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Chapter One

 

“Incoming,” yelled Parker, one of my line chefs, as a ticket began printing. He grabbed it and began calling the order. “Two house salads, shrimp and grits, catfish platter with black-eyed peas and okra.”

My team moved in perfect harmony cooking and plating. I watched them for only a moment as I mentally pinched myself at the reality around me. It felt like a dream, but it wasn’t. This was real.

Opening day of my first restaurant. Mine. I own it.

I smiled over my shoulder at my sous chef and mentee, Earl, as he plated a dish. He grinned as he caught me watching him.

“Order up!” He shouted. 

Like magic, one of the runners, Neal, came for the plates. It wasn’t truly magic; it was months of training and determining what the flow of business would be.

As he took those out to the waiting customers, I watched as Eric, one of our bussers, brought dishes to the dishwashers. It was a symphony in motion, and I wanted to giggle. 

I’d been working towards this day since I was seventeen years old and won my first cooking competition for my alphabet soup. The recipe was inspired by my Grandmother Ines’s chicken noodle soup. 

I took that and tweaked it. It got me first prize and started a fire in my belly for competition with my ultimate goal to open my own place. 

The place I stood now, listening to the clinks, rattles, and bangs of the kitchen. The stainless-steel gleamed all around me, and heat waves rose above cooking surfaces. This was heaven for me.

“Chef Jess?”

“Yes?” I turned towards Noah, my general manager.

“Lynette from What’s on the Table in Dashwood would like to speak to you, if you’re available.”

“I’ll be right there.”

What’s on the Table in Dashwood was a local blog, and Lynette was the make or break it for a restaurant. Stepping to the sink, I washed my hands and face quickly, checked my reflection in the office window.

Earlier today, I had done an interview with Dining with Nadine, another local food blogger. It was a fun interview.

“Chef Jessica, so, first question. How did you come up with the name The Crock Pot?” Nadine said, pen at the ready.

“Thanks, good question.” I smiled. “What is more comforting than coming home after a long day to something slow cooked with love from a crock pot? It brings up images of mom’s kitchen or maybe your grandmother’s home. That’s what I wanted to create here. Comfort, family, and good memories.”

“Oh, I love that. So, I noticed that on your menu you have a soup of the day and then alphabet soup is offered every day. I know only a little about your story, but can you share with me the full story behind your alphabet soup?”

“Yes, when I was in culinary arts high school, my teacher, Mr. Duncan Jones…” I looked over my shoulder at where he was sitting with his wife, Beverly. I waved when they smiled at me. “That’s him. He encouraged me to enter a cooking competition with other high schools. The theme was schoolhouse. The ABCs are one of those things you first learn in school, so alphabet soup seemed like the perfect thing. I used inspiration from my grandmother and that was the creation of my recipe. I won and the rest, as they say, is history.”

“That’s wonderful. Well, I plan to be a regular here.”

Now it was time for me to meet with Lynette. She wasn’t a soft touch like Nadine. Lynette was old school, while Nadine was my age. We could relate to each other better, and with Lynette, I felt like she was the English teacher you didn’t want to disappoint.

Pulling off my scarf that held my hair back, I then smoothed my short dark locks. A little messy, I thought, but not bad overall, which is good because I felt like a hot mess. The kitchen had been going strong for the past twelve hours and I had been here the whole day.

I stepped out to the dining area. The place was still packed. I noted that my best friends, Sawyer and Vee, were still at a table near the front window. They caught my eye and clapped silently. They were my biggest fans. 

I smiled.

I had asked my family not to come today as I wouldn’t have a lot of time to see them personally. My grandmother and aunt had gotten a private tour and dinner a few nights ago when we hosted a family and friends night. 

It was a night to do a soft-opening and practice, ensuring we had all the steps and processes in place before opening night. It had been a success. 

While my grandmother and aunt had come, my mother and stepfather didn’t come. Though that’s probably because I hadn’t invited them. We didn’t get along and I did not need the stress of them. 

I continued to scan for Lynette in the two hundred seat dining room. It was amazing to see nearly every seat filled, except for her, sitting alone in a two-seat booth on the left. It made sense that she was sitting alone. Her goal here today was different.

