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Laurel

“Mama, I want this one,” Abby says. She’s getting tired, and her voice rises. I’d hoped to fit two more errands in this morning, but her tone says we’re done. I wonder if a snack might help, but honestly I’m tired, too, and ready to head home.

Home. I can’t help but smile when I think the word. A couple months ago I had no home. I had nothing but my daughter, a clunker car, and a straw hat that I hoped would save my life.

It had. More than that, it had led me to a home.

“I think we should go,” I say. “I’m ready for lunch.”

She frowns, wrinkling her tiny face in a familiar crunch. It’s adorable to outsiders, but I know what follows. The patrons of the library will appreciate me getting out of here before she lets loose.

“I want to read,” she says, stomping her little foot. It’s encased in a buckled shoe, something vintage. I wonder sometimes if people think I’ve kidnapped her, because I dress her out of the fifties in dresses and buckled shoes and socks that fold over with lace on the edges, and I dress in ragged jeans and Ts. Don’t ask me why the disconnect—I hate to go that deep. If I look too far into myself and my actions, I fear I’ll hate what I find in there.

I already struggle with what I do see and understand. Let’s not unearth new levels of dysfunction and mental distress.

“Why, hello,” says a masculine voice, and I turn to find the librarian approaching. He seems to realize a meltdown is in the works. He’s medium tall, with medium brown hair, and he pushes wire glasses up on his nose as he squats in front of Abby. “I don’t think I’ve seen you in our library before.”

Maybe it’s because she has no father. Or maybe it’s because she’s her mother’s daughter, so help me, but Abby glows when a man pays her attention. She holds out two books and takes a step back toward me, suddenly shy.

“I like these,” she says. “Mama says they stay here.”

“I don’t have a library card,” I say. I don’t want him to think I would deny my daughter books. 

The librarian looks at me with a pleasant smile. He’s handsome enough, kind of plain, and I consider closing my eyes. Even if he’s not my type, I have a track record that says I can find trouble with men of all sorts. Worse if he’s kind to my daughter.

“Are you new in town?” the man asks. He gestures for me to come down, which surprises me, and suddenly all three of us are sitting in a big carpeted reading circle in the children’s section of Coon Valley library.

“Yes,” I say. I don’t say that I grew up here. If he doesn’t know that, good for me. “I’m staying at the mansion. Not a guest. I’m on staff at the Straw Hats Inn.”

This sounds grander than it is. Yes, I’m on staff, but only because I showed up one morning on the porch like a half-drowned puppy with no place else to go. If Lacey and Daisy weren’t saints, I wouldn’t be here at all. I’m not sure I’d be anywhere.

“I went to their open house in the fall,” he says, smiling. He’s less plain while smiling. He has straight, white teeth and the smallest dimple on his left side. “It sure is beautiful out there. But it seems they have their issues, too. Murder, the stabbing of the ex-baseball player...”

I don’t take the bait. Like everyone else in town, I assume he wants the details of Lacey’s family’s dirty laundry. I may have been a monster a few times in my life, but I’m not spilling any dirt on Lacey. A sweeter person hasn’t hit the planet. Unless you count her friends Daisy and Precious.

“It’s definitely not boring,” I say.

“If you have something with that address on it, I can get you and your daughter a library card,” he says. He looks us over. “She’s your daughter?”

I laugh. Is he thinking I’ve kidnapped her? Or I’m a poor nanny to a very proper, wealthy little girl?

Most of what she wears comes from thrift stores, but I admit I dress her like she’s my personal toy doll. She’s so stinking cute.

“Yes,” I say. I hold out my hand. “I’m Laurel Thoreau, and this is Abby. She’s three.”

The man nods and gives my hand a firm shake. “Byron McBride. Librarian. Would you like a card?”

Because I’m running errands today, I have a few forms of ID on me. In fact, getting a local driver’s license was my first order of business. Within minutes I have a library card, and Abby has settled and is looking at books again. I’m taking a minute to look through my folder of paperwork to decide what to do next.

Byron returns to his desk, and I notice him flipping through computer screens and frowning. Then he shuffles through some papers on his desk. Still not happy. Don’t ask me what possesses me at that moment, but I saunter up to the desk, trying not to sway my hips, because that’s the old Laurel, and she gets me into trouble.

“Are you okay?” I ask. Right. The single mom is flirting with the librarian. I feel my cheeks flame.

He looks up in surprise and adjusts those glasses again. He gestures toward the pages.

