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Lacey

I love the walk to work in the morning. I don’t know if I will in the winter, but here in the summer I tromp through an overgrown field from my little dump of a shack to the inn on the other side of the property, taking in the world as I go. I’ve got flowers from my garden—as well as a few natives from the field—in one hand, and I adjust my hat with the other. Sunflowers today. Sunflowers on my hat, my dress, even my shoes. When I woke up this morning, it felt like a sunflower day.

Butterflies dart past me, and bees slowly migrate from flower to flower. I hope never to tire of this. Living in the shack is new, and I don’t love it, but it’s what I have to do to make this work. I’ll do anything to make this work.

When I get to the inn, I enter through the front door. Daisy always comes in through the back, but I like the front door. The foyer is wide with a curved stairway to the second floor, and from here broad doorways open to a sitting area, the dining area of the tea room, and the narrow hallway to the ground floor rooms. The first door in that hallway leads to the kitchen, and then the hall goes on to the second wing. That wing we haven’t touched yet. Maybe we never will.

As my gaze sweeps across the dark paneling, the cut-glass windows around the stairs, and the old chandelier overhead, I take a deep breath of peace. I do it every single time I walk in. 

I barely remember being here as a little girl, how my grandmother loved me, how pretty she kept this place. The last time I saw it with her in it, I was seven years old. That was the last time I saw her, and until she died and left it to me two years ago, it was the last time I saw the house. Walking in here fills me with the most bittersweet joy.

I didn’t expect to own the house one day, and it didn’t take long to realize it was too big and in too bad a condition to be a residential home again. Sure, I’d love to live here with my husband and a houseful of children, but God hasn’t sent those yet. He did send me a house that needed work and would drop me hopelessly into debt if I didn’t do something fast. Like, say, open a tea room and then an inn.

I still hope for that husband and his children. I still long for a beautiful home of my own. They’re still the things I want the most.

Some days I doubt God will give me what I want the most.

I arrange my flowers in a vase on a table near the door and stand back. Perfect. Queen Anne’s lace, bright zinnias, shell-pink cosmos.

I left Grandma’s old cut-glass pitcher out here last night, and I top off the vase with water, running my finger over the ridges in the glass. So smooth. It reminds me of her, but what in here doesn’t remind me of her?

Nothing needs dusted, because I dust every day, but I grab the supply bucket from its hidden cubby near the base of the stairs and use the ostrich feather duster to dust the table, the coat rack, and the knickknacks around the ground floor rooms, including one of Grandpa’s puzzle boxes. 

I remember sitting on his lap trying to work the boxes, but I never got any open on my own. Now as an adult, I still can’t open them, but I’ve tucked a few of them here and there throughout the inn, beautifully carved boxes reminding me of the family I’ve lost.

I dust the balustrade halfway up the stairs and then head toward the kitchen, where I hear Daisy at work. On the way I run the duster over my arm and my cheek. So soft. I don’t like to dust, but I sure love this duster.

Adjusting one of the paintings on the way down the stairs, one that insists on sliding to the left, I leave the stairs and push open the crooked wooden door to the kitchen, taking a deep breath.

“It smells like heaven in here, Daisy.”

She rolls her eyes. I’m having a sunflower day, and Daisy is having a rose day. Deep red roses cover her sundress, and she wears a red cardigan over it, because even in the summer Daisy runs cold. She wears a straw hat with a narrow brim and a single rose on one side. Standing at the counter, she adds things to two trays.

“Don’t be cheerful,” she says to me. “I hate morning and you know it. If we’re going to have guests every day, we need to hire help. Or you need to do this part. You’re a fine cook. I cannot be here every morning. This place is also creepy at night.”

One of us sleeps over when we have guests. Maybe from now on it should be me.

I sit at the scarred wooden farm table and watch Daisy work her magic. We have two guests this morning, and she’s made each tray special. Mr. Castleton, an elderly gentleman here through tomorrow who’s stopping on the way to visit his southern sister, gets a light bamboo tray with a ceramic bowl of oatmeal on it. Daisy has placed a tiny vase on the edge with two interesting branches in it. I wonder where she pulled those from. They’re unusual, and I’d like some for my collection.

