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      Walter Cooper pulled his old pickup truck up to the usual parking spot in front of his longtime restaurant, Coop's Home Cookin'. His back was still aching from picking up big bags of flour the day before. As he got out of the driver's seat, he took a deep breath of the cool mountain air, hoping it would clear his mind and somehow heal his rapidly aging body. Coop's Home Cookin' was more than just a local diner. It was the heartbeat of Jubilee, as far as he was concerned. For over forty years, he had been its owner and keeper, watching his neighbors come and go and their families grow up. Little kids that had sat in high chairs at one point were now having kids of their own. Locals gathered there for their morning cups of coffee and eggs just the way they liked them.

      He removed his baseball cap and wiped the sweat off his head. He used to have so much more hair up there, but time had stolen it away. He put his hat back on and looked at the storefront across the street. It had been empty for over a year, a sad reminder that sometimes small towns struggled to keep businesses afloat. Previously, it was a gift shop, but today, something looked different. Construction workers were bustling around, hammering and sawing, setting up what looked like a new awning. He squinted to get a better look, but his eyes weren't what they used to be. A banner flapped in the wind, and he could finally make out the words: Coming Soon: Jubilee Vegan Café. It was scrawled in neat, modern lettering.

      “Jubilee Vegan Café,” he muttered under his breath, his brows pulling together as he tried to make sense of it. A vegan café? This wasn't some big city, and Jubilee didn't need some newfangled café that served overpriced, dainty, tasteless salads and special tea. He shook his head, feeling irritation flare up in his chest. Jubilee Vegan Café sounded suspiciously like one of those modern joints where people ate tofu and avocado toast instead of a proper breakfast of bacon and eggs.

      As he crossed the street, he could see more details: clean, minimalist décor inside, sleek light fixtures, and a new glossy white counter being installed. Everything about this place rubbed him the wrong way, with its polished modern edges clashing against the cozy charm of Jubilee.

      Just then, some construction workers noticed he was standing there staring. They exchanged looks with each other as if they knew exactly who he was, the man who kept Jubilee's diner running since before they could even remember. Coop could feel them looking at him, but he didn't bother to look away. This was his town, after all.

      The bell above the door jingled as he walked inside the diner. As usual, the smell of coffee and fresh biscuits greeted him, soothing him slightly. At least Coop's Home Cookin' was exactly as it had always been. No fuss, no frills. There was no need to fix what wasn't broken.

      “Morning, Coop,” a regular named Jimmy called from his usual spot at the counter. He was drinking his cup of coffee, probably his third or fourth by now, his trucker cap tilted back as he watched the news on a small old TV in the corner.

      “Morning, Jimmy,” Coop said with a nod. He made his way to the back but couldn't shake the thought of that place across the street.

      By the time he reached the kitchen, his mind was racing. What in the world did Jubilee need with a vegan restaurant? He could picture it now—a bunch of city folks coming up there, ordering their almond milk lattes and kale salads, sticking their noses up at his hearty breakfasts that he'd been serving for decades. He prided himself on knowing every face that came through his doors, knowing all of their stories, and the thought of losing even a single customer to some hip new café made his stomach churn.

      He grabbed a dish towel and wiped his hands more aggressively than necessary, and then Wanda, one of his longtime waitresses, walked in with her black and silver hair pulled back into a bun and her apron dotted with flour from making biscuits. Her deep, smooth complexion hid the fact that she was only about ten years younger than Coop. Of course, Wanda rarely ate their food, choosing to bring her own from home. She said her health was more important than fried eggs and cheesy grits.

      “Coop, what’s got you lookin’ like a storm cloud this early?” she asked, looking at him over her thick glasses.

      He pointed toward the window. “Have you seen what they're putting up across the street?”

      She peered out and shrugged. “The new café? I did. It's like a vegan place or something.”

      He grunted. “Yeah, Jubilee Vegan Café,” he replied, his words dripping with sarcasm. “Can you believe that nonsense? What's wrong with good down-home cooking?”