I took a deep breath and made my way to her. I was stopped all along the route by smiling customers.

“Good job, Chef.”

“Everything was amazing.”

“The alphabet soup was the best thing I have ever eaten in my life!”

“Chef Jess, excellent food!”

I smiled and thanked them all for coming, shaking a few hands along the way.

“Oh, Chef Jessica.” Lynette smiled when I arrived at her table. “Would you like to have a seat?”

“Yes, thank you.” My body groaned when I sat, but I kept the smile on my face. I’d been on my feet for hours and this was my first time sitting down all day. Minus the two trips to the restroom, that is, but those don’t count.

“I just wanted to discuss with you my review before I post it.” She smiled, tapping her notepad with her slim fingers. Her perfectly manicured nails continued to drum absently on the pad.

“Oh, I hope it’s good.” I mentally crossed my fingers.

“Yes, very.” She slid her glasses down as she looked at me. “I had the cucumber salad and a cup of the award-winning alphabet soup. As you may remember, I had covered that high school competition all those years ago when I was at the Dashwood Times.”

“I remember. Your column boosted my confidence and is one of the many reasons I’m here today.”

“Well, aren’t you the sweetest,” she grinned. “For my entrée, I had the balsamic glazed salmon with scalloped potatoes and green beans. They were superb. How do you do those green beans? I’ve been making them most of my sixty years, but never like that.”

“Chef secret.” I slowly grinned at my joke, but it was true. I wouldn’t spill how I cooked them. It was a trick Mr. Jones had taught me.

Hearing her laugh at my quip sent a wave of relief through me. I had been so worried that this place would bomb. Though I knew I could cook well, would the public enjoy my restaurant concept? It seemed they did, or at least Lynette did. Her adding credibility and her reputation added another level to my business. I hoped it would increase the traffic coming in.

“Prices are fair, and your servers and staff are friendly. I never once had to ask for a drink refill or a napkin. The decor is classy, yet homey. I love the artwork. Local artists, I assume?” I nodded. She continued. “The environment is upbeat and relaxing. I will definitely be a regular, especially if you have that soup daily.”

“That’s the plan. It is, after all, how I got here. Well, that and a lot of positive support.” I gestured to Lynette.

“I try.” She beamed with pride. “Now, I’ll take my check and be on my way.”

“Oh, Lynette, this is on the house, of course.” Something I had done with Nadine as well. 

“Well, aren’t you the sweetest?”

“Thank you, and I do hope you’ll come back to see us again soon.”

I walked her to the door, thanking her again, then turned towards my host stand.

“She loved it!” I said to my host and hostess, who were standing there.

“Thank goodness.” Jordan squealed.

“We were all on our best behavior,” Tyler said with a laugh.

“As I hope we will be for every guest.” I looked around, then lowered my voice. “But, of course, Lynette can take us down in a heartbeat if we misstep.”

They chuckled, and I went to greet more of the guests on my way back to the kitchen. They all sang praises of the food and service. It was the ego boost I needed.

Pausing at the kitchen door, I turned to watch the flow of my dining room. All the servers were engaging with the guests. The runners were getting food out quickly and people were smiling with each plate. The bussers were cleaning tables fast and getting those tables ready for the next guests.

It all warmed my heart as I turned into the kitchen.

“Earl, we did it. We freaking did it.” I high fived him.

“I knew we would.” He laughed. “It’s a great concept, excellent menu. Plus, it has you.”

“And you. I’m so glad to have you here.”

“Of course, Chef.” He smiled and got back to work.

We had been working side-by-side on this for several months, and in fact, I hired him a year ago when I started planning. Together we built the menu, hired the line cooks, and trained them to make every item to perfection. I couldn’t have done it without his support.

An hour later, all the customers were gone, the dishwashers were nearly finished cleaning. We were prepped for the next day.

“Where is Earl?” I asked.

“He took out the trash,” Stelly said, thumbing towards the back door.

“But wasn’t that ten, fifteen minutes ago?”

“Ah, I … yeah, maybe.” She looked at the clock. “He probably grabbed a smoke or maybe took a call.”

“Maybe.” 

