THE LAST TABLE FOR TWO

Chapter 1: The Measure of Home
Oryxia Bluebelle

Chicago had a way of making old brick look stubborn rather than tired, and Amara Bennett
had built a career on knowing the difference.

The supper club stood on the South Side beneath a gray afternoon, its narrow windows
reflecting buses, wet pavement, and the corner store across the street. The painted sign above
the entrance—BENNETT’S—had faded around the edges but refused to disappear. Amara
paused on the sidewalk with her portfolio under one arm and told herself she was here to
assess a building. Nothing more.

Practical problems were safer than old ones.

The moment she stepped inside, the building disagreed. Warm air carried butter, onions,
pepper, and the faint mineral smell of an aging radiator. The pressed-tin ceiling needed
attention. A strip of baseboard near the front wall had pulled away. Two floorboards dipped
where they should have held level. None of that explained the tightness in her chest.

She chose the nearest table and spread out her drawings, anchoring the corners with
saltshakers.

“Nobody moves anything until I know what is load-bearing.”
“You always did know how to make hello sound like a building code.”
Amara froze with one hand on her tape measure.

Malcolm Reed stood in the doorway to the kitchen wearing a white chef coat with the
sleeves pushed to his forearms. Ten years had changed the angles of his face and put a
steadiness in his posture she did not remember. It had not changed his voice.

“Hello is optional,” she said.

“Not when two people are standing in the same room.”

“Then consider yourself greeted.”

His mouth almost curved. That almost-smile irritated her more than a real one would have.

Evelyn Bennett emerged behind him carrying a bowl of trimmed green beans as though she
had not just arranged an ambush. “Good. Everybody’s here.”

“Everybody?” Amara looked from her grandmother to Malcolm. “Why is he here?”
Malcolm’s expression flattened. Evelyn set the bowl down. “Because I hired him.”
The answer landed with the clean finality of a door locking.

Amara stared at her grandmother. “You hired Malcolm to run the kitchen and forgot to
mention it?”



“I didn’t forget.”
“That is somehow worse.”

From the dining room, Simone appeared with her phone in one hand and a folder tucked
under the other arm. “Before this becomes a family trial, we have a lender problem.”

That redirected Amara faster than Evelyn’s warning look could have. Simone laid a notice
beside the blueprints. The club was behind. The lender wanted a corrective plan, proof of
repairs, and evidence the business could remain viable. Failure to satisfy the conditions could
force a sale.

Amara read the notice twice. Anger became useful when it had columns, dates, and
consequences.

“Show me everything,” she said.

For the next hour she moved through the club with a tape measure, camera, and notebook.
She photographed cracks, checked door clearances, tested the slope of the floor, and marked
repairs on a rough plan. That was how she handled fear: turn it into dimensions, deadlines,
and numbered photographs.

Yet the deeper she went, the less the damage behaved like ordinary neglect. A repair invoice
referenced work no one remembered authorizing. A service date fell on a Monday when the
club had been closed. One inspection number appeared in a folder where it did not belong.

Malcolm followed her into the pantry carrying a box of old records. “You're seeing it too.”
Amara looked up. “Seeing what?”

“Problems that look accidental until you put them next to each other.”

She set down her pencil. “Tell me what you’re not saying.”

His gaze held hers. “That depends. Are you asking me as the architect, as Evelyn’s
granddaughter, or as the woman I hurt?”

The question struck exactly where he intended it not to.
“Today you get the architect.”
“Then the architect should know somebody has been making this place harder to save.”

They carried the records to the dining room. Simone photographed invoices while Amara
built a timeline across three tables. Reservation notes, repair bills, inspection records, and old
photographs refused to line up neatly. The inconsistencies were small enough to dismiss one at
a time. Together, they began to look deliberate.

“If this turns into a story,” Simone said, “I want the version that can survive a lawyer.”
Amara slid another invoice into place. “I want the version that can survive the truth.”

Malcolm worked beside her without asking for forgiveness every five minutes. That helped
more than an apology would have. He carried boxes, translated kitchen shorthand,
remembered which doors stuck in winter, and noticed when she skipped lunch.
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He eventually set a plate beside her drawings: chicken, greens, and a square of cornbread
with crisp edges.

“I'm not hungry.”

“That has never stopped your body from needing food.”

She looked at him. “Still bossy.”

“Still right.”

She ate because arguing required more energy than accepting care.

Working together created its own hazards. Their shoulders touched over a ledger. His
fingers brushed hers when he passed her a key. Once, Evelyn answered a question too quickly,
and Amara and Malcolm exchanged the same skeptical look they would have shared years ago.
The familiarity arrived before permission.

Amara hated that he could still read her silences. She hated more that part of her was
relieved.