      Wanda chuckled. “Maybe it'll bring some new faces to town, Coop. That could be good for business.”

      He shook his head. “Good for their business, maybe, but folks who come to a place like this, well, they're not looking for biscuits and gravy or country ham. They'll want salads with that quinoa stuff or whatever's trendy this week. They’re trying to be hip and cool, and they won’t ever come to visit a diner like this.”

      She rolled her eyes, nudging him with her elbow. “Oh, hush. People around here have been eating at Coop's for years, and they're going to keep coming. You might even get curious people wanting to come over here and see what this place is all about.”

      He knew she was probably right, but he couldn't shake the frustration. The diner was who he was. It was his identity, and the thought of some flashy café taking business from him with their fancy menus and modern décor just didn't sit right.

      Wanda must have seen his jaw tighten because she added, “Why don't you go on over there and introduce yourself? Show them who runs things around here.”

      He snorted. “Not likely. If they don't know already, they'll find out soon enough.” He tossed the dish towel onto the counter and walked up front to greet each of his customers by name.

      As he filled their coffee cups and took orders, he couldn't help but look across that street as more construction workers brought in sleek booths and glossy fixtures. He'd spent his lifetime building this diner from the ground up, and the thought of anyone taking business away made his grip on the coffee pot tighten.

      Jimmy finished his coffee and waved him over. “So, Coop, you think that café is going to steal your thunder?” he teased.

      Coop grunted, pouring him another refill. “Steal my thunder? I don’t think so. Very unlikely. But I’ll tell you one thing: ain’t nobody coming to Jubilee to eat food they can’t even pronounce.”

      Jimmy chuckled, taking a sip. “I don’t know, Coop. I heard the guy who owns it is some chef from the city. Might be big competition.”

      Coop's eyes narrowed. “Competition? We'll see about that.”

      The day wore on, and as the lunch crowd filled the booths, Coop could feel his irritation bubbling under the surface. Jubilee Vegan Café. If they wanted to bring a fight to his doorstep, he’d lace up his boxing gloves and be ready.
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        * * *

      

      The lunch crowd at Coop's Home Cookin' had settled, leaving a few stragglers drinking their sweet teas and lemonade, swapping stories at the counter. Coop leaned back against the counter, a towel over his shoulder, lost in thought. He couldn't stop staring out the window at the sign across the street: Jubilee Vegan Café. Just seeing it there felt like a challenge.

      As he was gathering coffee cups, he saw his daughter Whitney slip into the diner, looking, as always, fresh-faced and bright in her work scrubs. She was a nurse at the local clinic, a job that kept her very busy but brought her into Coop's every afternoon like clockwork. She walked over, and he gave her a quick smile as she slid onto one of the stools at the counter.

      "Hey, Daddy," she greeted. "You look like you've seen a ghost. What's going on?"

      "Worse than seeing a ghost," he muttered, pouring her a glass of sweet tea and putting it in front of her. "I've seen a vegan café."

      She laughed, taking a sip of her tea. "Oh, you mean the new place across the street?"

      He grunted, crossing his arms. "Yeah, Jubilee Vegan Café, or whatever they're calling it. What in the world does this town need with a vegan café?"

      She gave him an amused look, putting a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "Maybe it's not such a bad thing, Daddy. People might actually like it. We could do with some more healthy foods around here. It could bring in a different crowd, though. Maybe even get more folks into Jubilee."

      He raised an eyebrow, unimpressed with her optimism. "More folks? And what exactly do you think these new folks are gonna be looking for? Kale smoothies? Tofu?" He shook his head. "This is Jubilee, not Atlanta."

      She rolled her eyes. "I'm just saying it might bring some life into town, and who knows, people might try it out and then wander over here when they want to eat a hearty meal."

      He gave her a skeptical look. "Oh, right. They're gonna come in here after paying a fortune for some lettuce leaves. This town's done just fine without some highfalutin café, Whitney. Folks here know what they like, and that's real food."