Then Ellen Jacobs is our other guest. She’s from the state next door, here for a week-long writing retreat. She writes mystery novels and says she likes to visit inns for inspiration. We recognized instantly another romantic at heart, so her tray, along with her plate of bacon, eggs, and pancakes, has a small vase of flowers and a tiny unlit candle on it. 

“Can you get the coffee?” Daisy asks absently. She stands back and tilts her head. “I did something wrong, but I don’t know what.”

“Fruit for Ellen, toast for Mr. Castleton.”

Daisy shakes her head and laughs. “Right. See? Morning isn’t my time.”

“Daisy, are you okay? Because you just asked me to get the coffee.”

Daisy turns to me in alarm. “Right. Stay away from the coffee. You jinx it just by standing in the same room with it. I’ll get the coffee.”

They tease me to no end about my coffee. I hate coffee. I don’t drink it and don’t like the smell. I make it sometimes, and to me it tastes as vile as everyone else’s coffee, but apparently I make coffee more vile than what coffee drinkers can handle. Now they don’t even let me pour coffee that they make.

My friends can be a little insulting.

She hip-bumps me away from the coffee and shakes her head. “I can’t believe I forgot his toast, especially after he wildly complimented our wild blackberry jam yesterday morning. I’m scattered today.”

“So what’s up?” I ask. “You’re never scattered.”

She laughed. “Seems I have you fooled. We should deliver these meals first. Then we’ll talk. No... Yes. Meals while they’re hot.”

I put my hand on her arm. “Daisy. It’s bad?”

She grins. “No. Maybe no. I’m not sure. Just deliver meals while I clean up. We have company coming in a little while.”

Our guests are both on the second floor, and after Daisy places the plates and coffee on a large waitress tray, I carefully head upstairs. She pops a pack of matches into my pocket for Ellen’s candle before I walk through the door. It’s the details, we like to say. The romantic life is all about intentional details.

And for years now, we’ve devoted ourselves to romantic living. We live for beauty, simplicity, and joy.

Except running the inn has taken some of the simplicity out of the picture. Daisy is right that she can’t do mornings long term, not without killing someone. We also have three unfinished guest rooms on this floor and four on the third floor, all awaiting renovation.

I have no idea how to make that happen, nor does Daisy. We simply don’t have enough hours in our days or coins in our accounts to see our dreams happen. Unrequited dreams bother me. For years I’ve watched God open doors and bless what Daisy and I want to do in the world. Then this biggest blessing of all runs into complication after complication.

I grab a small rack from near the wall and unfold it, settling my tray, and I knock on Ellen’s door. Instantly I hear sound from inside.

Ellen is a morning person like me. In her late forties, she told us she’d been married at twenty, widowed at twenty-five after her husband’s mistress’s boyfriend had pushed her husband out a window, and she’s been alone ever since.

As much as I like Ellen, I’m not sure I believe her. More and more I think her stories and her real life have become a hopeless tangle in her head. She seems to have an endless repertoire of grand, exciting, unbelievable stories. However, they captivated Mr. Castleton yesterday afternoon at tea. In fact, the entire table had been captivated.

“Lacey,” Ellen says when she answers the knock, eyes wide, like finding one of the inn’s owners at her door with breakfast is the most surprising thing in the world. “Look at you this morning. So fresh and young. Such a picture. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you without a straw hat. Ah, sweetie, such a remarkable brand you have. Sundresses, hats... Always a picture of innocence. The world needs more of you.”

Ellen says something like this every time she sees me. I like compliments, of course, and I love that she sees the romance like I do, but I’m not a brand. I don’t dress like this to sell the inn or the tea room. I love the way I dress and the way I live. Daisy and I decided in middle school how we wanted to dress and live as adults, and we’ve never wavered.

“Thank you, Ellen,” I say with sincerity as I hand her the tray with her meal, flowers, lit candle, and coffee. She closes her eyes and sniffs the coffee, smiling. Then she backs up and sets the tray on a small table inside the door, and I quickly glance around. This is my favorite of our four functional guest rooms. We call it the Yellow Room, with buttery yellows and muted lavender throughout.

Ellen looks me over, hesitating at my shoes. “Do you even have sunflowers on your sandals?”

I sweep my sundress skirt aside and point my toe, exposing a narrow line of sunflowers stamped into the straps on my sandals. Ellen simply laughs.