“We need a fundraiser. I’ve been tasked with coming up with ideas, so I’m looking at how other libraries make money. I don’t think I’m a natural event planner. I just happen to be the last full-time librarian on staff, so it falls to me.”

Now he flames red. It’s rather adorable.

“Apologies,” he says. “Not your problem. Is Abby finding what she needs? It’s okay to walk through the adult sections while I’m on duty. I keep an eye on the little ones in the reading nook.”

I nod. I barely ever leave Abby. I clean and do simple repairs at an inn, and I drag her into every room. I don’t trust that she’ll be okay.

So the next words to leave my mouth shock me, especially considering the gender of the person making this offer. I don’t deal with men anymore. Heath, yes, Lacey’s beau. Rhodes Dumont a little bit, Aurora’s guy, because Rhodes fascinates me, and he oozes respectability. Probably has something to do with the Regency-era English wardrobe he wears.

“Thank you,” I say. “I’ll keep her in sight, but yes, I’d like a book.”

I love to read. In high school people might have assumed I couldn’t read. I sure didn’t work hard to become educated. But I love novels. Romance, adventure, fantasy... I love to lose myself in a good story. I haven’t had a library card in forever, and suddenly the stacks look like they’re filled with treasure.

I lose myself for a few minutes, and when I turn back, Byron McBride is sitting on the floor with Abby and a little boy on either side of him. He’s reading something, making large gestures with one hand while he does. The children are in stitches.

I return with two books in hand, and as I pass his desk I glance at the mess. Heath, Lacey’s guy, is great at marketing and fundraising. Maybe I’ll ask him if he could give the library some pointers.

Abby sees me, and she holds up her hand. I roll my eyes. I hate to see my most annoying gestures in my daughter, but there it is.

Byron finishes his book, and Abby runs to my side, a book in her hand.

“This one?” she asks. I nod, and we check out our books. Byron moves from his desk to the counter and runs my card and the books under a scanner.

“Here you go,” he says. “You two can read away this chilly afternoon.”

“We have errands,” Abby says. “If I’m good, we eat lunch.”

I have to smile. “I promise, I don’t starve her if she gives me trouble. If she’s good, we get to stop at the bakery on the way home.”

“Ah,” Byron says. “That seems fair. I think I should hold out the same promise to myself sometimes. If I get all of the books reshelved and come up with a fundraiser to make the board happy, I can reward myself with a donut. Miss Abby, I do think your mother is onto something.”

We smile, and I leave.

The librarian is nice. Still not my type. A little plain, probably boring. I mean, he works in a library. But I will admit watching him charm my daughter made my heart race a little bit.

That could also have to do with me not spending time with a man since Abby was born. Not that anyone believes that. My reputation in this town is hard to live down, and until I had my baby, I continued in the same vein.

But when I looked into Abby’s tiny newborn eyes, I was struck with this weight of responsibility that hasn’t left me yet. Have I made only good choices since her birth? Nope. But I haven’t chased any men, and I swore I would do what I had to do to raise her well.

She’s never going to walk through town and wonder which men she spent a drunken night with and now can’t remember.

Abby’s going to be a good girl like Lacey and Daisy. I’ll do what it takes to make that happen.
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“Did you finish everything?” Lacey asks when she enters the kitchen. Abby is settled at a little table in the corner, one Heath hauled out of the attic for her, with her library book and three animals sitting on the table listening to her read. Not that she reads at three, but she tells a good story. The animals appear enthralled.

I nod, because my mouth is full with a bear claw from the bakery. Abby made it through errand morning, and we got treats on the way home. Baked goods are my downfall. Okay, men are my downfall. But baked goods run a close second.

“Sorry,” I say when I can talk. “Yes. I have a new license. I even have a new library card. Does Heath ever do freelance work on the side?”

Lacey frowns. “Freelance insurance work?”

I laugh. Heath is an insurance agent in town. But he helps the inn and tea room with both accounting and marketing.

“Fundraising,” I say. “The library seems to need a fundraiser.”

“I’ll ask him,” she says. She smiles, the dreamy smile that pops out whenever we talk about Heath. She loved this guy in high school. Then he dumped her to become a baseball player, and when he was injured and washed out, he came home. I wasn’t here for the fireworks, but the result is love and romance and goofy looks on two normally mature adult faces half the time.

I admit to envy. I like men, but I’ve never been in love. I wonder if there’s a reason for that, but I’m not going there.