      Whitney leaned her elbows on the counter. "Maybe some of us wouldn't mind trying something new every now and then. Not everybody wants biscuits and gravy every day, Daddy."

      He scoffed, folding his arms tighter across his chest. "Oh, really? Well, they've done everybody well for many years now. If you want some tiny portions of who-knows-what for lunch, you're welcome to go on over there and see how it suits you."

      She shook her head, hiding a smile. "I swear, Daddy, you're as stubborn as a mule. Times change. Sometimes that means new things come along, and you don't have to like it, but maybe just give it a chance."

      He leaned forward. "Let me tell you something, Whit. I've been keeping this place going for over forty years. My customers are like family to me. I know what they like, and I sure as heck know it's not tofu. I’m not about to let that fancy café come waltzing in here like it owns the place."

      "You sure are obsessed with tofu," Whitney said, laughing as she took another sip of her tea. "That café isn't gonna take over the town. Who knows? Maybe it'll even help your business. You could get new folks in here. People who might not have even come up to Jubilee otherwise."

      He made a dismissive sound, shaking his head. “You sound like Wanda. Well, I'll believe it when I see it."

      She reached across the counter, putting a gentle hand on his arm. "Look, I know how much Coop's Home Cookin' means to you, but maybe it's okay that Jubilee progresses a little. I mean, wouldn't it be nice to see some new faces up here?"

      He looked at her, his jaw clenched. "I don't like it, Whit. Feels like Jubilee's changing right under my nose."

      She squeezed his arm gently. "Change isn't always bad, Daddy. And besides, no café is gonna take away your customers. Coop's is one-of-a-kind, and everybody knows it."

      "Yeah, well, we'll see, but I'm telling you, I don't have a good feeling about that place. You mark my words."

      Whitney laughed, sliding off the stool. "I'll mark 'em, and I'll be back here to remind you the first time one of your customers wanders over there for a healthy meal." She leaned over the counter and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. "Now stop worrying and get back to what you're good at—feeding people."

      He let out a reluctant laugh as he watched her leave. She paused in the doorway, giving him a small, knowing smile before stepping back onto the sidewalk. He watched her cross the street and noticed that she glanced at the new café on her way back to the clinic.

      Coop sighed, feeling the weight of her words lingering. He couldn't shake the nagging thought that maybe she was right. Maybe he was too set in his ways, but he would never admit it out loud.

      The door swung closed, and he glanced back out the window, frowning at seeing more construction trucks unloading equipment across the street. His grip tightened on the dish towel in his hand. Whatever it took, he was determined to keep Coop's Home Cookin' at the heart of Jubilee, even if it meant going up against some hotshot café.
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        * * *

      

      Late afternoon had rolled around, and Coop was still grumbling to himself about the new vegan café when he suddenly heard a knock on the diner's door. He looked up from his spot behind the counter and saw a tall man, maybe in his early thirties, dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt that looked a little too crisp for Jubilee. The man pushed the door open, a friendly smile on his face, as he stepped inside.

      Coop knew right away who this must be. He didn't even need an introduction.

      The man held out his hand, his smile bright. “Hey there, you must be Coop. I'm Tate Morgan. I'm the one opening the café across the street.”

      Coop stared at him and his hand hanging in midair, but made no move to shake it. Instead, he crossed his arms over his broad chest, his expression tight.

      “Yeah, I figured you were the one,” he said, looking him up and down.

      Tate's hand hung in the air for a second longer before he dropped it, his smile faltering a bit. He looked around the diner, taking in the worn leather booths, the vintage memorabilia hanging all over the walls, and the warm smell of coffee that lingered in the air.

      “Nice place you've got here,” he said. “Jubilee’s lucky to have a spot like this. It's got some real character.”

      Coop grunted. “Been around a long time.”

