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I growled at the sound of my phone buzzing
against the nightstand barely four hours after falling asleep.
Being back in my apartment, empty without Logan, was never good for
my mood. Being woken up after a long flight and even longer week in
New Orleans made it even worse. Slapping at the phone, my intention
was to silence it and go back to bed. Lauren’s face grinning at me
from the screen made me sigh.

“What?” I grumbled after
reluctantly answering.

“I’m going to guess by
your unpleasant greeting that you’re back from New Orleans,” she
said. Her cheery voice was usually a balm, but not that
morning.

“I’m back, and
exhausted.”

“Everything’s set for the
new restaurant, though?”

Excitement tried to worm its way into my
mind. I was too fried to really feel it. “Signed on all the dotted
lines.”

“That’s great, Amos. The
new restaurant is going to be an amazing opportunity for you,” she
gushed. “For more than one reason.” Her enthusiasm eased away some
of my unpleasant mood. “You’re going to be in town for a few weeks,
right? The restaurant doesn’t open for a while yet, if I remember
correctly.”

“The re-opening is in two
weeks. I have to pack everything and move it to storage in the
meantime.” When I was awake and out of my apartment, I knew she’d
want to sit down and hear every single detail. Her tone and
insistent wording said that wouldn’t be now. Only one thing could
derail Lauren’s excitement over me moving on and starting over,
something she’d been urging me to do for almost a year.

Sighing, I asked, “What do you need?”

Lauren hesitated. “Just a small favor.”

I had known Lauren since our days as
culinary students, what seemed like a lifetime ago. Her happy
personality had immediately drawn me in and we’d been friends ever
since. She made getting through the intense program considerably
more enjoyable. It always amazed me that she wanted to go back.
Once I graduated, I had one goal, to one day own my own restaurant.
Lauren had fallen in love with teaching and never looked back. I
groaned as I realized what her favor most likely was.

“No.”

“Please?”

“No, Lauren. You know I’m
no good with that sort of thing. You’re the teacher. Not
me.”

She huffed. “You’re a fantastic teacher. You
taught me as much as any of our instructors, and you’ve trained how
many sous chefs? It’s just a week. Please?”

Falling back against my pillow, I scrubbed a
hand through my hair. “Why? It’s the middle of the semester. What
could possibly pull you away from your students?”

Lauren took teaching very seriously, so I
knew she wouldn’t be asking without a good reason.

“It’s my dad, Amos. He had
a stroke,” she said. “They think he’ll recover with barely any
lasting effects, but my mom needs help getting him settled. It’ll
just be this week. I know you have a lot to do to get ready for the
restaurant opening, but you’re already on file as an employee from
covering for me when I broke my leg, and I need to leave tonight. I
don’t have time to get anyone else through the paperwork. Please,
Amos? I’m begging.”

As soon as she’d said it was her dad, I knew
I couldn’t tell her no. Despite living half the country away from
her parents, Lauren was a daddy’s girl and always had been. She
would do anything for him and I knew it would kill her to not go
home and help out. The last thing I wanted to do was spend a week
trying to teach cold kitchen prep when I had so much to do, but
there was no way I could turn my back on her.

“Fine, text me the times
of your classes,” I said with a sigh. “I assume you have lesson
plans and recipes ready for me?”

“Of course I do,” she said
with a mixture of annoyance and relief that I’d said yes. Lauren
was a perfectionist. She probably had lesson plans already prepared
for the next two years’ worth of classes. “I’ll send you everything
you’ll need. Thank you, Amos. You are a life saver. I owe you big
time for this.” She paused, thinking for a moment. “In fact, maybe
I can make up for it a little. Why don’t you crash at my place
while I’m gone?”

“Lauren, that’s
not…”

“Amos,” she said softly,
“I know you hate being in that apartment with Logan gone. My
apartment is close to the school. It’ll be more convenient, and I’m
guessing movers are doing most of your packing. You’ll be out of
their way and get a break from the memories.”

Heat burned in my chest, in gratitude and a
small amount of embarrassment. There were days I felt like I should
have been able to move on. His death had been an accident, a patch
of ice late at night. It didn’t matter, though, because the
reminders of him and what I’d lost were all here. I was ready to be
free of this place and wanted to spend as little time in it as
possible before saying goodbye forever. Part of me felt like that
was a betrayal, leaving him behind somehow. The rest of me knew I’d
go crazy staying here any longer.

“You’ll drop by a key
before you leave?” I asked, defeated and relieved.

“Of course,” she said
softly.

I wanted to tell her thank you for the
offer, for letting me escape Logan’s presence and the pain being
here brought, but I couldn’t bring myself to say the words.

“Before I let you get back
to sleep,” Lauren said, “have you been keeping up with local news
while you were in New Orleans?”

It seemed like a random question. “No.
Why?”

“Uh, no reason,” she said
cryptically. “One of my students, could you keep an eye on her
while I’m gone? She’s got a lot of talent, but she’s been
struggling the last few weeks. She might need a little extra
encouragement.”

My head ached from lack of sleep and jetlag,
but I smiled. Lauren’s soft heart was a contrast to many of her
coworkers at the culinary institute. Some might call it weakness,
but I never would. “Who is this student?” I asked.

“Her name’s Eliza
Carlisle. She’s a bit of a misfit at times, but like I said, she’s
really talented and I would hate to see her get overwhelmed and
give up.” Lauren sighed, like a weight had been lifted from her
shoulders. “Thank you, Amos. For covering for me, and for keeping
an eye on Eliza. You’re a good friend.”

“Yeah, well, you’ve been
there for me often enough over the last year, I figure I owe you,”
I said with a smile. “I hope everything goes okay with your
dad.”

