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Jane

“Davey,” I call, and my younger brother appears from the back, frowning at me. It’s been one of those days, and I’d give anything to sell my family and this business, buy an isolated tropical island, and never see another human soul.

“What?” he asks angrily. “Don’t tell me I’m doing something wrong again. I’m fine.”

I shake my head. Apparently my bad mood is getting on my brother’s last nerve. “Sorry, Davey. Long day. I just got a call that the dairy truck will be early tomorrow. It’s your turn to meet the early deliveries.”

He sighs. “Fine. Why can’t Rich do it? He’s got to be up early anyway.”

I simply look at Davey, and he backs down. Rich is one of the least responsible people either of us knows. Yes, he might be up getting ready for school, but he might also sleep in and miss the whole day.

“Right.” He glares at me. “Can I get back to it?”

I wave him away and look around me. The grocery store is slow today. We’re slow every day now that the big grocery stores have come to town, lined up along the highway with the new fast-food places and the box stores. Few people come into town to shop.

And yet I can’t seem to let go. How can a person be as discontent and stubborn as I am? 

Rich strolls through the door. This kid looks like a teen supermodel, and he knows it. He’s popular in school, riding senior year like a surfer on a good wave, and he thinks he knows everything there is to know.

“Sis,” he says. “Mom sent me. She wants to know if the butcher shop contacted you.”

“No, they didn’t, but I took care of it,” I snap. My parents retired two years ago, leaving the running of Barrett’s grocery to Davey, Rich, and me. Only they haven’t actually retired. Instead, they sit at home and try to run the show from the living room.

Rich holds out his hands. “No killing the messenger, sis. I see you’re in a great mood today. Have you killed Davey and stashed him in one of the freezers?”

I have to laugh. Rich says the strangest things. “Not yet. You could have called, so you’re here for something other than delivering Mom’s message.”

“Just getting out of the house,” he says. “Meeting Megan in half an hour.”

Yeah, being at home with the retired parents is almost as difficult as fielding calls and texts every hour about how to run the store. I wish they had retired to Florida. They could spend their time playing card games and forget about us and the store.

“Sorry, Rich,” I say. He nods.

“It’s fine. I won’t be home for dinner.”

“I thought you were cooking tonight.”

“Mom’s cooking tonight. She’s feeling good, and she wants to cook dinner.”

Mom struggles with arthritis in her hands, and she doesn’t always do things she used to do. I’m glad she’s having a good day.

“And Dad?” I ask.

“He’s okay,” Rich says, which doesn’t tell me anything. Dad hurt his back right before they retired, and some days he can barely move around the house. It breaks my heart to see my big, strong dad get smaller and slower. At least he lets me run the store, unlike my mother. 

Rich disappears to the back, where I’m sure Davey will report that I’ve been in a mood today. They can commiserate over their impossible lives.

If only they knew the half of it. We’re on the verge of losing Barrett’s Grocery, and neither of them is aware of it. Not that I’m hiding it, but nobody else ever looks at the books. They think that’s my job. Mom and Dad do a lot of backseat managing, but they never let me talk about the books. Mom just shrugs and says owning a business means a lot of ups and downs. Dad says he knows I’ll make it work, and I make him proud.

Three tourists walk into the store, chatting between themselves about how quaint the store is as they disappear into the aisles. It irks me to hear us called quaint. I’ve tried to update more than once, but the budget limits what I can do. So yes, we’re quaint.

Lacey or Aurora would know how to market that, but I’m not them. I should ask them for help, but they’ve got their own businesses to run. All of us are busy with our lives.

The tourists come back laden with a mix of snack foods and healthy vegetables. They ask about the nearest state park, where they’re staying, and I answer as well as I can. I wish they’d bought more, because we barely made ends meet today, but I simply smile and wish them well on their vacation.

I can’t remember my last vacation. I’m starting to hate anyone who comes through those doors on vacation. Envy is a miserable emotion.

The door opens again, and two families walk in, both mothers with two or three kids trailing behind like ducklings. They’ll bring us into the black today, because they’re here for a whole week of groceries. I sigh with a little relief and lean against the checkout counter. 

Living day-to-day like this is getting old, and I’m not sure what to do about it.

