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Chapter 1




The oven chimed as its timer went off, and I hastily grabbed a towel to remove the batch of freshly baked cinnamon rolls before they burned. Their intoxicating scent filled the air, and I lifted the tray close to breathe it in before the heat forced its way through the towel and into my hand. 

“Dang it!” I hissed as I set it down quickly on the island in front of me. I waved my hand rapidly from side to side in an effort to cool it. I should have known better than to use a towel instead of Isobel’s oven mitts, but my mind was elsewhere this morning. It was no matter though; burns were part of the territory. As a baker, I was used to it.

Smiling to myself, I carefully examined the beautiful swirls of pastry on their tray. They had come out perfectly. Warm caramelized sugar dripped through their crevices, and I carefully transferred each one of them to the cooling rack before sprinkling the lot with a handful of freshly chopped pecans. 

When I had finished, I turned back to my cream cheese frosting, whipping the mixture into the cloud-like consistency that Isobel, the owner, prided herself on. Dipping a clean spoon into the fluffy, sweet mixture, I tasted a bit before turning my attention back to the clock and sighing. There was still plenty of time to wait for them to cool before I would be able to frost them. 

I leaned forward to relax my stiff muscles. Taking a few steps away from the counter, I allowed myself to sink deeper into the stretch and feel the gentle strain it provided. I had been baking all morning while David ran the front of the house, and I could feel the soreness setting into my lower back. Fortunately, it was nearly 11 now, and the typical late-morning lull would finally be setting in: the perfect time to enjoy my second cup of coffee. 

Wiping my hands on the front of my plain white apron, I untied the strings and hung it on its hook before making my way out of the kitchen and into the bakery. 

“...well, maybe…” I could hear the other baker who I worked with laugh as I rounded the corner. David must have heard me coming because he spun to look at me with wide eyes before turning back to the customer in front of him. “I’ll talk to you later!” he said suggestively to him, tilting his head back in my direction.

I instantly felt that I had intruded upon their conversation and felt like I should retreat back into the kitchen, but the man in front of him broke into a flirtatious smile before laughing. 

“Alright,” the customer teased, taking the small brown bag of baked goods that David held out to him. He was tall and fit with beautiful dark skin and a dazzling smile. He gave me a friendly nod, lifting the bag of goods in my direction before heading for the door. “See you later, David.”

I didn’t have to see his face to know that David was blushing. He purposely ignored me as I crossed the floor behind the counter and grabbed myself a mug to fill with dark roast coffee. He ignored me still when I reached directly behind him to take a blueberry scone from the bakery display case. I couldn’t help smiling. 

“Who was that, David?” I asked as I took a seat across from his place at the counter. He smiled coyly down at his phone, avoiding my gaze at first, before lifting his brilliant blue eyes to meet mine. 

“That,” he replied with a defiant grin, “was none of your business.”

I choked on the bite I had taken of my scone, trying to stifle my laughter, and he shot me a playful warning glance as I grabbed my coffee to wash it down. 

“He’s handsome!” I teased as soon as I was able to speak again. David raked a hand through his tousled blonde waves and laughed. I knew he couldn’t keep a straight face. 

“None of your business!” he shot back, his cheeks even more rosy.

“I’m just saying…” I shrugged. 

“You aren’t saying anything…” He mimicked my shrug sarcastically. 

I laughed. Though we probably wouldn’t admit it out loud to one another, we both loved our morning banter. David was the closest thing I had ever had to a brother. We had bonded quickly on my first day of work, and ever since, he and Isobel had felt like family. 

“You got a little something on your face,” he sassed as he tossed a towel in my direction.

“I do?!” I stood to glance in the mirror behind the counter. 

“Mhmm.” He nodded. 

He was right. There was a huge streak of flour across one cheek, and I wiped it clean with the towel he had thrown. My auburn hair fell around my face in the reflection, despite my efforts of pulling it back into a messy bun. I took a moment to fix it, attempting to tame the wild strays and hoping to get it to look somewhat decent. 

“So, where is your foodie blog leading you this week?” he asked, curiously, smoothing his bright pink apron over his large six-foot frame. 

I smiled back at his reflection. He wasn’t required to wear an apron while working the front of the house, but he insisted. And the bright pink? That was just David’s signature look. He was always unapologetically himself, and that’s exactly what I loved most about him. 

“All the way to Illinois,” I answered, spinning back to face him. 

“Illinois?” he repeated. “What on earth is in Illinois?”

I laughed again. 

“Chicken and waffles,” I responded confidently. 

“No, thank you.” David grimaced. 

“What? Why not?” I asked, genuinely curious. 

He shot me a look. “I cannot understand why anyone would want to eat those mass-produced, feathered beasts. Living life in a cage without a shred of dignity. No, thank you.” He turned to get himself a cup of coffee. 

David wasn’t vegan. In fact, he actually ate meat quite often. He never ate chicken, though, and he certainly wasn’t afraid to share his opinions. “When are we going to get to the good stuff, Sam?” he asked. 