      Tate shifted, rubbing the back of his neck, clearly sensing Coop's discomfort. “I just wanted to come by and introduce myself. Listen, I'm not looking to step on anyone's toes. I know this town's got its own traditions and way of life.”

      Coop's eyes narrowed. “Oh, is that right? Because from where I'm standing, it sure seems like you're stepping on a few toes, mainly mine.”

      Tate's brow creased. “Look, I get it. A vegan café may not be the typical thing you'd expect for a town like Jubilee, but I'm hoping that I can add to what you've got here. Bring in new people. Give the locals something different.”

      “Different, huh?” Coop said, laced with sarcasm. “I don't think Jubilee needs different. Folks around here like what they like.”

      Tate held Coop's gaze. “Well, sometimes I think it's nice to shake things up a little. Give people some options, you know?”

      “Options,” Coop repeated. “People around here don't need options. They've got everything they need right here.”

      Tate nodded, taking a step back. He wasn’t giving up his friendly demeanor. “I get it, Coop. I really do. I respect what you've built here as a fellow businessman. I just want the chance to build something, too. Something I think the people here might appreciate.”

      Coop's eyes narrowed. “Appreciate? I've been running this diner for over four decades, and I don't need some newcomer coming in here telling me what my folks would appreciate.”

      Tate's jaw finally tightened. He took a deep breath, still keeping his tone polite. “Look, I don't mean any disrespect. I just thought maybe we could work together since we're right across the street from each other. My place isn't coming to replace yours. It's just an option for people who might want it. I did a lot of research here, and one thing that was missing in this small mountain town was healthy options.”

      Coop snorted. “Well, we'll see about that. My people around here are loyal. Don't think they'll be running over there to eat your fancy lettuce and fake meat tacos.”

      Tate smiled. “Well, I guess time will tell.”

      They stood in silence for a moment, like they were sizing each other up. Coop's expression didn't change, his stare unflinching. Tate shifted a bit, glancing around the diner one more time.

      "I guess I should probably get back over to the café," Tate said. "Still a lot of work to do before we open."

      "Yeah," Coop said flatly. "I'm sure you've got lots of work to do."

      Tate paused, like he was searching for something else to say. Nothing came to him, so he started toward the door. "Take care, Coop," he said before giving one final nod and stepping outside.

      As soon as Tate was out of the restaurant, Coop let out a breath. He watched through the window as Tate crossed the street with his tall, thin body—probably from eating all that vegan food—returning to the café with a spring in his step. Coop found that to be a little too smug for his liking. He shook his head, picked up his dish towel again, and wiped down the counter with a little more force than necessary.

      So that was the guy who thought he could just waltz into Jubilee and set up shop like he owned the place. Coop had been here before Tate Morgan was probably even born, and he wasn't going to let some city slicker change things just because he thought the town needed, quote, “options.”

      He looked around his diner, his eyes falling on the faded photos on the wall and the creased menus that had hardly changed in decades, and he thought about the loyal customers who filled his booths every day. This place was his life’s work and his legacy, and he wasn't going to let anybody, especially some fancy café owner, take that away.

      He didn’t believe that Tate was here for honorable reasons. He was here to make as much money as possible, just like every other big city business person. He set his jaw with a newfound resolve. Jubilee might have room for a lot of things, but it didn't have room for some café that was trying to rewrite the town's story—not as long as Coop was around.
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      Madeline and Brady strolled side by side into Coop's Home Cookin' as they did almost every morning. They moved as if they belonged together, with his arm resting around her shoulders. They had a comfortable closeness that came from just being deeply in sync with one another.

      “Morning, lovebirds,” Wanda said, smiling as she reached for the coffee pot. “Y'all want the usual?”

      Madeline nodded and smiled, sliding into the booth with Brady beside her. “You know us too well, Wanda.”

      Wanda poured two steaming mugs and set them on the table with a wink. “I love having regulars who don't need a menu. It sure makes my job easier.”

      Brady laughed as he wrapped his hands around his mug and then looked at Wanda. “So, what's the word around town this week? You always know the best gossip.”