A month ago we got an offer on the store. Some huge company wants to buy it and turn it into a health food store. Or maybe it was a yogurt bar. Anyway, we decided to hold onto it. The grocery has been in the family for three generations, and it’s become our defining trait.

Or that’s what my parents said. Davey said he didn’t care, but he didn’t know what he would do without the store. Rich plans to get a scholarship, go to college, and not look back. I was torn. Like Davey, I don’t have any other education or skills. But this place is sucking the life out of me. What convinced me to side with my family was that the offer wasn’t enough money. 

It was insulting, actually. I’m sure whoever made the offer thought they were doing us a favor, that a simple laboring family wouldn’t know a good offer from a bad, and they thought this was a side gig to our real income.

It’s not a side gig. And unfortunately, there is no real income.

The door opens again, and an unknown man walks through. I smile and nod, and he smiles and nods back and then walks right up to me. He’s handsome, my age or a little older, and he’s dressed in jeans, a t-shirt, and old sneakers. He’s also wearing a pale green hoodie. He doesn’t quite look like a tourist, but he also isn’t a regular. 

When he gets close, I see that his jeans and t-shirt are pristine and have ironed fold marks. There are people in this world who iron t-shirts?

“Welcome,” I say. “Can I help you?”

“Mostly looking around,” he says. “I guess I’ve run away from my life for a little while, and I’m seeing what I can see in the world.”

Really? Who runs away from his life and irons his t-shirts?

He wanders back into the aisles, and the mothers appear. Checking them out takes me time, and when I finish, the ironed man is in line behind them. He’s buying a candy bar, ibuprofen, and a bottle of water.

“This is nice,” he says, gesturing around the store with his chin while he pulls cash from a worn wallet. “Feels like a step out of time. That’s a good marketing strategy in today’s economy. Nostalgia sells.”

If he uses the word quaint, I’m going to pour the bottled water over his head.

He smiles at me as our hands touch with the money exchange, and then he simply looks at me while I make his change.

“Are you staying in town or in the parks outside of town?” I ask.

“Haven’t decided yet,” he says. “I thought I was driving through, but after walking around a little, I think I’ll stay for a few days. Where do you recommend a person stay in town? I can camp, but tonight I’d rather shower without spiders in the corners.”

I grin at this. “I’m partial to Straw Hats Inn. That way.” I point. “There’s also a string of hotels near the highway, cheaper than the inn.  That way.”

I point in the other direction, and he nods, takes his bag, and starts for the door.

“Thank you,” he says. “This isn’t that small a town, but I’ve found a lot of small-town hospitality here. It’s refreshing. I’m John, by the way. John Somerville.”

He raises his eyebrows, and I realize he’s waiting for me to reciprocate. I clear my throat. Is John Somerville, ironed drifter, flirting with me? Just my luck. Lacey got a retired baseball player. Laurel gets a brave fireman. I’m attracting well-groomed wanderers.

“Jane,” I say, surprising myself. I sound kind, whereas my inner dialogue concerning this guy has been rather snarky. “Jane Barrett.”

“Ah. So you’re one of the owners, then?”

I nod and give him nothing else. This guy doesn’t need, nor does he probably want, my life story.

He turns on his heel to go, and I watch him disappear toward the parking lot, which is on the side of the building. 

The rest of the afternoon is slow. Davey leaves his post at the bakery and deli counters to keep me company, clearly as bored as I am. Rich, of course, is with Megan. He’s got a scholarship waiting, because the handsome little brother is also very smart, and he’s got an engineering program wooing him.

“Do you think we did the right thing?” Davey asks as he rearranges the candy cart for the fifth time.

“Context,” I say. He huffs.

“Turning down that offer.”

“That offer would barely let us pay off the house. If I’m going to sell, it needs to be enough to set up Mom and Dad for life.”

“I don’t think we’re worth that,” Davey says. “We’re not worth much of anything.”

I pull my brother in for a hug. He’s twenty-three to my twenty-seven, and he’s a good brother, but he’s hard on himself. Unlike Rich, he wasn’t popular in school, and then the friends he had went to college. He’s a little lost in his life.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I wish it could be different. If you need to do something else, you can do it, Davey. I won’t hold that against you.”

