap out on the sugar. Again.
This Colton dude better show up in the next five minutes or I'm going to lose my cool. 
I see movement out of the corner of my eye and glance up at the door just as it opens, hitting the small brass bell above it and sending a tinkling sound throughout the room. It's about time. I purse my lips and glare at the figure on the other side of the door. Backlit by the sun, all I can make out is a tall, thin humanoid with short hair.
The man I presume is my interviewee Colton Miller shuffles in. I have to admit, he doesn't look like a chef. We tend to lean towards the more eccentric side. I was expecting tattoos and piercings. Instead, he looks like he just stepped off a runway: perfect teeth, skinny jeans, and a swagger.
I already hate him.
But, I am trying to run a reputable business and that requires equal opportunities for all, even for those with the apparent inability to tell time. It's still strike one in my book.
"You must be Colton Miller," I say as I stand up from the table and extend my hand. The bracelets around my wrist jingle as they slide down towards my elbow.
He nods and shakes my hand vigorously. I surreptitiously feel for callouses and nicks on his fingers. You can't be a chef without a few injuries. I'm pleasantly surprised that his hands aren't as soft as they look. I rub my pinky finger over a particularly rough callous and a shiver runs down my spine.
Startled, I drop his hand. What in the world was that?
Thankfully Colton doesn't comment on my strange behavior. Instead, he says, somewhat sheepishly, "Sorry I'm late. I got lost."
Alarm bells start ringing in my head. There is no way to get lost in Hollow Bridge. It's not a big town, and the downtown was built on a grid system. The Acorn Café is also the only café in town currently being remodeled. Actually, it's the only café in town period.
Either this man is a liar, or he's completely incompetent. Strike two. One more and he's out.
"It takes skill to get lost around here," I say sarcastically as I sit back down. 
Colton takes the seat across from me, shoulders hunched, staring down at the table. "It's my first time in town," he says quietly. "I shouldn't have trusted the GPS. I ended up near some golf course initially."
And we have our answer–incompetent. Apparently this guy doesn't know how to read a map or listen to instructions. That could be bad for business.
I can't afford to have someone incompetent in the kitchen. Besides the fact that I'm trying to successfully run a business and keep customers happy, it's a safety issue. I don't need him chopping off a finger or burning the place down.
"Do you golf?" I ask. I can't help being a little testy. My mind keeps going back to that shiver. I don't like it. Okay, that's not entirely true. Part of me likes it. Part of me likes it a lot. But the logical side of me knows it's bad for business. I can't afford to get distracted by a handshake. How ridiculous is that? A handshake, for crying out loud!
Lord, give me strength.
Colton looks up, a mixture of surprise and pain on his face. "No, I don't golf. I'm not particularly athletic."
Maybe I'm imagining it, but I swear his green eyes look haunted as he says that. What's the story there? Not that it's any of my business, even if my heart does give a little pang of sympathy.
No! No sympathy. No wondering what his deal is. Let's keep this a professional transaction where I'm cool and calculated. I can do that. I clear my throat and tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. Cool and calculated may be more difficult than I anticipated.
Colton sits quietly, patiently letting me take the lead. I feel wrong-footed. I've never had a man defer to me as a businesswoman. Even my accountant likes mansplaining how taxes work, and don't get me started on my general contractor. I know what load-bearing walls are, thank you very much.
Though I'm still irritated by Colton's tardiness, the angel on my shoulder is whispering that I should give him a chance and carry on with the interview. The devil on my other shoulder is apparently taking a nap and completely silent. Traitor. I don't want to be the bigger person right now and could really use the voice of irrationality in my corner.
Unfortunately the angel gets its way.
I exhale in a huff and flip open my notebook where I have a copy of his resumé and a list of interview questions. I give myself a little shake, sitting up straight and giving Colton my biggest customer service smile. "So, Colton, as you can probably tell, I'm expanding the café. While I'm thrilled by this turn of events, it does require me to make some changes. I need to focus on the administrative work and front of house, which means I need someone running the kitchen."
My heart breaks just saying that. The kitchen is my happy place. It's my safe space. Well, it became my safe space once I struck out on my own and bought the café and no longer answered to anyone else.
I don't want to leave the kitchen, and I certainly don't want to hand the reins to just anyone. If I could do it all myself I would, and prior to the expansion I did. Twenty extra seats and another 1000 square feet won't manage themselves, though. I considered hiring a manager while I hid in the kitchen but my brother convinced me otherwise. Martin Braden is the kind of person you listen to because he makes a lot of sense, even when you don't want him to.