“Good stuff?”

“Yes! When is your blog taking us to France? Italy? Ibiza?”

“Oh? Us? Are you coming with me now?” I asked, holding back a laugh. 

“I will when your blog takes us somewhere exciting!” he teased. David took off his apron and hung it by the register. “Watch the front for me? I need to use the bathroom.”

“Sure.” I nodded. There wouldn’t be much going on till the afternoon anyway. He headed to the back as I wrapped my hands around my coffee mug, soaking in the delicious warmth that emanated from it. 

He was just teasing, of course, but even if David wasn’t excited about my upcoming journey, I certainly was. Any chance to get out and explore the world and all the foods it had to offer made my heart flutter with excitement. Food was my absolute passion. I had been blogging my food journeys for the past three years, and finally, it was beginning to take off. 

I was thankful for all the opportunities my adventures had given me and proud of all I had written along the way. Not only did I get to explore unique places and taste amazing dishes, which I loved to do, but I  hoped that the growing popularity of my blog would help boost me further in other areas of my life as well. I loved working here at the bakery, but much like a chicken, I wasn’t meant to be caged. 

Eventually, I hoped that I would be able to travel internationally, as David suggested. But the paycheck needed to be able to support that first. 

The late-morning sun moved slowly across the sky, filling the bakery’s large bay windows with its brilliant rays and projecting the shadow of the logo across the tiled floors. 

Nan’s Nook: my home away from home. The warm atmosphere it offered was always so inviting. Isobel had carefully thrifted each piece of furniture that made up the dining area, and each of the quirky, mismatched pieces added to its charm. The jade pothos plant she had started as just a little seedling now climbed along the walls and shelving. Its deep green leaves spread wide and contrasted against the bright yellows and teal she had chosen for the accent walls. Smaller plants decorated the room here and there, adding life to every corner. The smell of baked goods filled the small building, embracing everyone who passed through the floor-to-ceiling glass doors. Her evident talents wafted out to them, enticing all who entered to try one of her incredible creations. I would only be gone for a week on my journey, and although I was excited, in the back of my mind, I knew I would miss this little bakery with all my heart. 

Suddenly, I heard the bustle of Isobel in the back, returning from her morning deliveries. Her baking was highly sought after in town, and with David and I running the shop, she was able to cater to many of her customers in the early morning. 

“Sam! David! Where are you, my lovelies?” she called out, making her way around the corner with a burlap tote slung over her arm. “Ah, there you are!” She smiled excitedly at me, slinging the tote onto the back counter and pulling something out of it. 

“Hi, Izzy.” I grinned back. “The cinnamon rolls are cooling, and David is in the back.” She kept her back turned to me as she hurriedly prepared something, and I inhaled the incredible aroma of baked goods she carried with her. 

“Try this!” she cried excitedly as she handed me a slice of fresh bread smeared with butter on a napkin. 

I eagerly took it from her, greedily breathing in the scent before I dared to place it in my mouth. It was warm and soft in my hand, and I cradled it gently, not wanting to crush it. The heady scent of warm yeast was complemented by the slowly melting butter and something deeper… I inhaled again, trying to pinpoint the aroma. It was rosemary, one of my absolute favorites. 

Closing my eyes, I took a generous bite, letting my teeth sink through the crisp crust and into the soft, fluffy center. As I chewed, my senses ignited, sparked by the herbaceous quality of the rosemary. The crust was coated in delicate flakes of sea salt, enhancing the depth of flavors and bringing the taste of the warm bread full circle. 

“Mmmph,” I oozed, sinking into the seat behind me. “Isobel, you nailed it!” 

Though I could barely articulate it, I wanted to express that I could live in this flavor and warmth forever. For now, though, all that mattered was the overwhelm of my senses as I consumed the perfectly chewy masterpiece this wonderful woman had presented me. 

Isobel laughed. “It’s good, right?” 

I couldn’t answer her. Instead, I took another big bite and nodded enthusiastically. Just then, David entered the room. 

“Uh-oh,” he cooed. “She’s back with another masterpiece. What have we cooked up today, Miss Isobel?” 

She offered a piece to him, and he eagerly took a bite of the absolute treasure she still held in her hands. 

“Mmm,” he sighed, leaning into the counter behind him and rolling back his eyes. “Isobel!” She laughed and handed him the rest of his portion. 

“The rosemary!” I managed to say, swallowing the last of my own. Isobel grinned and handed me another buttered slice. 

“Fresh from my garden,” she gushed. 

“Really?” My eyes grew wide. She nodded, almost glowing. 

“You are a goddess!” David exclaimed. He squeezed her shoulders. 

“I still have some tweaking to do, I think,” she continued. 

“To do what? Improve upon perfection? Don’t you dare!” David shook his head. 

“Really?” Isobel laughed. “You think it’s ready?”

I nodded enthusiastically as David returned to the back, still licking his fingers. 

