
Food. It provides nourishment to body and soul. Food 
helps us celebrate—weddings, new arrivals, graduations, 

promotions. It numbs the pain of losing loved ones and helps 
us relax after a stressful day. Food brings people together, and 

in the case of sisters Annie Murray and Lauren (Murray) Miller and 
their friend Audrey (Stoerzbach) Scherrer, it’s the very thing that has 

kept them together. Food is where their relationship began.

United by their passion for food, the three became fast friends after meeting 
in ACES hospitality management courses in the Department of Food 
Science and Human Nutrition. In meal after meal at the Bevier Café, their 
friendship grew. They can talk for hours about those early days of their 
friendship, from nearly setting the Bevier Hall kitchen on fire to performing 
double duty at each other’s weddings as bridesmaids and caterers.

By Jennifer Shike
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They say when you have the right people in your corner, 
you can do just about anything. For Murray, Miller, and 
Scherrer, this couldn’t be more true. Motivated by the life-
changing friendship that started in Bevier Hall years ago, 
these three young talents have gone on to start up their 
own businesses. 

Bonding in Bevier 
The College of ACES creates a strong sense of community 
for its students, Murray says. She admits that she used to 
feel like her special experience was unique in ACES.

“I loved every class I took in Bevier Hall,” Murray says. 
“Each class was important and opened my eyes to a world 
of interesting topics. I remember thinking that I was having 
a one-of-a-kind experience in FSHN. However, Lauren 
and I have returned to serve as guest chefs at Bevier, and 
we’ve heard students talk about their experiences. I quickly 
learned that my story is not the exception, it is the norm.”

Beth Reutter, retired professor of hospitality management, 
says it’s not unusual for hospitality management majors to 
become lifelong friends.

“Due to the required order of the courses in the 
curriculum, students first meet as freshmen in their intro 
course and then take the majority of their remaining 
courses together through their senior year,” she says. “In 
addition, classmates depend on each other through their 
work in Bevier Café and the Spice Box, forging a bond that 
most students on campus never experience in their major.”

The program is strongly business-based and hands-on, 
Reutter says. She believes the requirement that students 
complete both practical and professional work experiences 
makes the program especially valuable.

Reutter points out that “we have the distinct advantage 
of having both Bevier Café and the Spice Box in the 
curriculum. This provides students hands-on experience 
running two businesses. Many hospitality management 
programs use their residence halls for experience with 

quantity foods—which results in very little management 
and control responsibilities for students.”

Scherrer says you can’t help but bond with your 
classmates during hospitality management courses. 
She was challenged during her senior capstone course 
to organize and execute a financially viable dinner for a 
hundred people. To carry out the task, she had to work 
with her classmates, assigning them to important roles 
to help execute her vision. “It was real-life application in 
managing people and running a restaurant,” she says.

Jill Craft, instructor for that capstone course, believes 
that resiliency is one of the greatest skills that students 
develop in college.

“Students learn if they put their mind to it, they can make 
it through chemistry,” Craft says. “If they can make it 
through chemistry, they can make it through anything. 
Hospitality management prepares them in terms of 
planning, understanding the fundamentals of operating a 
business, learning how to interact with people, and gaining 
confidence. But resiliency may be the best thing they 
gain—if you can make it through a degree and the hard 
classes, you can go out and overcome anything in life.”

Changing courses
After graduation, life happened for the three friends. Meals 
were no longer shared in Bevier Café every day. Weddings, 
kids, more kids, job changes, moves, even more kids, 
surgeries, and more happened all while the women were 
trying to grow businesses (and get a little sleep). 

“Even though we didn’t have the daily face time, our 
friendship still grew after college,” Miller says. “We had to 
make the time we could spend together count.”

The College of ACES helped us discover what people 
meant when they said your college friends will be your 
best friends for life, Murray adds. 

“We found a group of friends in FSHN that made us want 
to stay on campus all summer, every weekend, and even 
during breaks,” Murray says. “We would travel the world 
to see each other and move a mountain to make each 
other’s day better. Although we live miles apart now, we 
communicate with everyone in a daily group message.”

Those friendships provided the sisters with a strong 
support system when they opened their full-service food 
and beverage catering company, L.A. Gourmet, in the fall 
after graduation. 

“It wasn’t until we left ACES that we learned how deep the 
ACES and FSHN roots ran,” Murray says. “We catered so 
often at the ACES Library that we wanted to set up shop 
there. Every time we catered there, we felt like we were 
coming home.”

“Even though we didn’t have the 
daily face time, our friendship 
still grew after college.”
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When it came time to build their facility, Pear Tree Estate, 
Murray says, it was astonishing how many people came 
together to pull off the impossible in 86 days. She’ll never 
forget the day that Craft, one of her favorite teachers, 
called to see how she and her husband could help. 

“A few deep breaths, tears, and conversations later,” 
Murray says, “the two designed and hand-carved the 
entrance signage for Pear Tree Estate in addition to a 
beautiful sign hanging inside that says, ‘Surround yourself 
with the dreamers and doers, the believers and thinkers, 
but most of all surround yourself with those who see 
greatness within you, even when you don’t see it yourself.’ ” 

To say that Murray and Miller’s ACES family brought this 
quote to life is an understatement, Murray adds.