      Wanda raised an eyebrow with a mischievous grin, pulling at her lips. “Well, if you ask Coop, it's that Jubilee Vegan Café is going to be the end of this town. I swear he's going on and on about it to anybody who'll listen. People are trying to get away from him.”

      “A café?” Madeline said. “I hadn't noticed what was going in over there.”

      Wanda nodded, lowering her voice so that Coop couldn't hear her. “Yeah, and it's not just any café, a vegan one. I swear Coop's been calling it everything from a big-city invasion to a tragedy in Jubilee. You'd think they were setting up shop just to drive him out of business.”

      Brady chuckled. “Let me guess, he's convinced they're going to run him out of town with salads and smoothies?”

      Wanda nodded, shaking her head. “You know him too well. He thinks the town has gone soft and says the next thing you know, we’re going to be replacing fried chicken with tofu.”

      Madeline exchanged an amused look with Brady. “Well, I guess that's one idea,” she said. “What do you think, Brady? Should we go see what all the fuss is about?”

      He raised an eyebrow, entertained by the idea. “You think we should sneak over to the competition, Madeline?”

      “Oh, not to eat there. They're not even open yet. I just want to see what's got Coop so riled up. It's hard to believe that little café could be such a threat.”

      Brady laughed, lifting her hand up to his lips for a quick kiss. “I suppose a little peek couldn't hurt. We better be careful, because if Coop catches us, we'll never hear the end of it. He's liable to poison our coffee next time.”

      Wanda topped off their mugs. “Now don't y'all go startin’ trouble,” she teased, “but if you ask me, Jubilee could use a little something new every now and then. It doesn't mean folks won't keep coming here, but nobody's convincing Coop of that.”

      “Sounds like you're the voice of reason around here, Wanda,” Brady said.

      She rolled her eyes, setting the coffee pot down. “Try telling that to Coop.”

      As she walked away, Madeline and Brady smiled at each other, their hands still linked together.

      “Well, I guess Coop thinks he's got himself a real rival,” Brady said, laughing.

      “It seems silly to be so worked up, but I get it. He's been here forever. Sometimes people are just afraid of change.”

      “That's probably what it is,” Brady agreed, looking around the diner. “But some things never change, and that's the part of Jubilee I love. This place hasn't changed a bit since I was in high school.”

      Brady changed the subject, talking about the latest things going on at the farm and how Gilbert wouldn’t stop gnawing on the corner of the fence, and he would have to replace it pretty soon. She talked about the progress she was making with her newest book, and every now and then, his gaze would settle on her, and she'd see that quiet warmth in his eyes that made her feel like the only woman in the room.

      They lingered over breakfast a bit, trying to have an easy start to the day. Wanda passed by again, giving them a knowing smile. “You two look too cozy in here. I might start charging y'all rent.”

      Madeline laughed. “What can I say? Every place in Jubilee feels like home.”

      Brady took her hand again, his thumb brushing over her knuckles. “And that's because it is, Madeline. As long as you're here, every place is home to me.”
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        * * *

      

      Brady and Madeline were finishing up their breakfast as they lingered over the last bits of biscuits and coffee. When Coop walked out of the kitchen, his face set in a deep scowl, he saw them in the booth by the window. Without missing a beat, he marched over and pulled up a chair, planting himself at their table.

      “Well, look who’s enjoying themselves this morning,” he said. His gaze turned slightly to the window, where workers were painting a sign that said Jubilee Vegan Café. He was obviously distracted by it.

      Madeline looked at Brady and then turned back to Coop with a smile. “Morning, Coop. Everything okay?”

      “Okay? Hardly.” Coop folded his arms across his chest, his frown deepening. He always wore one of those old-time white short-sleeved t-shirts that were so thin you could practically see his skin underneath it. “That pretentious restaurant over there has this whole town stirred up. Vegan this and vegan that. Who needs that kind of stuff?”