“Is it blog-worthy?” she joked. 

“Absolutely!” I confirmed. “Don’t you dare think I won’t be mentioning it either. It’s happening today!”

“Oh, Sam.” She smiled. “What am I going to do without you for a whole week?” She turned to face me again and pouted a little, trying to add to the guilt. 

“I’ll be back soon enough!” I laughed. 

Isobel was a warm and cheerful woman who was the right combination of determination and eccentricity. She was tall and confident, with wide hips that she insisted were just a little extra to love. Her wavy chesnut hair was just beginning to gray, and though she was in her 60s, her fierce energy made her seem much younger than she was. 

She was just as passionate about food as I was, leaving her job in the city as a therapist to pursue her dreams of baking. From the moment I set foot in her bakery five years ago, she had taken me in as one of her own. She was the mother I never had and my absolute role model. 

Following her into the back again, I sipped my coffee as she grabbed a tray of the dough she had been proofing under a towel. She set it on the counter in front of her, and I took a seat to watch her work. 

“I admire your sense of adventure.” She gave me a wink, punching down the risen dough. “If only I were as brave as you when I was your age.” 

“You are brave!” I argued. “You’re the bravest woman I’ve ever met.” I couldn’t believe someone so fierce would say such a thing. 

“I am now,” Isobel agreed. “But not always. I had to find myself along the way.” The room fell quiet for a moment, and I stared at the steam swirling up from my coffee mug as it danced and disappeared into the air.

“So, Running Water, Illinois, hmm? Isn’t that what you said?” she questioned, keeping her hands busy. She twisted and braided the dough into beautiful patterns, laying them side by side on a new baking sheet. 

“Yes.” I nodded. “To Benny’s Place.”

“Oh! Benny’s Place!” Isobel chirped. 

“You’ve heard of it?” I asked excitedly. 

“Nope!” She winked. “But I will when you get back.” She laughed, and I rolled my eyes playfully. 

“I’m hoping it will get me enough recognition for Johnny’s team,” I muttered, taking another sip of coffee. 

“Johnny’s team?” Isobel questioned. “Who’s Johnny? Do we have a new contender for the heart of our beloved Sam?” 

I laughed out loud.  “Isobel, stop! You know I’m not dating.”

She gave me another wink. 

“Ah, but you could! And you should! Life’s too short to spend it alone. Who was that boy? Oh, yes! Oliver! He looks like a worthy one,” she chattered on. 

I almost spit out my coffee. 

“Oliver!? My rival?! Not a chance! He’s literally the worst!” My voice was shrill, and I took a breath to calm myself. 

“He’s always talking about you on his blog,” Isobel continued. 

“What?! You follow him?” I choked in disbelief. “He’s the competition!”

“Alright, alright.” She waved her hand dismissively before plunging it back into the dough. “I’m just saying… you’re always on his mind.”

I sighed and sat back in the seat. “How could you? My own, sweet Isobel?”

“Anyway!” she exclaimed, completely ignoring my distress. “Who is Johnny?”

I shook my head. 

You think you know someone. 

“Johnny Rows” I explained, “from—”

“Oh! From Food Fedish?” She cut me off. I nodded. “I love that show! I try to catch it every night. He is handsome!”

“No, Izzy! I’m not trying to go after him! I’m trying to be part of the show’s team.” 

She laughed again. 

“I know!” she teased. “What would you be doing for the team?”

“If all goes well, I hope to get the scouting position.”

“Hmm, Scouting, huh? Would you be on TV with him, then?” 

“No, my work would be off-screen. I’d be scouting all the places that Johnny Rows would explore next. It would be an incredible opportunity, not only for myself but also to get some smaller mom-and-pop restaurants the recognition they deserve.”

She beamed. 

“My sweet Samantha. Always thinking of others.”

“They deserve it. With the reach that a show like that has, people would see how much they’re missing out on.” I grinned. 

David had been coming and going from the kitchen during our chat, taking trays of freshly baked goods to restock the front. He rounded the corner again, grabbing another batch of sweet-smelling pastries.

“You have to think of yourself too, though.” Isobel offered. “Don’t forget that.” I gave her a look. “Sorry.” She threw up her hands innocently. “Old therapy habits die hard.” 

“What are you going to do without us for the week, Iz?” David questioned, returning again with a scone in his hand. Isobel shrugged. 

“Just be lonely, I suppose,” Isobel joked. She tried to look sad, but David gave her a playful look, and she quickly broke.

“Wait, are you going somewhere too?” I questioned. 

“Did you forget?” He gave me a puzzled look. 

“Oh! Your design show!” I exclaimed. David nodded. I had forgotten. I was so wrapped up in trying to increase my subscribers, that I had checked out in most other areas. “Are you nervous?” 

“Not really.” He shook his head. “I’ve got this in the bag.” 

“Yes to the confidence!” I gave him a high five. He had been studying graphic design and working two jobs to make ends meet. At the design show being held by his class, he would finally get to showcase some of his work. He had been looking forward to it all year, and I kicked myself for not remembering. 