Outside, traffic hissed over damp pavement. Inside, the dining room quieted before service.
Amara returned to the timeline and forced herself to stop looking for the dramatic answer. The
useful clue was often the boring one.

She compared a complaint in Simone’s folder with the city paperwork beside it. Then she
checked the dates again.

“This is wrong.”
Malcolm leaned closer. “Wrong how?”

Amara tapped the inspection notice. “The city inspection is dated before the complaint that
supposedly triggered it.”

For a moment no one spoke.
Simone reached for the paper. “How far before?”
“Long enough that the official sequence makes no sense.”

The discovery did not solve the problem. It changed its shape. Amara could no longer treat
the club as a business that had simply fallen behind. Someone—or several someones—had
known how to make ordinary trouble accumulate in the right places.

Malcolm reached toward her hand, then stopped before touching it. He left the choice
between them.

Ten years ago she would have closed that distance without thinking. Now she made herself
decide. She placed her hand in his for one breath.

“This does not fix us.”
“I know.”

“It does not mean I trust you.”



“I know that too.”
His thumb moved once against her knuckles. “But you believe me enough to keep looking.”

That distinction mattered. Amara withdrew her hand and gathered the documents into a
clean stack. Control was not the same as safety. The truth would not arrive because she
organized it beautifully; it would arrive only if she kept asking questions after the answers
became inconvenient.

By dinner service, the club was full. Regulars occupied their usual tables beneath the
pressed-tin ceiling, unaware of the lender notice hidden in Amara’s portfolio. Laughter
traveled between plates of macaroni, greens, chicken, and cornbread. The room looked alive
enough to make foreclosure feel impossible.

Malcolm moved through the kitchen with calm authority, calling times, tasting sauces, and
correcting a plate before it reached the pass. Watching him work reminded Amara why his
disappearance had hurt so badly. He had once made belonging look effortless.

Evelyn caught her watching. “You can be angry and still see a person clearly.”
Amara stiffened. “Is that advice about Malcolm or about you?”
Something flickered across Evelyn’s face. “Maybe both.”

Before Amara could press, her grandmother lifted a tray and carried it into the dining
room, leaving another unfinished sentence behind.

After closing, Amara called the family together. The meeting became three conversations at
once, old grievances disguised as practical objections, and affection expressed through food
nobody had requested. She refused to let anyone hide inside the noise.

“One person at a time,” she said. “What did you know, and when did you know it?”

Evelyn objected to the tone. Danielle wanted room to explain herself. Simone kept notes.
Malcolm stayed near the bar until Amara asked him a direct question. Every answer produced
another gap, but the gaps were finally becoming visible.

When the others dispersed, Simone remained beside her. “You are allowed to want the club
saved and still discover something ugly about it.”

Amara closed the folder. “I know.”
“Knowing isn’t the same as accepting.”

That was the problem. Amara had spent years designing spaces where people could move
safely. Now she had to make room for a truth that might rearrange her family.

Malcolm found her later near the darkened bar. “You do not have to carry every
consequence before it happens.”

She laughed without humor. “That sounds like advice from a man who left before
consequences caught him.”

He absorbed the hit. “Fair.”



The absence of defensiveness unsettled her more than an argument would have.
“I came back because leaving did not make me innocent,” he said. “It just made me absent.”

Amara wanted to ask why he had left. She wanted to ask why he had stayed gone. Instead
she picked up her flashlight. “Walk the perimeter with me.”

They checked the back door, kitchen windows, basement access, and service entrance.
Malcolm kept a few steps behind unless she asked him to come closer. At the rear office, Amara
noticed a shallow gouge beside the lock and photographed it with a scale marker. It might
mean nothing. She logged it anyway.

Real schemes, she reminded herself, were often built from ordinary access, boring
paperwork, and the assumption that exhausted people would eventually stop checking.

Near midnight, she returned alone to the dining room. The building settled around her with
small clicks. She spread the plan over the last two-top beside the window—the table her mother
had always insisted remain exactly where it was—and traced the locations of the anomalies she
had found that day.

One line crossed the dining room. Another ended near the old office wall. A third passed
close to the two-top beneath her drawings.

Coincidence, she thought.

Then she remembered how many coincidences the building had already asked her to
accept.

Her phone buzzed.

Simone had sent a photograph from an older file box they had not finished sorting. Beneath
it were three words: Look at this.

Amara enlarged the image. It was not another inspection notice. It was an old seating
diagram, dated years before the current trouble, with one table circled in dark ink.

The last table for two.

Beside the circle, in handwriting Amara recognized but had not seen since her mother died,
were four words:

Do not move this table.
Amara looked down at the table beneath her hands.

For the first time that day, the building did not feel like a problem waiting to be repaired. It
felt like a message waiting to be understood.



