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  Chapter One: Not in Aspen Anymore


“Now arriving at Federal Street. This is the Blue Line with a final destination of The University of Colorado. This is Federal Street.” 
I grabbed my backpack off the seat next to me and rose to my feet, the announcement my cue to head for the exit. There’s this expression I’d heard once, about a new beginning being the first day of the rest of your life, but I wasn’t really feeling it. Was it bad that I missed my old apartment with the stunning view? Was it worse that I actually missed my old landlord? Did I not get out much, or had Aspen, my hometown, made everything seem dull in comparison?
The train came to a stop as I contemplated the thought, the doors sliding open with a mechanical hiss. Denver was huge compared to Aspen, I had to give it that. I was bound to meet more people and find things to do once I got settled. I’d force myself out onto the sidewalk if I couldn’t—didn’t want to get so lonely I forgot how to talk or something. That was dramatic and not possible. I was going to have staff to look after, more than I had at my old job. There would be that social interaction, at least.
 I caught my reflection in plexiglass displaying an ad as I stepped onto the platform. My short brown hair was covered by a black ball cap, standard issue with my work uniform. I’d wear a white chef’s coat over a white button down and black slacks once I arrived. For now, I rolled the sleeves up my forearms to combat my nerves, not because I was actually hot.
As I began to walk, I opened my phone to reread the email my new supervisor Gio Quittero sent me once the location change became official.
We are about two blocks from the train station. There is a hardware store across the street from us. Once you are in the store, take a hard right and use the staircase to go up to my office. Let’s plan on meeting at nine. 
Sure enough, a pretty large hardware store for downtown Denver appeared in the distance, and I knew I was on the right track. I guess even big city people did home improvement projects. Across the street was the Cash Value Market signage I was familiar with, but on a much larger scale. We’d been a tiny market in Aspen. The big wigs branded it as a “chalet store” to go along with Aspen’s huge skiing attraction. Personally, I thought it was a little too on the nose, but tourists and residents alike shopped there just the same.
Denver was the homestore, the original Cash Value Market location. I should have felt honored that Benedetta Quitterro requested I come here, but it felt like a short term accomplishment when my long term goal was still light years away. For now, I’d do my best.
The store was decently busy for a weekday morning. People pushed their shopping carts up and down aisles and cashiers rang groceries at a leisurely pace. At least it was calm. Hopefully the bakery department would be, too. The most coveted item I sold at the chalet store were loaves of bread. Sandwiches were an easy tourist staple for people who didn’t constantly want to eat out. Cakes were more of a rarity, but we’d made up for it with the fancy cupcakes people could get boxed up instead.
I spied the door that Gio Quitterro had mentioned in his email and strode toward it. I was about to reach for the handle when it flew open. I braced myself for the thick wooden door to hit my shoulder and wasn’t prepared for the blonde, tiny tornado that came flying out and smacked me in the chest. I was pretty tall, but they’d missed me standing there completely.
“Sorry!” The tornado was a woman, maybe a few years younger than me. Her pale skin was turning pinker by the minute and she looked down at her slip resistant work shoes. It seemed like an overreaction for accidentally bumping into someone.
“It’s okay,” I attempted to console her. “I wasn’t exactly paying attention.” It wasn’t the truth, but she didn’t need to know that.
She flicked her eyes up to mine and it was like a punch in the gut. Crystalline eyes took in my face before quickly flicking down to how I was dressed. Was she trying to place me? Unless she had been to Aspen in the last five years, I had a feeling she’d be coming up blank. Her heart shaped face was defined and delicate, her pink lips shaped like a perfect bow. 
I’m sure there are a lot of beautiful women in Denver, but I wasn’t expecting to meet one so quickly. Or you know, literally run into them.
“Olivia!”
Our mutual staring contest came to an end when someone’s voice broke the moment. The girl, who I guessed was named Olivia based on the way that she cringed and got even redder, looked desperate to escape.
“Sorry, really!” she squeaked before she dashed away and I was left standing in her wake. My phone vibrated in my hand, a five minute reminder of my meeting. As much as I wanted to stay there and watch Olivia in her work environment, I had to meet my new supervisor.
***
“Are you unpacked yet?”
Gio and I were absorbed in small talk. He was very unlike my previous store manager, who was a decent man more concerned about getting his job done and pleasing his customers so he could enjoy Aspen in his time off. Gio was Benedetta’s younger son, so his job was more about appearances than anything. I’d only spent two minutes in his office and I could tell he thought he was better than I was. God, I hated people who got things without working for it. 