“Where do you find all the pretty things?” Ellen asks. “A hat for every day.”

“I’ve been collecting straw hats my entire adult life,” I admit. “Longer, even. I have a nice collection.”

“I like them,” Ellen says. “Don’t ever stop wearing them. But... Don’t you ever want to show off that blond hair of yours?”

As usual, my hair is bound in a loose twist with hat over top. Sure, sometimes I wear it loose, but it isn’t the asset Ellen seems to think. It’s blond, but it’s not shiny or curly blond. It’s frizzy blond, and it looks best in old-fashioned styles and a hat.

“I like it this way,” I say. “Does your breakfast look okay? I need to deliver this one while it’s still hot.”

She waves me on, snatching a cherry from her fruit bowl before closing the door.

I hesitate at the oval mirror at the hallway, pleased with today’s outfit. The dress was a recent find from the Highway 4 flea market, and I like the fuller skirt. I might look like something from the fifties today, but I feel beautiful.

We went to the flea market two weeks ago, all the girls from the club, and each of us found something, from dresses to shoes to Jane’s mirror with the beautifully carved oak frame. We haven’t had that much fun in a while. For many of my friends, life has gotten complicated of late.

I shake my hips and watch my dress in the mirror. It makes me feel romantic and pretty, which is always my goal. It’s been my goal since I turned fourteen. No, it’s not the most selfless goal, not at the surface, but my simple desire for a life of beauty and romance has brought amazing twists and blessings. It has served me well.

It’s certainly better than Heath’s goal. I cringe, not sure why that name comes to mind. Except I know his world just fell apart, and so he’s been on my mind. He recently lost the thing he loved most, the driving force in his life. I hope he’s finding his feet.

My goal, while not as ambitious as his, probably can’t be taken from me. Sure, this inn and all the trappings might not last, especially if we can’t renovate, but that’s not the real goal. No, the innocent dreams of Daisy’s and my fourteen-year-old selves are internal, part of us.

They’re safe. And they’re kind. We’ve never had to be ruthless or turn on our friends to don a pretty hat or paint a picture or do something nice for our friends.

“My goodness,” I say into the mirror. “Lacey Monterossa, bitterness has no place in our world. The girls would be ashamed of me. Say nothing of God.” I sigh. “God, send him good things. I’m sorry I’m bitter. He was young. All of us were young. I don’t want him to suffer because of that.”

I move down the hall to Mr. Castleton’s room, the Blue Room. We planned to change the names, but now that we’ve called them these names for two months, I’m afraid they’re stuck like this. His room is one room down across the hall from Ellen. These two are the only finished rooms on this level.

Again I settle the tray and knock on the door. Normally Daisy serves one meal for all the guests, but Mr. Castleton insisted on oatmeal, and he charmed her. In his eighties, the man has sparkling eyes, filled with mischief. I imagine he was a heartbreaker in his younger days, because it takes a lot to charm Daisy into getting up early and making a special meal.

As I wait, I ponder our breakfast dilemma. Daisy works hard at the tea room, just like I do. I’m not sure why we thought adding the inn to our schedule would work, because extra hours didn’t magically appear when we got the opportunity to expand. But we’re not seeing enough guests to hire someone full time. For now we simply have to do our best. At least I live across the property, which means I should offer to do more breakfasts. Daisy will have to suck it up and clean guest rooms.

Is this worth the effort? Wasn’t the tea room enough? Yes, this was our dream, but we were so young when we made those dreams. Then I remember the look on Ellen’s face when I ushered her into the Yellow Room for the first time, and I regain a little perspective.

Beauty and Romance. Straw Hats and Old Lace is all about beauty and romance, and the inn is a natural extension of that.

“So, God,” I whisper. “I hope you let us know how to make this dream happen. I think it’s for you, your way of helping us help others to slow down. But if it’s not, and we’re doing this for us, make it clear.”

I think I ask God for clarity a thousand times a day. Very often he says yes to that prayer, but since we opened the inn, I haven’t felt so certain.

I knock again. Then I call. Nothing. I try the knob, which is locked. I don’t have the key with me, so I’ll have to go down and get one and break into Mr. Castleton’s room.