      Brady bit back a grin. “Come on, Coop. Maybe it’s not such a bad thing. It might bring some new people to Jubilee, and that’s always a good thing.”

      “New people? Why does everybody keep saying that like it’s a good thing? We don’t need any more new people here,” he muttered, rolling his eyes. “A bunch of city folks looking for fake burgers and green smoothies.” He said the last part like it left a terrible taste in his mouth.

      Madeline tried to remain neutral, stifling a smile as she took her final sip of coffee. “I think that café is just a little different, Coop. That’s all. Maybe it’s not your thing, but who knows? People might enjoy having a few options around here.”

      “Options. I’ve heard that before.” Coop let out a heavy sigh and shook his head. “Well, if you ask me, folks around here don’t need any options. They need the real food that God intended. Biscuits and gravy, bacon, eggs—food that sticks to your ribs.” He patted his stomach, which was nowhere near his ribs. Coop hadn’t seen his ribs in many years.

      Brady leaned back. “Well, maybe you should just give it a try when it opens. Expand your palate a bit. You know, get out of your comfort zone.”

      Coop scoffed. “Expand my palate? No, thank you. I’ll stick to the real food, Brady. I’m not about to swap my steak out for some fake beef nonsense.”

      “Come on, Coop,” Madeline said. “Maybe you’ll surprise yourself. Who knows? You could end up being a fan of quinoa.”

      “Quinoa,” he repeated. “I wouldn’t touch that stuff if you paid me. I don’t know how you young folks eat it.” He looked over at Brady, raising an eyebrow. “And don’t tell me you’re actually into that kind of thing.”

      Brady shrugged. “I’ve tried it before. It’s not bad if you season it correctly. Kind of grows on you.”

      Coop rolled his eyes again, clearly exasperated with both of them. “Good grief. Next thing I know, y’all will be telling me you’ve gone full vegetarian or vegan. That would be even worse.”

      Brady clapped Coop on the shoulder. “Don’t you worry. I’m not about to give up my burgers anytime soon. Just saying that sometimes a little change isn’t the end of the world.”

      Madeline looked at Coop, then at Brady, and she knew just how much Brady enjoyed getting under Coop’s skin a bit.

      Coop huffed and stood up with a grumble. “Well, you two can go ahead and try that place if you want, and I’ll be sitting right here serving real food to real people,” he said, pointing at each of them. “Some things don’t need to be fixed. There ain’t nothing broken here in Jubilee.”

      As he stalked off, still muttering under his breath, Madeline finally let out a laugh, nudging Brady with her elbow. “Why do you like riling him up so much?”

      Brady smiled. “I can’t help it. It’s good for him. Keeps him on his toes.”

      They finished their coffee and slid out of the booth, leaving a tip on the table before making their way to the door. As they stepped outside, Madeline looked across the street at the café, which wasn’t open yet but still causing quite a stir.

      “You think Coop’s ever gonna come around?”

      Brady chuckled. “Maybe someday, but I don’t think I’d count on it. Some folks just don’t like change, and Coop is definitely one of them.”
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        * * *

      

      Whitney Cooper walked down Main Street with her arms crossed as she fought back the knot of emotion sitting squarely in the middle of her stomach. It had been a hectic morning at the clinic, and no matter how many times she tried to push her dream out of her head, it always came back when she had a free moment. She had always wanted to open a wellness studio, and it felt like something she was meant to do, but every time she tried to talk to her father about it, his words would echo in her mind: This town doesn’t need some new-age nonsense, Whitney.

      She sighed, thinking about the last time they had spoken about it a couple of weeks ago.

      As she got closer to his restaurant, she glanced toward the café across the street. Workers were hammering away, adjusting the brand-new Jubilee Vegan Café sign. The sight of it made her stomach twist into knots. It wasn’t because she shared her father’s disdain for this new place but because she envied their progress. Someone else was bringing their own vision to life while she was stuck in the same old routine.