The front door chimed as a customer entered the shop, and David hurried out to the front. 

“I’d better get to frosting,” I said, glancing back up at the time. The lunch rush would be starting soon.

After a tiring yet satisfying day, I finally got home to my little apartment. My sweet mini Aussiedoodle greeted me at the door. I loved the way her soft blue eyes lit up whenever I saw her. She wriggled her little body excitedly at me. 

“Hey, Pancake! How’s my sweet girl?” I cooed, kneeling to pet her. Her wavy little tail tapped happily against the floorboards as I scratched behind her silky ears. Her wavy fur was mostly white, except for her tail and ears and a few tufts around her sweet nose, which were all light brown. “Are you ready for our adventure tomorrow?” She lifted her fluffy white paw and placed it in my hand. Pancake was my service dog and loyal road trip partner. I had gotten her about five years ago, when I started working at the bakery, and she was always ready for a great time. 

“Are you hungry?” I asked her, standing back up and crossing the room to go fill her food bowl. She trotted along behind me. 

“There you go, my little honeybun,” I sang, gently patting her back before crossing back to the kitchen table. 


      ***My laptop chirped, alerting me of the new post Oliver had just put up. I clicked on the notification. His recent photo revealed his latest trip: somewhere warm and wonderful looking. He smiled brilliantly over a cup with intricate latte art inside, and he had his shades pushed up on top of his dark wavy hair. The sun glinted off his caramel skin, and he wore a light linen shirt, unbuttoned low enough to reveal his chest. The thin pashmina scarf encircling his neck was a mix of paisley blues. Palm trees and tropical flowers dotted the background, bringing forth dazzling pops of color. 

The caption read: 


Ciao, from the surf and sun! Here’s a sneak peek at my next post. A beautiful little café in my upcoming blog! Keep your eyes peeled for updates! 

#latteart #hiddengems #sandandsun #keepupsam!



I made a face. “Keep up, Sam?”

I can’t believe Isobel suggested that he likes me. 

Oliver was my nemesis—a competitive food blogger with far too much time and money on his hands. Although I was sure that many people were competing for the scouting position on Johnny’s show, the only one who truly worried me was Oliver. He didn’t even need to compete for the part. His family had good money, and he had a lot of connections. Even without all that, he was a charmer and, although I would never admit it out loud, a good food blogger as well. 

Closing out of his photo, I tried hard to ignore the number of likes he had already received. Jumping on my own blog, I interlaced my fingers and cracked my knuckles before I began typing:


Hello, my fellow faithful foodies! 

If you are new here, my name is Sam, and this is my food adventure blog, Savory and Sweet! 

Tomorrow we begin a new journey, scouting out some of the best treats in Illinois!

I don’t want to reveal too much quite yet, but the charming little diner I’ve got my sights set on has been getting rave reviews online from all over. I’m ready to test whether it lives up to all the hype and to see what other little gems this small town has to offer.

Although I am excited about my little excursion, I know I’m going to miss my beautiful friends at the bakery this week. They are like family to me, and the absolute sweetest people you could ever hope to meet. 

To David, you’re going to kill it at your show! Keep your confidence soaring!

To Isobel, I don’t know how I’m going to survive a week without one of your delicious scones, and I can’t wait to see what you come up with while I’m gone. 

Just today, this amazing woman gave me some of the best freshly baked bread I have ever tasted, using fresh herbs she picked from her own garden!

Food is a love language, and it’s one that Isobel understands quite thoroughly. It’s a type of magic that connects us on more levels than we often recognize. It has the ability to touch not only our physical senses but the feelings inside us as well. Warming us, fueling us, soothing us… it is a combination of love and art and comfort. It is its own form of enchantment—holding our deepest memories in a scent, bringing forth our truest emotions in a single taste.

Absolute magic.

I can’t wait to share with you all what I have next. 

To Olives—if you are reading this—you'd better catch up. I’m not the one who has fallen behind. Enjoy missing out.

Signing off for now, 

–Sam



I read it over again, scanning through it carefully before I hit publish. Already, the most loyal of my followers were liking and adding comments. They laughed about my message to Oliver, who we called Olives for short. 

An Olive in the sun isn’t going last very long, is it? one follower commented. I giggled aloud and hit the laugh react button. 

Pancake looked up from her water bowl at me, her little chin still dripping. 

“Oh, relax,” I told her. “I’m only teasing him.”

Closing the laptop, I headed for my bedroom to double-check that I had all my luggage in order and packed. I already knew everything was accounted for. This was maybe the fourth or fifth time I had checked, but still, as I felt the nervous excitement bubbling up in my tummy, I wanted to make sure I was truly prepared. 