“Thanks,” she said,
emotion making her voice squeak. She’d played off her fears when
trying to talk me into covering her classes, but I knew how much
not being there was eating at her even then. She drew in a deep
breath to calm herself. “I’ll bring the key by this afternoon. My
flight is at five, so I’ll swing by on my way to the airport. Get
some sleep.”

We said our goodbyes and I ended the call.
Rolling back toward my pillow, I pressed my face into the fabric.
Logan’s scent had long since faded, but the memory of it hadn’t. I
both loved and hated the reminders of him that still lingered even
after packing up his things. I wondered if the wounds losing him
created would ever heal.

Friends didn’t understand. It had been a
year since his death. There was no one to blame, no revenge to be
had. He was simply gone. Shouldn’t that mean closure? Shouldn’t I
have been able to move on after so long? Sometimes I wondered that
as well. Moving on sounded good, in the same way made-from-scratch
mac and cheese sounded good on a rainy day. Comfort food didn’t
make the rain stop. Wishing I could move on didn’t make me miss him
any less. It didn’t make me feel any less responsible for not being
there in his final moments.

My body begged me to go back to sleep, but
my mind was too awake. Lauren’s question about whether I had been
following local news poked at me. What had happened while I was
gone? An uncomfortable curiosity settled in the pit of my stomach.
Picking my phone back up, I brought up the latest news stories,
found nothing overly interesting, then wondered about the girl
Lauren had asked me to look out for. It took me a few seconds to
remember the name.

Typing “Eliza Carlisle”
into the news app, I hit the search button and sighed when the
results loaded. “Local culinary student
plays key part in solving 50-year-old murder.” That wouldn’t have sounded so ominous if not for the pictures
and videos accompanying the headline. Anything involving SWAT
couldn’t be good. My mind decided it had had enough and was ready
to shut off. Ditching my phone, I crawled back under my blankets
and closed my eyes. Lauren’s favor
just got a whole lot more complicated.

 


***

 


Thankful Lauren’s classes this semester were
in the afternoon, I strode into the room feeling miles better than
I had when she’d stopped by the day before to drop off the key to
her apartment. I’d barely stayed at my own place long enough to
pack a bag and arrange for the movers to show up the next morning.
Curious eyes followed me as I walked to the front of the classroom.
That was one of the main reasons I didn’t understand Lauren’s love
of teaching.

In the kitchen, everyone was busy with their
own tasks. I could work in peace, stay busy, keep my hands and mind
occupied. I knew that wouldn’t work once I was the one running
things. Staff would be looking to me for answers and guidance. I
could handle a critical eye judging my dishes. That happened every
night as I worked. Eager young chefs expecting me to have all the
answers? I felt their eyes on me as I dropped my keys and phone
onto the computer desk.

Looking up to face them, I cleared my
throat. “Good morning. Clearly, I’m not Chef Lauren, but I’ll be
filling in for her this week due to a family emergency. My name is
Amos Walker. You’re welcome to address me as either Chef Amos or
Chef Walker.”

Several pairs of eyes lit up in recognition
at the mention of my name. Inwardly I cringed, but at the same time
was hit with a sense of pride. There was a good reason I was
finally opening my own restaurant. I was far from being a household
name, but locally I had gained a reputation as someone to watch in
the culinary world. A few of the students seemed to be plugged in
enough to know who I was, but most simply nodded in acceptance of
what I had told them.

My gaze scanned the room, looking for the
girl from the news article I’d skimmed. Her long blonde hair was
pulled up in a sloppy bun instead of hanging loose as it had been
in the picture of her being led out of a house by a SWAT team
member, but she was easy to recognize. The hint of her injuries
still played on her features as faded bruises, and I felt a surge
of protectiveness I hadn’t experienced since Logan was alive.

“Chef Lauren left me her
slides for the lectures you’re meant to cover during her absence.
I’ll admit, I just got these yesterday and didn’t have much time to
look them over,” I said, “so if you have questions or I need to go
into something a little deeper, just let me know.”

Actually, I hadn’t looked at the slides at
all. I’d meant to, but had been distracted setting up times with
the movers and getting a call from the new restaurant’s manager to
go over a few details that had been neglected during our meetings
over the weekend. I’d crashed on Lauren’s couch after that and
slept late into the morning.

As I pulled up the slides on the computer
and tried to remember how to get the projector turned on, I noticed
one of the students, a guy with light brown hair and a medium
build, lean toward Eliza. He whispered something that drew her gaze
to me. Her eyes widened slightly, then realized I could see her and
dropped her gaze, cheeks reddening at being caught staring. I
wondered what the guy had told her.

The slides finally loaded
and projected onto the whiteboard behind me. I read the title and
sighed. Edible
Centerpieces. Why hadn’t Lauren warned me?
Probably because she knew this was one of my least favorite aspects
of garde manger.
I believed what I did was an art, but not quite that literally. It
was going to be a long week.

Looking up at the class, I
caught Eliza’s expression and almost laughed. Horrified was the
best description I could come up with. Her shoulders sank. The guy
next to her did laugh, which made her scowl at him. I was liking this girl
more and more.

Drawing myself up, I put on a neutral
expression and started talking about the intricacies of turning
food into sculpture. The responses to the lecture were mixed. Some
seemed interested, others took it in as necessary, a few held
Eliza’s disdain, and only one took fastidious notes like their
entire career depended upon their ability to carve fruits and
vegetables into flowers. Toward the end of the lecture, I noticed
one of the desks was empty. That seemed odd, given that this
program was highly sought after and had a strict attendance
policy.

After the lecture, I held off dismissing the
class. “Who’s missing?” I asked.

Half the class seemed unaware one of their
classmates hadn
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