      She had been working at the clinic as a nurse for five years now. When she wasn’t working there, she was helping her dad at his restaurant, something she had done since she was a teenager. It was expected of her. Her father hoped that one day, she would leave the medical world behind and take over the restaurant. If it was up to him, she’d work there all the time.

      Most parents would be proud of their children for building a career in the medical field. Even though she wasn’t working at a big fancy hospital, she was proud of what she had accomplished. She liked helping people every day. She wanted to do it in her own facility. She wanted to have a place where people could come and do yoga, learn about meditation, get supplements, and basically just take a break from the crazy world. But her father thought all of it was ridiculous. People just needed to pull up their bootstraps and get on with it.

      Up ahead, she saw two familiar figures walking out of Coop’s Home Cookin’—Brady and Madeline. They always looked so happy, and Whitney had to admit that sometimes she was a little jealous of that. They were both in their fifties and had found love. Here she was in her thirties and couldn’t find anyone to share her life with. Of course, her father never approved of anyone, which made things even harder.

      Whitney admired Madeline and Brady, especially Madeline, who had had the courage to pursue her dream of becoming an author all those years ago.

      “Hey, y’all!” Whitney called, forcing a smile. She wasn’t feeling particularly happy this morning.

      Brady raised a hand and waved at her. “Well, hey there, Whitney. How’s it going?”

      She smiled and waved back. “Oh, you know, the usual. Busy at the clinic. I’m sure you’ve heard that Daddy’s grumbling about the café like it’s some kind of apocalypse.”

      Madeline laughed softly. “Yeah, we got an earful about that at breakfast.”

      “I bet,” Whitney said, shaking her head. She hesitated for a moment before asking, “Can I ask y’all something?”

      “Of course,” Madeline said.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about opening my own wellness studio here in Jubilee. You know, meditation, yoga, stuff like that. And I really think folks around here would benefit from it. But Daddy, well, you can imagine what he thinks about it.”

      Brady raised his eyebrows, clearly impressed. “A wellness studio? Whitney, that’s a wonderful idea. I’d say the town could use something like that. Everybody’s stressed out all the time, no matter where they live.”

      She felt a flicker of hope, but it dimmed as soon as she thought about her father. “Daddy doesn’t see it that way. He says it’s a waste of time and that I’d be better off sticking with him at the diner. He thinks the whole idea is a little too modern, that it won’t work.” She paused, sighing. “And he certainly wouldn’t help me fund a place like that. I don’t have the money to start a business. I’ve struggled with my finances my whole life. Daddy has some money set aside for me, but not for something like this.”

      “I know it’s hard to hear from your father that he doesn’t believe in your dream because his opinion matters so much to you,” Madeline said gently. Whitney nodded. “But,” Madeline continued, stepping closer, “if this is something you truly believe in, then you have to try. And I know how scary that can be. When I started writing years ago, people didn’t take me seriously at first. Some people in my life even thought it was silly. But I kept going because I couldn’t imagine not doing this. And now it’s my life. If I hadn’t taken that risk, where would I be today?”

      Whitney looked at her, taking in her words. She had read some of Madeline’s books, and it was hard to believe that she had ever doubted herself.

      Brady chimed in, his voice steady. “Your dad’s got a strong personality—trust me, I know that. But that doesn’t mean he’s always right about everything. Sometimes, you have to take a leap and show him you’re serious. So if this is what you’re passionate about, I’d say go for it.”

      Whitney felt warmth in her chest. Their words felt like a lifeline.

      “Thank you both so much,” she said. “It means a lot to hear you say that. I’ve just been going back and forth in my mind about whether I should bring it up again.”

      “You do need to bring it up again,” Madeline said. “And if you need somebody in your corner, I’m always here.”

      “Thanks, Madeline. And you too, Brady.”

      “Anytime,” Brady said with a wink.

      She gave them a wave as they headed toward Brady’s truck, their conversation fading into the air as they walked away.
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