Pancake tip-tapped up behind me with her rope toy, shaking her head to entice me to play. I indulged her for a while, laughing as she squatted into her serious stance to get a better grip for a game of tug-of-war. Afterward, I threw her rope a few times and watched as she excitedly retrieved it over and over. Eventually, she grew tired of our game of fetch, and she pinned the rope to the floor with her front paws, happily chewing one end. She was so silly. I finally stood up and stretched. 

“Come on, little one.” I yawned. “We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”

Pancake dropped her toy and hopped up on the bed, sticking her tongue out in a sweet little “blep” while waiting for me to join her. I washed up and changed, then crawled in beside her, slipping my feet under the warmth of the blankets. 

Lying there in the dark, I was sure that I had everything set. My clothes and supplies were all packed and ready, my car was full of gas, and I had updated all of my socials. But deep in my stomach, my nerves were a wreck. Pancake sensed it and nosed my hand, snuggling closer into my side to soothe me. 

“Good girl,” I whispered. “It’s okay.”

Still, I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling as I nodded off to sleep.








  
  
Chapter 2




The drive to Running Water, Illinois, was long and winding, and I passed the time chatting with Pancake and singing along with the radio. My little travel companion tried hard to stay awake and keep me company, wriggling her body excitedly as I talked to her. But around hour three into our trip, she gave in to the temptation of sleep, curling up beside me in the passenger seat. 

Eventually, the little white dashes in the road began to blur together as I started getting tired as well. I pulled over at a nearby gas station to stretch my legs and fill the tank. Pancake woke as soon as we stopped, springing up and sniffing the air. I opened the door to let her out, and she raced around the little rest area, sniffing here and there before finding a spot to go potty. I called her back over when she was done and slipped the leash onto her harness so that we could go inside. 

After using the restroom, I browsed the gas station's small aisles of candies and snacks, searching for something to munch on. I finally decided on a bag of original potato chips and grabbed a soda from the coolers. After completing my purchase, I walked Pancake back out to the car, where I opened up the trunk to retrieve a couple of the reusable water bottles I had packed for us. I filled her bowl with water, which she lapped up quickly, and I took a moment to change out of the faded band T-shirt I had been wearing and into a stylish, olive-green blouse that would be more fitting for my interview at the diner. 

I loved dressing fashionably while working on my blog, and it paid off to portray a certain image on my social media. But when I didn’t need to, I much preferred the comfort of oversized vintage T-shirts, warm flannels, and ripped jeans. 

We were only about an hour and a half away from the diner now, so I pulled down the sun visor to check my makeup in the mirror. I had decided on a warm smokey-eye look with soft browns that complemented the natural deep green of my eyes. The gentle contrast of the soft brown eye shadow paired with the olive-green tone of my top made them pop dramatically. I ran a hand through my hair, then flipped the sun visor back into place and turned my focus to Pancake. 

“You ready, girl?” I asked her. She wiggled her tail at me and opened her mouth in the sweet way that always made it look like she was smiling. I lovingly rubbed her head and chin, and she leaned into my hand, kissing it twice. 

“Good girl,” I laughed. I carefully backed the car out of the lot, and we hit the road once more. Pancake seemed more alert for a while, but after about 30 minutes, she fell back asleep, her tiny snores filling the car. 

I cracked open my soda and opened the bag of chips. Eating something crunchy always helped keep me focused while driving, and the caffeine in the soda would keep me awake. 

I thought about David and Isobel as I drove. Before I left this morning, I received sweet text messages from both of them, wishing me luck on my trip. Isobel added her motherly touch by reminding me to drive carefully, and I promised her that I would. I would have to remember to text David later this week to wish him luck at his show. 

I loved working at the bakery with the two of them. They really were like family. Isobel was always worried about me. I knew it was just because she cared for me so much. 

I never had a good relationship with my biological mother. My father passed away when I was quite young, and I still missed him terribly. I wished I could remember more about him. The few memories I did carry of him were all happy ones; he was such a kind and caring man. He was a wonderful cook, and I could remember that when I was small, he would always encourage me to try new things.

My mother couldn’t cope without him. I didn’t think that she was ever really ready for motherhood in the first place. I had overheard enough conversations between my foster parents to put together that my biological parents had met at a young age and shared a passionate relationship, but their pregnancy had come as a surprise. 

From what I could remember, my mother never really knew how to relate to me, even when my father was still alive. To be honest, I remembered more of my father than I did of her. The few memories I had of them together were fuzzy and hard to make sense of, but I did remember some good times. 

After a few months without my father, my biological mother handed me over to the system. She couldn’t take care of me, and I was far too young to take on the responsibility myself. I remembered trying to reach out to her a few times over the years when I was young, but I never received a response. I never saw her after that. 

Being passed from foster home to foster home, the only things I had to connect me to my old life were a few of my dad’s band T-shirts and flannels. They might have been old, and a few of them even threadbare, but they were some of the most valuable possessions I owned. Anytime I wore them I felt immediately comforted. In a way, it was like having my dad right there with me. 

I was immediately jerked out of my thoughts as the voice of the navigation device filled the car.