The thought makes me uneasy. I don’t want to walk in on a guest. His privacy is important to me. But the man is in his eighties. He might need help.

I hear voices when I get downstairs, tray in hand, and I hesitate outside the door. I recognize that deep voice, a voice I haven’t heard in eight years that hits like I heard it yesterday. Unfortunately, the last words I heard in that voice gutted me. I never told anyone just how much, and I’m not sure I’m strong enough to go through that door and face the voice of the gutter.

“Heath,” I whisper. Did I conjure him by thinking of his name this morning? No. That’s a crazy thought. His career was destroyed, so it makes sense that he’s come home.

I close my eyes and pray for strength, because only with divine help will I be able to live my life in the same town as Heath Jeremiah.

Assuring myself he’s just passing through, that he could never come back to his hometown without losing his mind, I push open the door. I can do this.

He’s sitting at the table across from Daisy, two files in front of him and a few pages spread in front of her. When they hear the door, Daisy closes her eyes and mouths an apology, and Heath turns to see me.

Yep, it’s him. No fair, God, I find myself thinking. Couldn’t he be bald? Fat? But no, the man who left me after prom to go find his way in the world, the man who still haunts my dreams eight years after the fact, is sitting in my kitchen discussing some kind of business with my business partner.

I don’t faint. But I do wish I could sink down into the surface of the floor.

It seems eight years isn’t enough to take the sting out of seeing this man again.

Heath sits back in his chair, looking from me to Daisy and back again. His brow furrows, just like it did years ago.

Not much of him is the same. He’s older. The skinny teen who left town has become stronger, broader. Shadows haunt his eyes, or maybe I want to see shadows. Am I that petty? His pale hair is darker, cut short where he used to let it grow into his eyes.

And his clothes? Have I ever seen this man in dress slacks and a button-down shirt outside of a school dance or a grandparent funeral? No. Baseball jerseys, t-shirts, torn jeans, sneakers. I glance at his shoes. Heath Jeremiah is wearing brown loafers.

“So,” he says. He wrinkles that brow again. Usually that means he disagrees with something. What on earth is this man doing in our kitchen disagreeing? I haven’t even said anything yet. “You two still do that.”

“Do what?” Daisy asks, although we know the answer. He doesn’t look like he did in high school. We do. He thought we would outgrow hats and old-fashioned clothes.

“That club. The love club.”

Daisy laughs. I haven’t quite found my tongue yet. I hope not to swallow it. “We certainly never called it the love club.”

“Fine,” Heath says. “The romance club.”

“We only called it that for a few months,” I say. It’s time to join this conversation. “That made it sound like it was all about boys. It wasn’t about boys.”

“I never got that,” he said. “What was it about? What’s it called now?”

“Straw Hats and Old Lace.”

“Wait.” He wrinkles his nose, and he’s twelve again. I’ve missed that twelve-year-old. “You named your inn after your love club?”

Daisy laughs. “You need to stop calling it that. You know exactly what we were about, Heath Jeremiah.”

“Pretty clothes and hats,” he says, gesturing toward Daisy and then back at me. “To what end? It never made sense to me.”

I wonder if that’s true. It seemed true at the time, but Heath wasn’t dumb. Why had this eluded him? I’d sure tried to make him understand. Then he’d tried to make me understand his way of thinking, too, and I don’t think I’d gotten it, either. We’d been doomed from the start.

So I try again. “Beauty. God made this world good. He gave us beautiful sunsets. Soft textures. Flowers and birds. Friendship, simple work... We complicate things. The club was about pretty clothes and hats, yes, but also more. It’s about finding beauty in simplicity and kindness, being intentional about surrounding ourselves with peace.”

Heath takes a deep breath. “Ah.”

That’s all he says. But something in his eyes finds something in my eyes, some understanding we never had as our younger selves.

Hmm. Interesting. I wonder what it means. I also wonder why my high school sweetheart, who shattered my seventeen-year-old heart, is dressed up in my kitchen. But I came down here for a reason, and suddenly I remember that reason, because I’m holding cold oatmeal.

“Oh. Daisy, where’s the key to Mr. Castleton’s room?”

She jumps up and looks at the tray in my hand. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s not answering. We need to check on him.”

Daisy looks at Heath.

“We might have
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