“I wouldn’t do that to you,” he says. “Anyway, what would I do? I don’t have an engineer brain.”

We close at six four days a week, and this is one of those days. We can walk home, and we do. I try not to pay attention to the house. My parents didn’t have time to keep up our house while they ran the store, and the truth is all of us spent more time in the aisles than in our living room. We also didn’t have the money to hire someone to care for it. While it’s fine inside, clean with decent furniture, the outside is run-down and embarrassing.

Yes, I said it. I’m embarrassed by our house. Poor Davey is worse, thinking we deserve a house like this.

Now that he said the words today, I wonder if keeping the store is good for him. I’d hate to let our pride—and I know we’re keeping it out of pride more than any logical reason—take down my little brother.

Mother is in the kitchen, and she blows us kisses and asks Davey to set the table. Dad is in the recliner with the TV on. I doubt he knows what’s on. He just has to have the noise and the shine of it. Retirement, especially forced retirement due to back issues, isn’t working so well for him.

“I have to shower,” Davey says. “Then I’ll help, Mom.”

She waves him off, and I help Mom finish dinner. We eat, a meal during which Mom grills me on every aspect of the store, and Dad plays with his food and says almost nothing. Davey helps me answer Mom, but his eye is also straying to the TV in the other room. Davey can’t keep his eyes off a screen. He knows it, so he let his phone go a few months ago, fearing he had a real physical addiction. I get up mid-meal and turn off the set, and he nods gratefully.

Davey and I clean up, and Mom and Dad settle in the living room. Davey excuses himself to his room, and I go to mine. We don’t have the energy for more shop talk with Mom. But she doesn’t have friends or hobbies, so it’s the only subject she has.

I open my closet, pull the light string, and close the door behind me, settling into my haven. Davey helped me build this years ago, my hiding place. I’ve got a little reading nook in here complete with a bookcase to the ceiling and a sitting spot, like a window seat without a window. It’s covered in soft pillows and a few throw blankets. I nestle down into the nest and look at the bookcase. Four journals seem to look back at me, scolding me.

“It’s been busy,” I say to them. I say this to them all the time. I suspect they don’t care. “I’ll have more time later, when we...”

When we what? I’m always waiting for some great thing to happen, to turn some corner where we make a good income and have time for a life. It’s never going to happen.

It happened recently to most of my friends. They found love or opened businesses around their passions. Most of them did both. I think I could be happy at the grocery store if I had a romance on the side, but maybe I’d like to do something with passion, too.

The journals on the shelf, made with love by my friend Aurora, scoff and assure me I wouldn’t have the courage to do something with passion. They’re proof of that.

I open one, the only one I’ve used, and I read through the poem. It’s not bad. But a passion for writing poetry in a homemade journal isn’t something I can use to support my parents and myself. And Davey. I don’t know if Davey would make it without the grocery store, not as he is.

“I’ll have time to write poetry when I get old,” I say to the journal. I grab a pen from under one of the pillows and poise it over the page, thinking I’ll write something now so these books will stop mocking me.

But no words come. When was the last time words came?

I have the answer to that. My last poem is right here, one about the spring flowers being a sign that God loves me. I have to say I wrote some great lines about flowers.

Now I’m not so sure God loves me. I feel like he’s hiding from me, and some days I suspect he’s not there at all.

Except he seems to put together amazing things for my Straw Hats friends, like boyfriends and jobs and grand rescues. I mean, Precious Vanderbeck—no, Haugen now—was kidnapped by a thief and then rescued by her hunky cop husband.

So God is there. But I don’t know if he wants me. I don’t know if I want him, either, not if he can go so long without showing up. I need someone to show up for me.

I put the journal back, leave the closet, and climb into bed. Tomorrow will come way too soon, as we arrive at five to open at six. If I don’t get some sleep, I’ll never make it. 

I wish that thought bothered me more than it does.

***
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“WELCOME BACK,” I SAY when John Somerville walks through the door just after nine. How is it only nine?

He smiles at me, and the man has a nice smile. He looks a little more rumpled today. Good for him.