“Take the next exit.” 

I checked my rearview mirror and, finding the road behind me empty, pulled into the appropriate lane to take the exit. The small diner was only 10 minutes away now, and the sudden change in speed woke Pancake up from her second nap. She sat up quickly, trying to get her bearings, and I reached over to soothe her by gently rubbing her soft ears.

“We’re almost there, girl,” I whispered. My nerves were kicking in again, a mixture of excitement and a bit of anxiety for the unknown. Pancake nudged her little face into my hand reassuringly, giving me kisses and wagging her tail. I giggled to myself. She always knew how to calm me down.

As we pulled into the parking lot at Benny’s Place, I checked my reflection in the mirror once more, then got out of the car and latched Pancake’s leash onto her harness.

The lot was nearly empty except for a few cars. I had checked online beforehand to schedule for when it was least busy, and it seemed I was right on time. Pancake and I crossed the lot, and I took a few selfies with the big neon sign that sported the Benny’s Place logo in large bubble letters. After taking a few more photos in front of the restaurant, Pancake and I climbed the small staircase leading to the entrance and stepped through the retro-style glass and metal door.

The inside was warm, and a variety of pleasant smells flooded my nose, the most pungent of them being a sweet vanilla belonging to the ice cream machine at the far end of the front counter. In addition to being known for its famous chicken and waffles, Benny’s Place was also well known for a variety of 50s-style milkshakes, malts, and soda fountain beverages.

I loved the feel of the place, taking note of the black and white tiled floors and the collection of old records that decorated the diner’s walls. Old neon signs were placed here and there, contributing to the nostalgic feel, and ’50s-style music played softly from the jukebox at the far end of the restaurant.

I didn’t have to wait long—after only a few moments, a pleasant-looking older man with salt-and-pepper hair came out from the back room.

“Ah, Samantha!” he greeted me warmly. He stretched out his arms in a welcoming gesture. I instantly recognized him from his pictures. We had been communicating for weeks through e-mail, setting up for my visit. Benny Tolliver was a pleasantly plump man in his 60s and the owner of the welcoming little diner I was here to report on. “We are just so excited to have you here today!”

“Hi, Benny.” I smiled warmly back as he crossed the room to wrap me in a hug. “I hope you remember my mentioning Pancake, my service dog?”

Benny smiled, looking down at her.

“Of course! Of course! I remember you mentioning your condition. It’s no trouble at all. We welcome all visitors here. Hello, Pancake!” He bent down to her. She looked back up at him, giving him her signature grin and thumping her tail in response. “Speaking of, do you think you’ll be comfortable? There are only a few other diners here, but I can seat you wherever you think would be best.” 

He was referring to my anxiety. Pancake did a good job of helping me keep my condition manageable, but sometimes my panic attacks could become extreme if I was triggered. I was used to taking precautions to keep myself safe, and Pancake was a wonderful help to ground me when it was out of my control.

“I’ll be okay,” I said, glancing around. Most of the booths were open anyway. “Thank you for your understanding. I’ll just keep my distance.”

“Perfect. Well, I’ll follow you then.” Benny smiled.

We walked further into the restaurant, and I chose a booth in a cozy area near the windows that wasn’t too far from the front door. A few customers were dining at the backend of the restaurant, but they were too distant for us to hear them. Nearest me, though, only two other booths were occupied, and another customer sat at the bar. Still, they were far away enough that I felt comfortable.

“This looks perfect.” I nodded up at Benny as I took a seat. Pancake crawled under the table and hopped up beside me, between me and the wall.

“Wonderful!” he exclaimed. “We couldn’t be happier to have you. I’ll start on your chicken and waffles in a moment. In the meantime, I’d love for you to have a look at our drink menu. We have plenty of milkshakes to try, of course. But we also recently added several signature sodas and lemonades. I wanted something more to make us stand out, especially with all the good reviews we’ve been receiving. I really think you’d enjoy them. Would you like to take a look?”

“I’d love that!” I took the menu from him, and he disappeared into the back.

As I browsed the extensive drink menu, admiring the many creative combinations it offered, I opened up my phone and jotted down a few notes about the overall atmosphere. The diner was a delightful little place, decorated to keep hold of the ’50s feel while remaining tasteful.

Benny returned to get my drink order, and I decided on the Sparkling Apple Punch and a Blueberry Lavender Lemonade.

“Splendid! They are both wonderful picks. Maybe we’ll make the blog in more ways than one?” Benny questioned with a wink.

“If I can get enough material, you might even be featured in more than one article!” I answered. “Your menu really is quite impressive, Benny.”

“Haha! Marvelous!” He gave me a warm smile and collected the drink menu from me.

“Would you mind if I took a look at your food menu as well?” I asked. “I’d like to get a feel for the other dishes you have to offer if that’s alright.”

“Of course!” He gave me a bright smile and crossed the floor space between the booth where I sat and the host stand to grab me one. 