“Who’s working at the library now?” Lacey asks. “I understand all the nonessential city offices are cutting people, and I heard the library was on that list.”

“Byron McBride,” I say. “He’s the only person I saw there today.”

“Ah,” Lacey says. “He hasn’t been in town long, I don’t think. I don’t know him. I’d heard we had a male librarian. Apparently he was Coon Valley’s first male librarian. Is he nice looking? Is he a book nerd?”

I laugh. “And what does a book nerd look like? I like to read. Am I a book nerd?”

Lacey laughs. “I don’t know. I spent hours at the library in my day. I guess book nerds are lonely people hiding from their lives in books. Forget I started this very judgmental line of questioning. But no, I want to know what he looks like.”

“He’s fine,” I say. “Medium things. Brown hair, dark eyes, glasses. He’s fine. He likes the children, and they like him.”

She nods and turns her attention back to the kitchen. It’s almost time to set up afternoon tea. Trays of sandwiches and scones line the counter. In a few minutes we’ll set the tables with teacups and saucers, all kinds of doilies and flowers and fancies. The tea room is a money maker, and Daisy and Lacey love all the trappings.

Here’s my dirty little secret—I love it, too. They started making afternoon tea in high school, and it’s a habit I took with me when I left.

I haven’t told them that. I participate in afternoon tea, but they don’t know what it means to me. They might choke in disbelief. They might have welcomed me back with open arms, but I know that doesn’t erase the worst of my past sins.

I didn’t just leave town after high school. I torched a few bridges. Big, billowy, smoking messes where my life had once been. And Lacey I torched the worst. The things I said to this woman...

I have no idea why she let me back through her door. It has to be Abby. She feels sorry for Abby. So for now I’m keeping a low profile. Abby needs this place. So do I. And I can’t imagine Lacey and me pulling out all our baggage and having it turn out well.

If Lacey comes to her senses, I’m on the street. Not happening.

Why all that means I can’t be honest about tea is anyone’s guess. 

“We’ve got a full house today,” she says. “And Daisy isn’t coming back until tomorrow. She has a migraine, and she swears she’s fine, that it doesn’t stop her, but I sent her home. We can do this, right?”

“Of course we can,” I say. Daisy spends more time with the tea and kitchen than Lacey, who spends more time dealing with the Inn. At afternoon tea the inn guests get to come to tea, so everyone meets and mingles.

I love it. I cannot express how much I love everything here.

I mean that literally. Expressing myself is a problem. I’m simply terrible at it.

Lacey and I do fine serving tea. We’re so on top of everything that we sit at an extra table and sip tea ourselves while people chat around us. I’ve been here long enough to recognize a few regulars, like Blanche and Shawna, who must be ninety years old. 

Then we get a few from Hollow Fork, like Candi and Haley and sometimes their friends Priss and Suza. That foursome makes me laugh, because they ask endless questions. Gossip is their currency of choice.

“Any more news about the break-ins at the flower shop?” Candi asks Lacey while we shake hands to say farewell. “Didn’t your family once own those buildings?”

Lacey is kind, and she simply nods and answers. “Yes, we did. My grandparents sold them years ago. And no, nothing else has happened.”

“Does that mean the burglars found a stash?” Haley asks. “Or did it just get too hot to keep looking?”

Haley makes me laugh. I suspect she watches a lot of crime shows.

“I don’t know,” Lacey says. “Since I don’t own the building, the police aren’t keeping me in the loop.”

This is a partial truth. Lacey knows everything going on because our friend Aurora is dating Rhodes, the man who lives above the flower shop, the man who was attacked. 

We also know a journal was found in a tunnel running from the building, one that speaks of an affair and other scandals in Lacey’s wealthy ancestral family. I’m not sure the copy is legal, but we have a copy of the journal here, and I’ve read some of it. Spicy stuff. Some of it is hard to read, old and smeared, but what we have makes it clear Lacey’s family has more than a few skeletons in its closet.

The last patron leaves, and Lacey massages her cheeks.

“How does Daisy smile all the time? My face hurts. I hope she feels better tomorrow. She rarely gets migraines. She got more in high school.”

I remember that, how her face would go green, and she would put her head on her desk. She never asked to go home, and the teachers took pity on her and let her be.

I haven’t thought about that in years.

We clean up, Abby at my elbow babbling about her book and how much fun she had at the library and how she wants to go see Mr. Byron again.