Still, I smiled at him like he was the coolest dude I’d ever met. That’s how you made it in business when working your ass off wasn't enough. “Not yet, but hopefully by the weekend.” I’d been more concerned about getting my German Shepherd, Bear, as acclimated as possible. That and getting all my baking things ready.
“You’re gonna love it here, Sean,” Gio continued. “Always busy. We have the most sales of any location. You’ll be baking from the minute you get here until the minute you leave. Though I’m sure with your skill and at your age, it will be no problem for you.”
Was that a jab at my age? It wouldn’t be the first time someone commented on how I’d been a bakery manager not long after I graduated from college. Culinary School typically helped with that. Once again, I killed him with kindness.
“Looking forward to having a bigger kitchen than I had in Aspen, that’s for sure.” I sidestepped the comment completely.
“Oh, I’m sure my mother, brother, and sister-in-law will be thrilled to see you next time we have a diamond walk.” He winked at me. "Which, between you and me, will be pretty soon.”
I used all the composure I had to hide the grimace that wanted to rear its ugly head. The store was like most places, then, with weird little gimmicks and marketing things to keep employees on their toes. Upper Management did this thing where they’d pick one of the stores and show up unannounced. Even in Aspen, they’d come through every month or so to make sure the store looked as good as it did on grand opening. In the words of Benedetta, the Cash Value Market founder, the store had to “sparkle like diamonds.” Everyone always panicked. I swore corporate got off on it. 
“I appreciate you letting me know.”
“Oh, Sean, it’s my pleasure. We’re going to be working side by side for many things. It’s the least I can do to keep you in the loop about what’s going on around here. Want the bakery to be as prepared as possible.”
I couldn’t help but feel like I was going to owe him something by him telling me this, but if nothing else, I would work my ass off so when his family decided to diamond walk this store, my bakery would get the highest rating. Maybe it was twice as big as Aspen, but I liked to exceed expectations. And if I was going to run my own bakery, I had to be better than the competition.
“Well, unless you have any questions, I’d be happy to introduce you to your new staff. You didn’t have a register in the chalet store, right?”
“I think I’m good, and no I did not,” I replied, rising to my feet and shaking his hand. 
“Not a problem. I’ll let my front end manager know and they can send someone to show you things.”
Was it bad that I was hoping it was that blonde, Olivia? I wasn’t even sure if she worked on the front end, but that was the direction she’d run to. “Sounds like a plan.”
A few minutes later, I was standing in the largest, nicest bakery I’d ever had the pleasure to work in. It had multiple ovens, a back room with a walk-in fridge, and prep tables galore. I was sure it was against store policy, but I wondered if I could work on my own sweet creations here. The galley kitchen in my new apartment might have fit in the walk-in fridge and had so little counter space I had to stack things precariously. 
A group of three bakery staff members stood around a prep table as Gio introduced me. My assistant manager, Charlie, was very kind, but almost immediately I could tell I would need to delegate only simple tasks to him. He was older, with salt and pepper in his brown hair. I noticed right away that he struggled to hear and see. He wore thick glasses that almost magnified his eyes and asked Gio to repeat himself when he checked in with him about sales reports. I deduced that he’d be a great prepper and assembler, but not the best for following recipes or decorating cakes. The other two, Beth and Max, were younger than me by a few years and seemed more capable. Max was almost as tall as I was, and wore his long mahogany hair in a knot at the nape of his neck. Beth was curvy and had curly auburn hair. She had the kind of eyes that sparkled and took everything in. It was almost like she was trying to figure out what I was thinking as I was standing there. I was looking forward to seeing if they had any strengths so I could find the best way for them to assist me. I guessed I had other employees working different days that I would meet later in the week.
“Youngest Manager in Store History!” Charlie said excitedly. "I bet you are going to make us work harder than Paul ever did.”
Gio Quitterro scowled. “We are not allowed to speak his name for legal reasons, but I’m sure Sean will do great.” He gave a quick bow. “I’ll get them to send someone up to train you on the register.” Then he was gone.
“Uh, I’m gonna take a look at what we’ve got in the back,” I announced, trying to sound like a proper mix of authoritative and aloof. “You guys carry on with what you’ve been doing for now.” 
“Just bagging up bread, boss
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