“I visited your Straw Hats Inn,” he says. “I didn’t stay there, but I drove past it. I assume there’s some history in that building.”

“The Monterossa estate definitely has history,” I say. I don’t add that in the past year it’s seen murder, a stabbing, and been connected to arson and robbery, all over a treasure.

“It’s a nice town,” he says. He walks closer and shakes his head. “You look a little tired, Jane Barrett. I guess the grocery business requires long hours?”

“Sometimes,” I say. “My brother woke up with a fever, so I’m on my own today, and we had an early dairy delivery. It’s fine. I’m glad you’re enjoying Coon Valley.”

“Coon Valley,” he says with a grin. “We do have some odd-named cities in this country, don’t we?”

He walks through the aisles, returning in a few minutes with a bag of chips and three apples.

“So,” he says as he again pays me in cash. “A proposition.”

I raise an eyebrow, and he laughs. 

“An ethical proposition. I’m not in a hurry to move on. Travelling alone is more draining than I expected. If your brother is sick, why don’t you let me work here today? You don’t need to pay me. I’m volunteering.”

“I can pay you,” I say, wondering why the words make me bristle. Of course, once I say those defensive words, I’m pretty much stuck letting him work here today. I need to get a handle on my mouth.

“Regardless,” he says, opening his arms in surrender, “tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

“Do you know how to work a cash register?”

“Um,” he says. “Not so much.”

“Ever work a deli counter?”

“No, but I think I can use a scale. I’m a fast learner.”

This turns out to be true. And I hate to admit how much fun I have trying to find something this man can’t do. I make him mop the aisles, rearrange the freezers, weigh meat and cheese, and help organize the canned goods aisle. That one didn’t need done, but I’m feeling ornery.

“So, is every day like this?” he asks as we sit down for an afternoon snack. He’s eating the chips he bought this morning.

“Pretty much,” I say. “Then I do paperwork three nights a week once we close the store.”

He shakes his head. “Is it worth it? Is a grocery store a good living?”

This is one conversation I’m not having with the man. So far we’ve managed to talk around anything real. I know he grew up in a suburb a few states away, and he knows I grew up here in this grocery store. I also know his favorite movies, that he knows nothing of country music, and that he loves cats. He said this with more passion than anything else we talked about.

“Tell me about your cats,” I say as I unwrap a candy bar. It’s not healthy, but today feels like a candy bar day.

“I have four,” he says. “I miss them when I travel.”

“So you’re a drifter, but you have a home base with cats. Who watches them while you’re roaming?”

He clears his throat, looking a little embarrassed. “My family takes care of things.”

“So this isn’t a year-long roaming or anything,” I say.

“I don’t think so,” he says. “I’m not sure what the future holds, to be honest. But my cats will be part of it.”

This intrigues me, but I don’t push. I hope he doesn’t push for details about me, and for the most part he doesn’t.

By the time we close, poor John is exhausted. And since I put him through his paces today, so am I. “Thank you, John. Here. You have to take this. I don’t stiff people.”

He eyes the roll of bills and then takes it with a single nod of his head. “Thank you, Jane. I feel like you’re paying me to have fun, but already I know you mean what you say. Do you know if your brother will be back tomorrow? I’m happy to come another day.”

I swallow, because Mom texted an hour ago that Davey is still under the weather. I’m sure he’s going crazy at home with our parents when he’d rather be anywhere else, but he shouldn’t come back until he’s better.

“He’s still not feeling well,” I say. “If you’d like to come back, you can.”

“Deal,” he says. He smiles, and I hate how melty my insides feel. Am I this desperate?

I am reminded of my friend Precious, who fell in love—in record time—with a police detective who was shot and broke into her van. She wondered if that was desperation, and I assured her she was fine and not desperate.

I’m thinking I might be desperate. Maybe she was, too, but it seemed to work out for her.

She’s on her honeymoon right now, and I’m trying hard not to be envious. Six weeks from meeting to marriage. It’s crazy, and I think it’s wonderful.

He leaves with a wave and a smile, and I close up. I’m too tired to do any work at home tonight, so I don’t grab the files when I leave. Tomorrow I won’t work us to death. John proved he can do anything, so now it’s time to settle down and be kind to this man.
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