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by Rebecca S. Kellogg






Rae pushed open the door to the Lost Face Restaurant, and the bells on the inside handle jangled. 

The restaurant, a hole-in-the-wall creperie in a strip mall, had half the lights off, possibly as a cost-saving pandemic measure. The few lights above the cooking and serving bar and the flickering battery-powered candles by the windows made the place feel cozy.

Rae remembered the take-out her husband had brought home from this place a few weeks ago. The delicate crepes had been the perfect thickness, and the gushy sweet cream punctuated by the texture of strawberries had been deliciously balanced.

Rae was picky, and not easily impressed.

But this food left her impressed.

She had resolved to seek out the restaurant herself, smugly feeling that this one had earned her approval and could have her repeat patronage.

Now, though, Rae sighed behind her dry, stiff mask which smelled faintly of bleach. She felt annoyed to see the proprietress pull a sloppy single-layer fabric hammock up from her chin to cover her mouth—but not her nose.

Rae came to the front register and put in her order for strawberry crepes. Maybe she wouldn’t come back again. You had to be careful these days.

The place was decorated more like someone’s kitchen and dining room than a strip mall restaurant. Tables and chairs had been mostly stacked, but one cutesy-kitchen-style picnic table near the entrance was available for sitting and waiting for takeout. Heavy plastic sheeting covered the checkered tablecloth. The centerpiece, a cheery basket of plastic daisies, was a nice touch.

The table looked lonely, all on its own.

Its plastic was slightly sticky when Rae sat down and rested her elbow; she quickly removed it, and wondered how often it had been wiped down.

Cheerful Spanish vocalists sang softly over the airwaves. Thank God it wasn’t Mariachi music.

Feeling bored as the proprietress worked at the counter, pouring batter over a sizzling crepe maker, Rae looked at the wall with the candles on the wall that faced the parking lot a little more closely. She noticed the candles seemed to be placed beneath pictures of framed faces almost like an offering.

Above the images a small blue banner had been painted onto the wall, with white lettering rimmed with gold:

“The Wall of Lost Faces.”

Rae moved closer and saw that under each image was a couple paragraphs and a name, visible beneath the flickering battery-powered candle light. The gloomy semi-darkness wreathed the images in shadows, and the positioning of the lights below cast an otherworldly glow upon the faces; almost a celebratory or reverential light.

Rae surreptitiously looked up a couple of the names on her phone. Were these people famous? Maybe some semi-popular celebrities or historical figures she hadn’t been aware of?

But no. 

One of the men featured on the Wall of Lost Faces was dead. 

Another was apparently incarcerated.

Rae’s heart rate picked up, and she glanced at the proprietress, who was spooning cream across a crepe in a take-out box.

Rae resolved to leave as soon as possible, and definitely not return. 

At the counter, the phone rang. The woman pivoted to answer it just as the door opened, and a short, squat man of dark complexion ambled in, hands in his pockets, nodding deferentially to Rae but shouting a greeting to the woman behind the counter. He wore a mask over both mouth and nose, thank God, but he was also burly looking, and it was dark outside, and Rae had just looked up a bunch of names of people who apparently had an unsavory situation. 

Rae felt thoroughly nonplussed, and pulled in on herself.

The proprietress spun back to acknowledge the man, and Rae stood, both to move away from the man and give him space to stand by the register, and to glace at the crepe in the box as the woman pulled the lid forward to close it. 

“Excuse me.” Rae’s tone was polite but firm. The woman nodded at her, boxed up the food, put it in a bag. 

She put the bagged food up on top of a display case loaded with empanadas, and gestured for Rae to take the food. 

Rae shook her head, held up one finger. 

The women raised her eyebrows, puzzled. She finished her conversation on the phone, in Spanish, set the phone down, and proprietress focused her dark-eyed gaze entirely on Rae. 

“Is something the matter?” she asked.

Rae nodded. “You put almonds on my order,” she said. “But I’m allergic to nuts.”

The woman frowned for just a beat, but quickly recovered. “I’m so sorry ma’am,” she said. “Let me remake your order. One minute.”

She poured fresh batter over the crepe machine and went to take the order from the man at the counter, who, gesturing expansively, asked for a lot of the empanadas. 

It was such a unique store, Rae reflected, moving further back from the man into the shadows of the corner. She would have thought that a creperie would be run by a French family, not a Spanish woman. And it wouldn’t have occurred to her that crepes and empanadas would go together within the same store. But here we were. The woman seemed to be making good business from this. 

Rae’s movement back into the corner had placed her squarely next to the edge of the Wall of Lost faces. 

There was writing on the wall here, a printed sheet of 8 ½ x 11 paper slipped into a hard plastic frame, mounted to the wall. 

It was a little dark to read, so Rae illuminated the text using the light on her phone. 

The sheet of paper listed said “How to Help.” 

It detailed a few social activism organizations, listing their goals, a few bullet points with their accomplishments, as well as websites.

Rae rocked back on her heels. 

Wow. 

This woman was ballsy to mix restauranteering and social justice. 

She glanced back at the woman at the counter. A strand of her curly dark hair had fallen from her bun, but the rest was tidily in place.

What kind of woman took a stand like that, Rae wondered. She should be more careful, Rae told herself. You never knew who might come into the establishment who may take offense at the blatant activism here, and maybe create a scene for the proprietress. 