He didn’t smoke, but perhaps he received a call. I shrugged and finished putting the food away. When I was done, I decided it had been too long. 

I dried my hands then pushed the back door open, finding the back parking lot empty of people.

“Earl?”

Nothing. A sound near the dumpster caused me to jump, but it was only a black cat.

“Dang it, cat.” I said. I walked around the street to see if he had gone to the front. “Earl?”

No answer. 

I ran my hands over my face, then backtracked back to the dumpster. From this angle, I could see it. It was his shoes lying at a weird angle from the side of the dumpster against the wall. I couldn’t see him from here, only his shoes.

My blood ran cold as I took a few cautious steps to where he was. I knew what I would find, but I still wasn’t prepared for the sight. 

I had only seen a dead body one other time in my life. It was the worst night of my life. My father killed a man right in front of me. I never thought I would see another.

As his body came into view, I let out a scream that made even my blood curl. I rushed to him thinking maybe he was just injured. The bullet to the head was probably difficult to survive, and yes, in fact, he was stone cold dead.

Several of my employees came outside and found me holding his body, screaming. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, as my mind was buzzing and my body was numb.

Flashing back to the night, my father shot a man. Unlike tonight, it had been raining. I remember watching the blood swirl and mingle with the rain as it puddled all around us. I can’t even remember what led up to the fight that caused the shooting. 

My father’s attorney asked me to be a witness, but I was only five years old and all I could say was my father shot a man. They painted his defense that he was protecting me. 

But I could only remember the spinning puddles as the lightning flashed, and the thunder roared above us. I looked up at the man who had always been so tender, loving, and gentle with me, and something in his face had changed that night. It was hard and cold.

I looked at the faces around me now. They were in shock. Some were crying. Most were stoic, watching, wondering, and mumbling among themselves about what could have happened.

He was my sous chef, my right-hand, my friend since he was in high school. We had been working on this concept together for a year. He helped me build the menu, the concept, the entire restaurant. How was I going to continue without him?

Tears fell from my eyes as I held his body.

“I called 9-1-1. They’re on their way.” Stelly said.

“Who did this?”

“Did you see anyone?”

“We need to check the security cameras.”

Murmurs and sobs continued as I heard the sirens in the distance. This was a nightmare.

I let go of Earl and sat back, sobbing into my now bloody hands. Not only was my friend gone, but my business was going to be ruined. It was a selfish thought, but I couldn’t help it. This had been my life’s work to date, and, in a blink, it was going to be taken away from me.

Just as his life was taken from him.

I felt hopeless and helpless as I continued to stare at the lifeless body.






Chapter Two

 

I couldn’t process what was happening as the officer loaded me into the back of the patrol car. Were they arresting me for Earl’s murder? This can’t be happening.

I looked out the window of the police cruiser at the confused faces of my staff. Several of them were trying to explain that I was with them all night until just a minute before finding him.

“She couldn’t have done it.”

“She wouldn’t have!”

“She was inside with all of us.”

“You can’t do this to her!”

They pleaded, but the officers weren’t listening. 

The scene blurred as I was driven away. My only solace was that it was nearly 1 a.m. and there weren’t many curious eyes of the public peering at me and judging.

I cried quietly as we flew through the empty streets towards the police station. It was only a few blocks away, so thankfully it was a short ride.

Once again, my mind took me back to that night when my entire life had been turned upside down at the tender age of five. After the police came to take my father away, my mother was nearly inconsolable. I ended up living with my Granny Ines. She is my father’s mother. I love her so much. She was still my best friend to this day.

My mother left me with Granny Ines for two years and only took me back because Granny had to have knee surgery. I would go back to her six months later and spend my time split between both houses until I was twelve when my mother remarried and decided we would be a happy little family.

Too little, too late for me. I wouldn’t trust her again.

While that was happening, my father was sentenced to life in prison and had been transferred from the local jail to the prison two hours away. Granny would take me to see him once a month. I hated those visits.

The musty smell of cigarettes, damp concrete, and the sound of crying babies and wives set my nerves on edge. Those sounds and smells were still triggering to me now.

Then there were awkward conversations with my father. He tried to act like everything was normal with questions about how school was or what I planned to do over summer break? 