“We were just two poor college graduates with a 
dishwasher and a dream, but not much more than that,” 
Miller says. “The learning curve was incredibly steep 
for several years, and we are grateful for the support 
we received from Audrey and our 
hospitality management friends 
during that time.”

Meanwhile, Scherrer’s entrepreneurial pursuits took her 
down a different path. After graduation, she attended the 
Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, N.Y., where 
she earned a certificate in artisan chocolates and candies. 
She moved to St. Louis to work as an account executive 
for Marriott Hotels and began handcrafting chocolates for 
her clients as thank-you gifts. 

Scherrer recalls tough times in the early days of her 
growing business when she was practically drowning 
in chocolate and trying to process hundreds of orders 
without any help. After receiving a call from a large 
company to handle their holiday gifts, she reached out to 
her friends in tears—tears of excitement and fear.

“The very next day, Annie drove to St. Louis and worked 
12 hours helping me roll, dip, and decorate a thousand 
truffles. She had to work the next day, so she left that very 
same night,” Scherrer says. 

Scherrer’s business grew and grew until she could turn her 
craft into a full-time job. In 2011, she opened Bittersweet 
Artisan Truffles (now Bittersweet Kitchen), which has 
expanded beyond truffles to include all-natural dessert 
sauces and a gourmet brownie line with molten lava cakes 
and her signature “B” Cake. 

“I love bringing happiness to people through food, and 
Bittersweet is the culmination of my life-long passion for 
cooking,” Scherrer says.

“Lauren and Annie were a huge inspiration to me 
and among the first to encourage me to start my own 
business,” Scherrer says. “They were tremendous 
resources as I was creating my business plan and 
processes. They shared lessons they had learned the 
hard way, and during my ups and downs of being an 
entrepreneur, they continued to be my No. 1 fans!” 

Friendship through the fires
The friends agree that their bonds have served as a source 
of strength to help them rise above the challenges—from 
late-night drives and chocolate dipping to back surgeries 
and broken hearts.

“We’ve certainly faced some hardships along the way,” 
Murray says. “In college, we had the luxury of picking up 
a phone, driving to our friend’s front door, and figuring out 
how we could help. But, as young business owners, we 
had little time for our personal lives. During a period when 
we were working 100+ hours a week and didn’t have time 
or personnel to leave work, we learned that there were 
some moments when we just had to stop and be there for 
each other.”

The friends’ similarities in personality, values, and work 
ethic have helped the three weather the storms, Craft says.

“These ladies are not fearful of being honest with each 
other,” Craft adds. “They are similar in many ways, as they 
are all detail-focused and driven. Although they don’t have 
easy jobs, their energy, enthusiasm, and kindness attracts 
people to them—whether guest, customer, or employee.”

Being an entrepreneur has provided many opportunities 
for personal growth, Murray says. 

“They shared lessons they had 
learned the hard way, and during 
my ups and downs of being an 
entrepreneur, they continued to 
be my No. 1 fans!”

KITCHEN

BITTERSW
EET

Audrey Scherrer

Fall 2017  |  ACES@Illinois  |  7



“People assume that being the boss/owner is the 
ideal job because you choose your hours and you 
don't necessarily report to anyone,” Miller says. 
“But being an entrepreneur usually means you 
work all of the hours, and you are directly affected 
because your presence is literally most telling of 
the bottom line. Those pressures are enormous.”

To help others who may be interested in owning 
their own businesses, Scherrer encourages 
aspiring entrepreneurs to get as much experience 
as possible.

“All your work experiences—the good, the bad, 
and the ugly—will help shape your business model 
and processes,” Scherrer says. “Our culture 
tends to romanticize the college kid who starts a 
business and hits it big, but the most successful 
entrepreneurs are older and have work experience 
prior to the startup experience. The Murray girls 
are unique. I believe their unwavering commitment 
to succeed and grit have proved them to be the 
exception from the norm.”

Even though the work is hard, Scherrer says, she 
can’t wait to go to work every day. “I love that 
I’m in charge of my day and have a high level of 
responsibility. That’s motivating for me.”

Miller adds that while there may have been easier 
paths for her and her sister to take, she believes 
their business adventure has turned out to be 
an incredible one. In story after story, the heroes 
remain the same—each other. 

Life after college is not easy, Miller says, especially 
for entrepreneurs trying to create their own way. 

“We’ve been able to bounce ideas off each other 
and help each other grow,” she says. “We are able 
to be honest and helpful because we want nothing 
but the greatest success for each other.”

Although the dinners the former classmates once 
shared almost nightly may be fewer and farther in 
between, the friendship that started around the 
table in Bevier Café is stronger than ever. Murray 
says, “I knew our friendships would change after 
college, but I never imagined that they would 
change—and continue to change—for the better.”

“During a period 
when we were 
working 100+ 
hours a week 

and didn’t have 
time or personnel 

to leave work, 
we learned that 

there were some 
moments when 
we just had to 

stop and be there 
for each other.”
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For more information, visit 
bittersweet-kitchen.com 

and lagourmetcatering.com. { }
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