The man left the restaurant loaded down with six boxes of empanadas, and Rae wondered how many people exactly he’d be sharing them with. 

The proprietress had Rae’s crepe laid out in the take-out box, ready to dress it.  

Rae moved back to the counter, move confident now that the man had left. 

The proprietress looked at her with kind eyes. “No almonds this time,” she said, adding just strawberries and cream. “I have a nephew who has a nut allergy,” she said. “I cannot guarantee no cross contamination here.”

Rae smiled beneath her mask. “That’s okay,” she said. “I just can’t eat them.”

The woman made an affirming noise, carefully wrapping the crepe together and closing the box. She set this one into its bag, and offered the whole thing to Rae. 

“Can you tell me who they are?’ Rae asked, nodding back to the images of the men on the wall. “Why do you have a Wall of Lost Faces?” She kept her voice neutral, polite. She tried to keep it free of judgment. It was more political than she would ever dare to be, but she was genuinely curious.

The woman straightened. “Are you new to this town?” she asked.

Rae shrugged. “We moved here a couple years ago,” she said.

The woman nodded, impassive, and named the figures on the wall, listing them off one by one. 

“The first one was Pedro. He owned this restaurant first. He was a good man, and people loved him in this community. He passed away ten years ago, and the health care system here couldn’t help him because he didn’t have insurance. 

“The second is Josh. He was Pedro’s friend, my uncle. He got accused of a crime he didn’t commit. He is in jail now.”

Rae smiled tightly. Of course the relative of the accused would say he was innocent.

As if sensing Rae’s skepticism, the woman cocked her head to one side. “Those two men founded this restaurant. When they had troubles both within two years, my family would have closed the restaurant. But the community had a fundraiser and helped it keep going. Over time, more people were added to the walls. Families who had their own stories of losing family members to death of prison, who hadn’t had the time or ability to help them to have better lives. 

“We remember them here in honor, because it is a good thing to do.”

The woman smiled at her. “This restaurant becomes a memory of those we loved and how we hope for better things for our children. Maybe sometime it inspires folks to donate to the groups that work to make this a better world. But it’s good enough people will remember our loved ones, and know they are not forgotten even though they’re lost to us.”

Rae blinked several times. 

It was dark, and felt a little convoluted, but had also deeply moved her.

“Thanks for the information,” she said. 

Before she picked up her box from the counter, she moved to the back of the restaurant, and snapped a picture of the information sheet with her phone. 

Returning to the counter, she scooped up her back. 

“Thank you for the food,” she said.

“I hope you will enjoy it,” the proprietress said. 

“It was great last time,” Rae told the woman. “I really enjoyed it.” Trying to bring the conversation to a greater sense of lightness, of normalcy, she added, “It almost seemed to me there was a secret ingredient.”

Dead serious, and in a matter-of-fact tone, the woman replied: “Our secret ingredient is always love.”

Rae squinted. The woman’s words landed solidly with her, she took a shuddering breath, her shoulders unclenched a little. 

She didn’t know what to make of this woman, this store, this situation. 

Rae turned to the door and fled out into the night, retreating to the safety of her car. 

That evening, she divided the crepe into four parts, and shared it with her family for dessert.

“Don’t you think that’s crazy?” she asked, telling her husband about the wall of missing faces. “I think it’s a little scary there.”

Her husband sighed, and he took a bite of the crepe. “It’s different,” he said.

Rae’s daughter Anna frowned at her. “I think it’s really lovely,” Anna said. “It gives their family a way to acknowledge what happened and honor the people they’ve lost. And it gives the community a way to talk about things that are important.”

Rae wrinkled her nose. “It could make people uncomfortable,” she said.

“Does it make you uncomfortable mom?” Anna asked.

Rae regarded her daughter with a puzzled frown, wondering at what point they had ended up on opposite sides of what should be a simple issue. “I just think if they want to get good business from the community, they need to be a little more careful about how they present themselves is all,” she said. “If they focus on things that are sad, it’s bad energy.”

Anna took a bite of the crepe. “Is it mom?” she asked. She skewered a strawberry with her fork. “These crepes are delicious. You liked them so much that you hunted the restaurant down. Isn’t it fair to say that you love the good food at the Restaurant of Missing Faces, but the humanity of the people who work there makes you uncomfortable?”

Rae winced. “It isn’t as if the trash collecter needs to tell me his family drama by painting it on the side of his truck,” she said. “It’s not as if my massage therapist needs to tell me about whatever sad things have happened in her life while I’m on her table. When people work in a service industry, they keep private things private, and they focus on providing a happy experience for the customer. It’s just the way things are done.”

Anna met her gaze steadily. “The way things are done for you, maybe. For us, maybe. But other families have different traditions. Who’s to say that our way is any better than their way?” 

Rae scrunched up her nose. “I think I’ll go to bed early,” she said.

“The conversation not to your liking?” Anna said. “Maybe you’d prefer your daughter not share anything that might make you feel uncomfortable?”

Over the next week, Rae was obsessed about trying to locate where her people stood on the issue of the Lost Faces Restaurant. 

“Have you eaten at the Lost Faces Restaurant?” she asked her neighbor Cadence. 

Cadence loved a good sensational story. “Have I ever!” she exclaimed. “My heart goes out to those poor people! I love going every month and I like to see if there’s another plaque on the wall. It’s better than a soap opera!”

Rae felt jarred leaving this conversation. 

It couldn’t be
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