These combined were the reason I wet the bed until I was nearly ten. Sleepovers were a big no-no for years. My grandmother was sympathetic to my plight, but my mother was not. I learned to clean myself and wash my own sheets, so she didn’t know about my secret. It kept the peace with her.

Then, after my mother married my stepfather, Samuel, they quickly welcomed my brother Bryan and then, two years later, Christopher. I was already neglected and ignored, but this sent my stock in the family spiraling lower.

Those two rugrats were doted on as if they were the future kings of the world. They could do no wrong and especially when it was at my expense. Being that I was thirteen and fifteen years older, they would get into my stuff and spread it from one end of the house to the other. Then, I would get yelled at for it.

I hated being home, so most nights I would sneak out to meet up with my friends, Sawyer and Vee. We got into so much trouble back then. Petty, silly stuff that wasn’t harmful, but wasn’t good either.

We would hang out in the park or explore the cemetery. The police would chase us off. Other times, we would egg the house of a bully or a teacher we hated.

But one time, we stole a car. Granted, it was Samuel’s car, but he reported it missing to teach me a lesson, or so he says.

“You’re lucky it was just your stepfather’s car and not someone else’s. If you keep heading down this path, you are going to end up in prison. Do you want to end up like your father?” Mom yelled on the way home.

“No.” I mumbled. That was my worst fear.

Yet here I was being taken in for questioning in the murder of my friend. It was a nightmare that I really wanted to wake up from.

I blinked my eyes to clear my vision as the tears kept falling. It wasn’t a nightmare, and this was the worst day after the best day of my life.

The officer pulled into a spot at the back of the station. He then stepped out, pulling me from the car. I had my hands cuffed, so I was a bit off balance and wobbled a bit.

“Whoa, you good?” He asked.

“Yeah, I guess.”

He meant it as a question if I was good to continue inside without falling, but I wanted to yell that no, I was not good as I was being brought in for something I didn’t do. I was a victim here, too. Not in the same way that Earl was, but still, someone had shot my employee behind my restaurant on opening day. My memory of opening night was now marred, and the police had the nerve to arrest me.

They checked me in but didn’t take a mug shot or do fingerprints or anything like that. It was more of a sign-in thing to keep a record that I was here. That was in keeping with what they were saying about just being interviewed, but, to me, the handcuffs sent a clear message.

“Here. Have a seat. The chief and detective will be in shortly. Can I get you water or coffee?”

“Water?”

“Coming up.” The officer stepped out.

I stood there staring at the yellow walls of the tiny room. It held a scratched, dark wood conference table with a few basic conference room chairs pushed around it. There were no windows, no artwork. Just a plain gray analog clock ticking on the wall.

Tick, tick, tick. It seemed to mock me.

I took a seat facing the door. Sighing. I was going to have to call Sawyer or Vee to come get me later. No way would I call mom or Samuel. Even though I was 35 years old, I still felt like a naughty child when around them, and it would be even worse calling from the police station.

I could hear Samuel’s scolding tone and my mother’s woeful cries. Not worth the heartache.

But the truth was, I hadn’t been in trouble in a long time. Not since I was sixteen and given the choice between going to technical school to learn a trade or go to a military style school. I should have gotten over the trauma, but I didn’t. It had left an impression on me for sure.

The door opened and in came Chief Cyrus Stone and Detective Richard Upton. The detective had a paper cup that he set in front of me.

“Water,” He said.

Chief Stone and I had many run-ins years ago when he was still a patrol officer. He had put on fifty pounds and lost most of his dark hair since then, but overall, he was the same mean-spirited man. 

Over the years, I’d avoided him the best I could. This was an unfortunate encounter. I didn’t think he handled this type of work any longer, but I guess he saw this as a special case.

“Well, well, well, Ms. Vasquez. It’s been a while.”

“It has.” I said. Thank goodness.

“So, are we going down the same path as your father?” he said flatly, crossing his arms hard over his thick chest.

“No, never. I wouldn’t—”

“You were found standing over a dead body.” He said flatly.

“That alone doesn’t make me guilty.”

