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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.

When Ruth had pulled in at one of the mall’s smaller driveways, on one of the sides of the mall away from the major thoroughfares, she’d skidded across a patch of black ice in the parking lot before hastily straightening her parents’ old minivan and parking it slightly askew, as her heart pounded at the scariness of having lost control of the car for a few moments. She was half-way back in the small parking section closest to the mall: not too close (as recommended by her employee training—keeping the best parking spaces available for shoppers) but not too far away, either, to save a precious few moments walking through the sub-zero Utah air.

She’d let herself in via one of the agreed-upon doors that the security guards opened at 6 a.m.: a small entrance located between a diamond store to the left and a vacant shopfront to the right that used to belong to a magic shop and still had some of the old signage visible through the metal grate locked across the front of the shop. “Amaze your friends!” said the most visible poster, in large red letters, above the image of a long, black wand and a top hat.

Early mornings, this small exterior door was used by janitors, mall employees who needed to set things up prior to the mall’s opening at 8, and a scattered band of mall walkers, who walked the mall’s many corridors on daily or weekly constitutional.

Ruth turned on the water for the small porcelin hand sink, a station for quick hand-washing next to the industrial-sized dishwashing sink. The initial cold stream flowed steadily down the drain while Ruth waited impatiently for the hot water to catch up. Upon her initial arrival that morning, Ruth had gritted her teeth and washed her hands in chilled water so that she could dive into producing the dough. But now she wanted the luxury of hotter water to help her cold hands thaw before she dove into the dexterity-required tasks of assembling pretzel toppings and forming the intricate loops and braids of the various pretzel products which she’d be selling in a little over an hour now. 

Finally, the water heated and luxurious steam rose off the water column. Ruth washed her hands with soapy heated water that felt like divinity on the cold morning, sighing with relief as her warming hands made her whole body feel warmer, massaging her fingers and knuckles a bit more, loosening the cold from her hands. She felt the heat from the water penetrate her skin and warm the inside of her hands. The soap was a non-descript industrial soap with some inoffensive office-style scent that was pumped from a wall dispenser, but it had an anti-chapping agent in it that felt pleasant against her hands, which had been getting raw near the knuckles. After a few more moments of hot-water-happy bliss, Ruth turned the water off, dried her hands and fingers on a paper towel from another dispenser, rubbed her tired eyes for a few moments to help wake them up, and then washed her hands again in warm soapy water both for the pleasure of the warmth and to virtuously and carefully follow the health guidelines (always wash off hands after touching your face) which she had learned when getting her food handler’s permit.

Her shoulders felt a little tense and she knew she was a little dehydrated which could impact her ability to focus later. She noticed this in a cold, dispassionate way that one might observe the functioning level of any other component in the shop:

The dough hook on the bread machine whirred with the “easing” sound that meant the ingredients would be coming together.

The refrigerator holding the toppings hummed, while the crockpots that would warm up the melted cream cheese and pizza sauce waited, clean, on the drying rack of the large dishwashing sink, ready to be plugged in and set to work in a few minutes.

And the Ruth the production unit needed to get a drink to gear up for a heavy morning of pretzel making.

She found her water bottle on the little shelf where employees could store their things and took a couple chugs of chilly lemon water. She would have preferred it hot, but any drink would do. She ate a small clump of trail mix from her lunch, and felt a little more alert, a little more ready to go.

Ruth had spent her pre-work hour getting all dolled up today—curling her hair, putting on face lotion and make-up, layering in a silky undershirt so she’d stay closer to a good personal temperature in the Pretzel Shop mall spot—which was close enough to the door to get occasional drafts, but generally warm. 

She’d spent extra time on the primping and skimped on eating a proper breakfast in favor of microwave fare, because Kyle from the regional office would be coming in today, and she wanted him to see her in her best light.

At the moment, though, she was beginning to regret the skimpy breakfast. Her stomach rumbled. Ah, vanity. Hopefully she’d be able to get by on the little snacky morsels she had in her lunch bag and last until her first break time of the day, when she could head over to the food court and find herself a proper meal.

At the moment, she had about sixty minutes left before the shop officially opened, and maybe ninety minutes before Kyle showed up for the inspection. Probably Portia would also come, as she cared, incessently, what the higher-ups thought of her shop, and would want to show it in the greatest possible light.

Ruth would need to keep her pace up to stay on top of everything today.

And, maybe, if Kyle was in a good mood, he might be interested in joining Ruth for her break, and the meal she planned to take on her break, in the food court, after Portia and her co-worker Jenny showed up.

Ruth and Kyle could talk about how the shop was doing, how she was doing as a shift leader, and maybe even chat a bit about their personal interests and get to know each other a little better.

Ruth knew that it wasn’t probable that the two of them could end up dating or anything, but she admired Kyle. She wanted him to have a good opinion of her. She thought it would be nice if they could be friends; maybe he could be a bit of a mentor to her or something.

The dough-mixing cycle wrapped up, and Ruth turned off the bread mixer and set a timer for the dough to rise. She grabbed two of the small Crock-Pots the store used to warm up the hot toppings, tucked one under each arm, and pushed through the swinging door to the front of the shop, where she set each of the Crock-Pots down in their designated area on the small table space next to the double-stacked pretzel ovens on the back wall of the little store front. 

The Pretzel Shop had a fish-bowl-like front-of-shop, with wrap around plexiglass shields between the shop and the public that displayed the pretzel-making area to best advantage and served as a bit of advertising as well as possibly entertainment to the shoppers and their children.

At the moment, the wide mall hallways were largely empty, except for a few random mall walkers, a custodian who was vacuuming something up the hall, and the streaming sounds of the music—currently Celine Dion. 

It was colder out here than in the kitchen area, and Ruth couldn’t wait to get the ambient heat of the ovens going.

Ruth pivoted and inspected the stoor front—all looked good, with everything
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