“He has chickens,” she says in a stage whisper. She giggles, and my heart swells. “Can you believe that, Mama? Real chickens. He says they’re soft. He holds them sometimes. I love that.”

Abby is a sunny child who loves everything. I’m told she looks like me, but I’m not a hundred percent sure she wasn’t switched at birth. She’s nothing like either of her parents.

Well, her dad is one of three, but none of them were sunny. 

Lacey heads home, which is a shack across the field. No, I’m not being unkind to call it a shack. She calls it the same, and that’s exactly what it is. She and Heath are working on insulating it, but I’m not sure there’s hope of keeping it warm, and winter is just about here.

I head upstairs, because Abby and I are living in the Blue Room. It’s the room where a man’s murdered body was found a few months ago. That should bother me, I suppose, but it doesn’t. It wasn’t a random killing. He knew something about Lacey’s family secrets, and that endangered him.

Fortunately, I don’t know anything about anyone’s secrets. I feel completely safe here.

We have no overnight guests tonight, so the mansion is silent. I’d heard about old houses creaking and settling, but the Monterossa mansion is solid, I guess, and it makes no sounds.

“I liked today, Mama,” Abby says, snuggling at my side. We share a bed. We’ve done this since she was born. “I liked the library. And Mr. Byron. And the tea ladies. I like the sound of the cups and the spoons.”

Abby is a sensory child. She reminds me of Lacey, who I’m sure has no idea she’s a sensory person. Lacey touches everything to her arms, her cheeks, simply needing to feel it all.

Abby should have been Lacey’s. They’re similar in a lot of ways. Good ways.

I sleep easily. I have since my first night here. I hadn’t slept well in months—years—and the moment I set foot in the Inn, I found peace and calm I didn’t think possible. Nearly eight hours later Abby and I rise refreshed and ready for another day.

Daisy is in the kitchen this morning apologizing for missing last night’s tea. I assure her we did fine, but it’s important to Daisy to feel necessary, so I don’t push it. Let her think we can’t get along without her.

“I wondered if you could do something for me,” Daisy says. She shrugs. “I should have asked you yesterday while you were out. Can you run this to the courthouse? I need certification that it arrived. Brody wants to do some electrical work in the carriage house, and his plans need... Something. Anyway, I know he wanted it there yesterday, but my head stopped me from thinking straight.”

For some unknown reason I envelop Daisy in a hug. Since I’m not a hugger, her eyes widen, and she laughs.

“What’s that for?”

“For letting me in the door. For trusting me. For being Daisy.”

She blushes and gestures me away. “I’m thankful you’re here, Laurel. I worried about you. And we need the help. God’s timing was perfect.”

God is a sore spot with me, but I don’t say that. I know what they believe. And once I thought I did, too, but the world is too dark a place for God to exist.

Still, part of me hopes one day I’ll believe again. I want to have faith in something. Cynicism can be exhausting.

Daisy braids Abby’s hair, not an easy feat with Abby jumping up and down because she thinks braids are wonderful. I stand back and laugh at the two of them. Finally Daisy grabs my bouncing child and pulls her close, smacking a loud kiss on her cheek. Abby rubs it off.

“I’m so glad you’re staying with us, Miss Abby,” Daisy says. I hear tears in her voice. Like Lacey, Daisy has always wanted to be a mom. All of them did, the whole club. All except me. So why am I the only mother in the bunch?

I bundle Abby for the chilly weather, low forties today, and we drive to the courthouse where I got my license yesterday. It’s a large building, housing just about every government agency in Coon Valley. The court part is on the far side, and I walk in the door to the police station and DMV, not sure where to drop off my envelope.

Someone at the front desk points the way, and I start down a long hallway to one side of the police station, past a sign that points to the county jail, and then make a left when a siren goes off. Abby crunches up her face, her hands over her ears.

Loud noises startle her and make her cry, so I lift her into my arms and look around.

Suddenly the lights go out, and this hallway is pitch black. I press Abby’s head against my shoulder, hoping she’ll close her eyes, because the dark will scare her.

It’s sure scaring me.

A strange buzz fills the air, and lights flicker on again. They flash once and dim, but now bright lights at the exits on either end of the hall light up, and I start toward the closest doorway, back the way I came.

I’m surprised to smell smoke. I didn’t expect this to be a real fire, but when I turn to the first hallway, a light haze runs along the ceiling. I see a fireman at the far end of that hall, and he calls to me.

“This way, miss. Come this way. It’s okay. We’ve got it under control.”

As he says this, I feel something
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