“Then why don’t you tell us what happened?” Detective Upton asked. He had kind eyes and a nice smile. His overall posture and tone were calmer and patient.

Were they doing the good cop-bad cop thing you see in movies?

I decided to focus on him, instead of the Chief. I went through the events of the night from the time the last customer left until I found Earl.

“He was there when we had a staff toast to a successful opening. Then we all started cleaning and prepping for the next day. I saw him taking out a couple of bags of trash, but after roughly ten or fifteen minutes, I realized he hadn’t returned, so I went to look for him.” I paused as the scene replayed in my head. Finding my friend shot in the head would haunt me for life.

“That’s when I found him behind the dumpster.” Tears slid down my face.

“Okay, that’s good. Thank you.” Detective Upton said.

“I’m not buying your story.” Chief Stone blustered. “You just happened upon him?”

“Why is that so hard to believe? Why would I kill my best employee, my right-hand? Someone I have known for years?” I knew I shouldn’t loss my patience here, but I couldn’t help it. 

“I don’t know. You tell us.”

This went on for a while, and I was slowly starting to believe that I had killed Earl, which was honestly ridiculous. It didn’t make sense and there were witnesses to my alibis. Why was he coming so hard at me?

“I was with my other employees. They all told the officers at the scene.”

“You have a family history of this type of thing?” the chief threw out.

“But I have never once shown or done anything violent to anyone.”

“You were quite a troublemaker as a teen!” His face red, spit flying from his mouth. He seemed to have it out for me for no reason at all.

“A little harmless stuff twenty plus years ago. I have been a law-abiding citizen since then.”

The detective would step in, trying to smooth things over, but the chief would turn on him, accusing him of being on my side. This was spiraling to a place I couldn’t explain.

“Stone, I’m on the side of the truth and she has explained. We have witnesses and we have security footage. There is no reason to detain her any longer.”

I wanted to hug him. The clock showed it was nearly four a.m., and I only had a few hours to sleep before I needed to be at the restaurant to help open up for the day. It was going to be another twelve-hour day and now, with my sous chef at the county morgue, I would have to step up and do his work plus mine.

“Fine. We’ll be in touch.” The chief pushed up, storming out of the room.

“I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s okay. He has a job to do.” I tried to give the benefit of the doubt, even though I was seething and wanted to storm out myself.

“Yeah,” he looked over his shoulder. “There is pressure from the mayor’s office on the whole department, so this is more about mess-ups internally and less about you.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better.” I crossed my arms.

“Well, you are free to go. Do you need a ride home?”

“No, I’ll call for a ride.” Then I realized I didn’t have my cell phone, and I hadn’t memorized a phone number in a million years, not since I got a cell phone anyway. “Um, on second thought, can you drop me at the restaurant so I can get my car and stuff?”

“Sure. Let me just grab my keys. Meet you out front.”

He held the door of the interview room open and pointed me towards the way out. It was a small station, and I remembered the layout well, but I didn’t tell him that.

Standing in the cool morning air, I took a deep breath. That sucked.

“Ready?” Detective Upton said, stepping outside.

“Yes.” I mumbled.

He pointed me to a gray sedan. As we walked up to it, my eyes fell to the back seat where a car seat, along with a littering of toys and a sippy cup, told me all I needed about him. He was a family guy, and this was not his work vehicle. He smiled.

“I have a two-year-old son.”

“Oh.” I had no desire for children myself, but that was because of my childhood, not because I hated kids or anything.

He made small talk on the ten-minute drive. I only answered or replied as needed, but honestly, I just wanted a shower and a quick nap before work.

We pulled up, and my eyes darted to the crime scene with the crime tape blowing slightly in the early morning air. There were still two patrol cars there, as a few officers were still taking pictures. They nodded a greeting at the detective.

“Well, thank you for the ride.”

I let myself into my restaurant so I could retrieve my car keys, purse, and cell phone. Once the door closed, separating me from the outside world, I collapsed to the floor in tears. The exhaustion, both physically and emotionally, was too much. 

What a sucky, sucky night.






Chapter Three

 

An hour later, I was home, showered, and now lying in my bed. Exhausted, but sleep wouldn’t come. It was now a little after five in the morning. My brain would not shut off. I needed to know what had happened to Earl.