“Thank you, Benny.” I grinned up at him, taking the menu he offered. 

He gave me a wink. 

“I’ll go get working on your food,” he added. “Give me a holler if you think of anything else.” 

He turned to head back to the kitchen, stopping at the front counter to check up on the customer who sat there. 

“How’re we doing, Mac?” he asked him as he patted him on the back before crossing to the back side of the counter. Benny tucked away the drink menu that he had taken from me underneath the register. The lone diner he was speaking to was sitting only a few seats away from him on one of the tall retro-looking barstools, slowly eating a salad and browsing his phone in his other hand.

“Hey, Benny,” he grumbled in a low voice. “I’m doing alright. How’s business?” he asked. He took a long drink of ice water before setting the glass gently back on the counter in front of him.

“Oh, you know how it goes,” Benny responded, leaning to one side. “How’s the family doing?”

I tuned out of their conversation, taking a look at the new menu that Benny had given me. It was well put together, offering a variety of unique dishes that seemed like they would all be crowd-pleasers. They offered classic breakfast items all day, each with a creative twist that set Benny’s apart from the typical diner fare. In addition, they had an extensive dinner menu and a lunch menu with loads of interesting sandwich options. Each of the sandwiches had names that coincided with classic love songs from the ’50s. I was briefly torn away from my browsing, hearing Benny laugh at something the man at the counter said. He gave his arm an affectionate-looking squeeze. 

“I’ll get the rest of your order out to you soon. Good to see you, Mac!” He turned and disappeared back into the kitchen.

I knew from my research that Running Water was a smaller town. Inwardly, I congratulated Benny for keeping up with the locals. His overall attitude and the inviting ambiance he had established throughout the restaurant were both welcoming and comforting—a winning combination for a business owner to have. I imagined that this would be a great place to enjoy a good meal while traveling through but could easily become a familiar favorite for the locals in town. From the looks of things, Benny was doing everything right to keep a diner like his thriving. 

The man he had spoken to was close to his age. He was quite thin, almost frail even, with graying hair that he kept shaved close to his head. I couldn’t see his face from where I sat, but he seemed so tense that he almost looked uncomfortable.

Glancing around, I took note of the other diners as well. A few booths down, a cute couple sat together, sharing an order of fries and a milkshake. They looked sweet together, and I smiled to myself. Benny’s Place was certainly the perfect spot for a date. I jotted it down in my phone, reminding myself to include it in the article. 

At the other end of the restaurant, furthest from the entryway, the diner branched off like an L, offering more seating. There were more diners seated there who I couldn’t really see, but I kept to where I was, comfortable in my own seat.

Behind me, the little bell rang as another customer entered the restaurant. He was tall with a rounder stomach and a balding head. A new server appeared from the back to greet him, leading him to a booth that was just a few spaces away from my own. I couldn’t hear them as they spoke, but shortly after, the woman came back to serve him a cup of coffee and a slice of what looked like apple pie. 

She dipped back into the kitchen for a moment before returning with a plate of what appeared to be a pulled pork sandwich, fries, and another glass of ice water for the thin man who sat at the counter. That must have been the “Smokey Pokey” I had read about on the menu. Benny’s description promised a filling portion of pulled pork smothered in a tangy whisky and apple BBQ sauce that he made on-site, served with crisp, house-made pickles and French fries. I envied his selection. The smokey-sweet smell the plate brought with it was incredible. 

I watched him dig in, pulling my eyes away from him as he took his first bite. Pancake nudged her little face into my hand, sniffing at the air. I would have to remember to give her a treat later. She was doing so well despite all the enticing smells that surrounded us. I was gently petting the soft fur on the top of her nose when the server finally appeared at my table with the drinks I had ordered.

“Sorry for the wait, doll,” she apologized sweetly as she set the drinks down in front of me. They were both beautifully made, and I gave her an appreciative look.

“Oh! No worries. I know how it is—I work in a bakery back home,” I said.

“That’s right! That’s what Benny was saying.” She went on, “It means a lot you came to write about our little place, you know. We’re hoping it will help to drum up some more business.”

“Really?” I questioned. “I’m surprised to hear it. This place is getting rave reviews online.”

“Well, you know how it is,” she continued. “One day is great, the next—not so much.”

“Check, please!” the customer who had ordered the pie and coffee shouted, surprising us both. Pancake nosed into my leg, and I rested my hand on her reassuringly.

“Excuse me,” the server apologized, turning to tend to him.

I glanced up as well, my eyes following her to the counter. The customer who had called for her attention was talking to the thin man sitting there, low enough for me not to hear.

“Everything okay, Randy?” she questioned, handing the check to him.

“Yup,” he answered, handing her a twenty, “but duty calls.”

“Alright.” She hurried to get his change.

“See you, Becky,” he said as he handed her a tip. “See you, Mac.” He slapped him on the back before turning toward me.

“Yup,” Mac responded. “See ya, Randy.”

