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      No Reservations




      “DAMN IT!” JADEN CURSED under her breath as she jumped back from the stove, spilling creamy sauce over the stovetop and her already smeared kitchen whites. A stray lock of ebony hair fell in front of her eyes, and she hastily tucked it behind her ear. “Where the hell is Geoff?” she asked no one in particular. Tossing the spent pan aside, she immediately prepared to create another batch.




      Why did Geoff have to choose tonight, of all nights, to hide? Fridays at Bianca were always slammed, and this particular evening there was a party of twenty waiting to be seated. Jaden had also been at work since eleven in the morning, interviewing more than thirty candidates for the sous chef position before starting her prep for the night ahead. Tired, cranky, and a little resentful that Geoff had disappeared, she slammed down the sauce pan, visibly startling a few of the kitchen staff. Maybe she was in over her head. Maybe taking an executive chef position after having only worked in one other kitchen was too much. Maybe her family was right and she should’ve just stayed in Colorado where she belonged.




      Jaden gritted her teeth and took a deep breath. She couldn’t fail. Not now. She had to prove to them, and to herself, that she’d made the right choice by going to culinary school instead of following in her father’s footsteps—even though it meant that after four generations, there wouldn’t be a Thorne park ranger at Rocky Mountain National Park. Jaden knew her brother Justin would never become a park ranger. Hell, he was incapable of holding a job for more than two weeks. And Magan, her younger sister, had dreams of her own to chase. She wanted to be a big time New York talent agent, not some backwoods bear whisperer who spent her days tagging wildlife and chasing poachers. Jaden cringed as she remembered the look of disappointment on her father’s face when she’d told him she’d chosen cooking over camping.




      That can’t have been for nothing, she told herself. With a renewed sense of purpose, yet still laced with a tinge of guilt, she picked up the sauce pan and began adding ingredients. After a few minutes of whisking, the aroma of cream layered with fresh garlic and parmesan cheese began to waft through the air, and Jaden smiled. Creating in the kitchen always soothed her. With the sauce all but finished, she was ready to move on to her next task when she suddenly felt the presence of one of the male servers at her side.




      “Try adding a teaspoon of anchovy paste,” Bert whispered before disappearing just as quickly as he’d appeared.




      Jaden looked over her shoulder and watched as the large, redheaded Puerto Rican picked up two large trays with ease and carried them out to the dining room. Though usually quiet, Bert had a hidden agenda. Several times Jaden had caught him watching her from the other side of the room, observing the way she prepared meals and paying particular attention to her technique. Finally putting it all together, Jaden smiled. Bert was a chef trapped in a waiter’s uniform. Hmmm…




      She set the pot of finished sauce aside and wiped the remaining traces of cream from the front of her coat. The kitchen at Bianca was a flurry of activity as everyone rushed to complete the rapidly arriving orders. Jaden made her way to the other side of the kitchen and stood on tiptoes to sneak a peek of the dining room through the small port window in the door. An audible sigh escaped as she saw a crowd filling the main entrance of the restaurant.




      “Where the hell is Geoff?” She cursed again and turned on her heel, almost running into Bert as he returned to the kitchen. “Sorry,” Jaden mumbled and stepped out of the way.




      “You okay, boss?” Bert asked as he put his two empty trays on the counter.




      “Have you seen Geoff?” Jaden asked. “He’s been MIA all night.”




      “I saw him taking inventory in the freezer, but that was a few hours ago,” Bert replied. He turned to pick up two more trays overflowing with entrées ready to be served, but Jaden stopped him.




      “Hey, Bert…” she began.




      “Yeah, boss?” He paused to look at her.




      “Have you ever worked in a kitchen before?” Bert was one of only three on the current wait staff at Bianca who hadn’t applied for the sous chef position, but deep down she suspected he wanted the job more than anyone else.




      A crooked smile played across his face. “I did my culinary internship at Haute Cuisine.”




      “Why didn’t you apply for the sous chef position when Geoff posted it?” Jaden asked. “You’re obviously qualified for it.”




      “Unless you have a few years’ experience to back you up, full-time kitchen jobs are impossible to land in this town, especially at a place like this.” Bert glanced over at the multimillion-dollar kitchen behind them.




      Jaden, suddenly feeling even more fortunate to have been offered the job as executive chef at one of Miami Beach’s most prestigious restaurants, nodded in agreement. She’d spent the past five years working her ass off at one of Estes Park’s finest establishments and was all too familiar with how difficult it was to get a break in the restaurant world.
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