He was a charismatic guy, loved by everyone who met him, or so it seemed. Was this just a case of the wrong place, the wrong time for him? Perhaps a petty thief who saw an opportunity and poor Earl was just a nameless victim to him.

That had to be it. I rolled to my stomach, punching the pillow as tears stung my eyes.

I’m glad that I hadn’t woken Sawyer or Vee. We all lived together in this townhouse, not far from downtown, and only about six blocks from the restaurant. I could technically walk, but it was just easier some days to drive, especially late at night.

Dashwood was considered a mid-sized town with a population of roughly 60,000 people. However, we were surrounded by larger cities with populations more than double or triple ours. The crime, from those larger cities, didn’t always stay where you would expect it to. It seeped into Dashwood from time to time, and there was a robbery, a mugging, or, in the most recent case, my sous chef was killed.

Though I didn’t know if that was truly the case yet. I would have to wait for the police investigation to know for sure if it was big city crime creeping in. I really hoped it was that, because thinking someone had it out for him was a harder pill to swallow.

Sawyer had found this place for us a few years ago, but we had lived together since we moved out on our own not long after high school. Nobody we knew was surprised. We had been almost inseparable since we met back in middle school.

Back then, they called us the weirdos and assumed we were in some relationship. But honestly, we were just good friends. I liked to think we were just the misfits of Dashwood. I don’t know why I liked that term better. It felt more rebellious, more spiteful.

But the thought of being in a relationship with Sawyer made me laugh, too. He was more like a brother to me.

Actually, Sawyer was a much nicer person to me than my two brothers were. Especially now that they were teenagers. They are selfish, spoiled, and entitled people.

Sawyer is quite the opposite. He was caring, thoughtful, and always knew when I needed a pick me up. He cheered me on at all my competitions, dried my tears when I lost, and was more than willing to be a tester for my new recipes.

I was jolted awake at 9:30 by my alarm sounding. I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen asleep.

“It sucks to be the boss.” I had no one to call in sick to. I just had to get up and head to work.

There was a knock at my door. I didn’t even get to answer before it flew up and both of my best friends came flying in.

“Jessie, oh my gosh, we were so worried.” Vee said, climbing into bed next to me, cuddling up to me. She was the most affectionate of the three of us. I had gotten used to it over the years.

“When did you get home?”

“Just before five. Chief Stone still has it in for me. Just like when he was Officer Stone.”

“He is the worst. I don’t know who thought he should be the chief.” Vee made a face.

“Are you charged, or what exactly happened?” Sawyer asked. 

The deep frown and worry lines creasing his eyes told me all I needed to know about him. He was an empathetic person and could feel my pain.

“No, I wasn’t charged, just grilled for hours. It was awful.”

“So, what now?” Vee asked, sitting up.

“I go to work and get prepped for another day, and hope to heck that this doesn’t change Lynette’s opinion of the restaurant.”

“Do you want us to come down there with you?”

“No, no. Don’t you both have work? Wait. Why aren’t y’all at work?”

“Government holiday.” Vee grinned. 

They both worked at the post office. Vee didn’t need to work because she came from a wealthy family and had a trust fund. Sawyer had no dreams or ambition to do anything but enjoy life. Making the post office the perfect place for him because he loved serving people and actually enjoyed working the counter all day, though he had recently moved to working in the back. He was such a happy-go-lucky guy, and I loved that about him.

Though I was jealous of them today. I needed a day off after this.

“Y’all suck.” I laughed.

I ran to the bathroom to get cleaned up and dressed, pulling my scarf around my head. I waved goodbye to my friends who were now on the couch with a movie on. I took one look before shutting the door.

I looked at my car. It was only a few blocks to the restaurant, and my brain was too foggy to operate a car, so I left it there as I made the short walk to work.

I loved this town. It was the perfect small town with a little mix of big town amenities given its proximity to the larger metropolitan area. It had pros and cons, like anything else. 

This was an artistic town. Most people here were artists in some form or fashion. Several times a year there were large art festivals where people got to show off their crafts and skills.

I felt that I created art with my food, and I wasn’t the only one. We had a large culinary scene here with many great
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