"You can't isolate yourself from your customers," Martin said. "The Acorn Café is only The Acorn Café as long as you're running it. People go there for great food and coffee, yes, but they also go to see you. They want the full Jenna Braden experience, all of her light and her love. They won't get that if you're holed up in the kitchen."
Martin's words struck me. I genuinely love people. I'm a stereotypical extrovert who gets her energy from social interactions. I would be miserable if I missed out on all the fun outside of the kitchen.
So, I'm hiring a chef and while I know it's the best decision, part of me is dying inside. I worked too hard to get to where I am today. I will not allow some man to ruin it all.
I lean forward, putting my elbows on the table, and steeple my hands under my chin. "So, tell me, Colton, what makes you the best man for the job?"
Colton straightens up, squaring his broad shoulders like he's preparing for a fight. His t-shirt stretches across his chest and I swear the temperature in the room rises several degrees.
Oh no. 
He can't be hot. He just can't be. It's not allowed. I'm too annoyed with him to be attracted to him.
I'll admit he is objectively handsome. There's nothing wrong with admiring a good-looking man. He's aesthetically pleasing and I like aesthetically pleasing things. It's no different than appreciating a beautiful stained-glass window or an impressionist painting.
Sure, Jenna, keep telling yourself that. Paintings don't make you flushed all over as though you've stepped outside in the middle of summer.
"I have a Bachelor's degree in culinary arts," Colton begins, "and I've spent the past five years working as a sous chef in a five-star restaurant."
Right, I have an interview to finish. I blink rapidly as I try to focus on the task before me and ignore the heat rising on my cheeks. I glance down at Colton's resumé. I'll admit his credentials are impressive. Too impressive. 
I frown, furrowing my brow. Why would a chef with his talent want to work at a café in small-town Indiana? Maybe it's related to that haunted look from earlier. Curiosity gives way to genuine concern. If I'm to hire this man I need confirmation he's not hiding something that will come back to bite him, and by extension me and my café.
"You're not telling me anything I can't read on your CV," I say. "The doors are wide open for a chef of your caliber. So, what brings you here? Why would a man, who likely never heard of Hollow Bridge before applying for this position, even be interested in working at my café?"
Colton squirms in his chair before visibly deflating, hunching over the table and making himself small. "I need a fresh start," he admits. "Life in Indianapolis was becoming suffocating. I thought maybe out in the country I could find some space to breathe."
My heart gives another twinge. I know how it feels to want a fresh start. It's how I ended up at the café in the first place.
I suppose I should give Colton a chance. Before I offer him the job, though, I want a demonstration of his skills. I want to see him in my kitchen, see how he moves, see how he respects the space.
I stand and motion Colton to do the same. "Come on," I say as I lead him behind the counter and into the kitchen.
The kitchen was the first section to be renovated, adding ten feet of counterspace, installing a second oven, and expanding the freezer. I doubt it's what Colton is used to from working in large fancy restaurants but it's what I could afford and I'm thrilled with the changes. 
Colton stands quietly behind me, waiting for instructions.
I pull a small wooden box off the shelf above the prep counter. This recipe box is my second most prized possession, next to the Bible my grandmother gifted me on the day of my baptism. It holds every recipe I use at the café plus family recipes I will never share and a few experimental recipes I'm still tweaking. It went with me to college, to my semester abroad in Paris, to my first apartment in New York City, and back to Hollow Bridge after the fiasco that was New York City.
The recipe box trembles in my grasp as I'm assaulted by memories of New York. With all the willpower I can muster, I push those memories to the back of my mind.
I carefully lift the lid off the box and pull out a small laminated card. "I want to see what you can do," I explain as I thrust the card into Colton's hands. "Sugar cream pie is my bestseller. You're going to make it for me."
Colton stares down at the recipe like I just handed him an explosive. Perhaps I have. This test will make it or break it for him. It's a lot of pressure. After a moment he nods and begins wandering around the kitchen gathering equipment and ingredients.
I perch on the lone stool situated beside the countertop, watching like a hawk as he opens drawers and cabinets. From this vantage point I can see the sweat gathering on his brow and the slight tremors in his hands. He drops the recipe card and I facepalm.
I
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