The customer gave me a nod as he passed, adjusted a toothpick in his mouth, and continued out the door.

Just then, Benny returned from the back with a plate piled high with chicken and waffles.

“Here you are, Sam!” he announced, setting it down proudly in front of me. “Benny’s Signature Chicken and Waffles!”

The massive waffle was a beautiful gold color, complemented by the crispy chicken set atop of it. It was topped with a lighter-colored drizzle than the typical maple syrup that the dish was usually served with. I marveled at the plating of the food, which had been lovingly dusted with powdered sugar and what appeared to be a sprinkling of lemon zest.

“This looks amazing!” I gasped—and I meant it.

“Well, I’ll leave you to enjoy. Let us know if you need anything.” He disappeared into the kitchen once more, stopping by the counter to talk to the other customer on the way.

Pancake sat up in her seat, giving my food a sniff before settling back down again. She was very good about her manners, but she always wanted to know what was going on.

“Good girl.” I patted her head gently.

The food in front of me smelled amazing. I decided to start with the drinks first, lining them up on the table to take a few pictures of each individually. The Blueberry Lavender Lemonade was poured in a gradient so that the pale yellow of the lemonade gradually faded into the deep purples of the lavender and blueberry syrups. It was topped with a few fresh blueberries and a sprig of lavender flowers. It smelled heavenly. I gently stirred the drink with my straw, mixing the layers into a lovely purple hue before taking a slow sip. The tartness of the freshly squeezed lemonade and blueberries flitted across my tongue before the sweetness of the lavender syrup rounded the flavor. It wasn’t as sweet as I had expected but was, instead, quite refreshing.

I took a few notes on my phone before turning my attention to the Sparkling Apple Punch, and though it didn’t quite share the same artistry as the gradient in the first drink, the flavor did not disappoint. The sweet apple flavor darted across my tongue, complemented by crisp notes of cranberry and pineapple. The flavor was both delicate and refreshing and, in my opinion, even better than the Blueberry Lavender Lemonade. I took another sip, enjoying the tiny bubbles dancing across my tongue.

Finally, it was time for the main course. I centered the plate on the table and snapped a few pictures. I turned the plate this way and that, trying out different angles to get the best results. Honestly, though, it looked great no matter which way I turned it. Benny’s plating skills were something to take note of. I touched my fork to the soft, creamy topping and brought it to my lips for a taste before I committed to a full bite.

The zesty-sweet flavor zinged across my taste buds.

Oh! How creative! I thought.

Rather than using maple or honey, Benny used a lemon glaze to kick up the flavor of his signature dish. I cut into the waffle and took a full bite. It was too clever. The acid of the lemon cut through the sweetness of the waffle while still remaining sweet enough to be true to what was expected of the dish. Next, I bit into the golden, crispy fried chicken. The white meat inside was tender, juicy, and perfectly cooked. I was delighted to find that he had used lemon pepper in his mixture of herbs and spices. It complemented the chicken and married the two flavors together perfectly.

“Mmm.” I sank back into my seat, thoroughly enjoying every piece of the perfect meal before me. After a few more bites, Benny emerged with a smile to check on me.

“How are we doing, Sam?” he asked. “Am I worthy of the rumors?”

“Absolutely divine!” I exclaimed, still completely blissful from the wonderful work in front of me. “I would love to feature you in another article.”

“Really?” Benny laughed, humbly. “You are too kind!”

“My only complaint is that you aren’t closer to home,” I added.

Benny laughed again, looking slightly bashful.

“Well, I’d love to have you back,” he agreed. “I’d be more than happy to comp your meal for you as well. I can’t thank you enough for featuring our little spot on your blog.”

“Nonsense.” I waved my fork in the air. “I am more than happy to pay. You absolutely deserve it, and I want to show my support in every way that I can.”

“At least let me comp your drinks,” he insisted.

“Thank you, Benny.” I laughed. He hurried away again, and I savored another sip of the Sparkling Apple Punch. I stared out the window, watching the people outside hurrying about their business in the crisp fall air. The leaves on the trees were beautiful hues of brilliant reds, oranges, and yellows.

What a perfect way to bring in the fall, I thought, wishing I had remembered to bring my sweater in with me.

Pancake abruptly sat up and pawed my side and arm, almost spilling my drink all over me.

“Pancake? What’s going on, girl? I’m okay.” I put down my drink and brushed her head, trying to soothe her. She whined loudly and continued her pawing, growing more and more insistent. “Pancake?” I was becoming concerned. “What’s the matter?”

Suddenly, from across the small diner, I heard a giant crash. I instantly brought my attention to the noise, fixing my eyes to where it had come from. The man who had been seated at the bar was now slumped forward in his chair, his torso sprawled over the counter with one hand hanging lamely at his side. In his commotion, he had knocked over his plate of food and water glass, which had shattered all over the floor beneath him. 

Benny raced from the register to help, but Becky was already nearest to him. 

She took one look at the poor man and let out an ear-piercing scream.
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