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      The soft hum of the air conditioning and the occasional clicking of her own high heels on the marble floor were the only sounds that broke the eerie silence in the deserted office. Heather tapped her fingers against the keyboard, but the words on the screen were blurring into one another as the late night exhaustion set in.

      Her Atlanta office, which was every bit the symbol of her amazing climb through the world of finance, was her sanctuary and her battleground. The walls of her office were lined with framed accolades about her work over the years, and the city skyline served as the backdrop to her often monotonous, highly successful life. Her desk was overflowing with charts, spreadsheets and file folders. Only she knew where everything was. Even her assistant had no clue.

      As she got deeper into one spreadsheet, the sudden piercing sound of her phone cut through the stillness of the night, causing her to jolt upright in her chair. She looked at the caller ID and noticed that it was her mother, Lanelle. She still lived in their hometown of Jubilee, Georgia, tucked away in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Sometimes, Heather missed home. She supposed everyone did.

      Still, getting an unexpected call at this hour was very rare. Her mother was not a night owl, so Heather was immediately worried.

      "Hello? Mama?”

      "Heather, my beautiful daughter." Lanelle’s Southern drawl seemed even more prominent over the phone. "Are you working late again?"

      Heather leaned against her plush leather chair, smiling slightly. No matter how far apart they were, her mother always had an uncanny ability to know when Heather was working too hard.

      And, lately, she was. Maybe she was doing it to occupy her mind after a particularly bad breakup. She’d been in many relationships in her many years of life, but the last one had just about done her in. She thought they were going to get married, but instead Stephen took a job in Hong Kong and left with just a few days warning. Their entire relationship blew up right in front of her. He told her she was a workaholic, and he couldn't handle it anymore. It wasn't the first time someone had said that, but this time hurt particularly badly.

      Maybe it was because she was thirty-five and never married. Maybe it was because she had watched all of her friends get married, have kids, live the whole white picket fence lifestyle. Instead, she lived in a penthouse apartment overlooking the city, and the only company she had were her half-dead plants. As much as she loved her life, it still felt lonely at times. The work she was doing just didn't fill her up like it used to.

      "I have to, Mama. I've got a lot on my plate right now. We just took on two huge corporate clients, and Jim retired."

      She could hear her mother’s sigh all the way from Jubilee, winding through the mountain valleys and city highways before it landed in her ear on the other end of the phone. "You know, your father used to say the same thing."

      The whole reason Heather had gone into finance was because of her father. Although he had passed away when she was a teenager, Heather always wanted to be like him. He was a powerful businessman, and he traveled two hours one way to his office in the city before returning to Jubilee every day. She hardly got to see him but when she did, they had such special times, fishing and hiking through the Blue Ridge Mountains. He was a different kind of man. Smart, determined, successful. But he was also a family man.

      Somehow, her father had made it seem easy to be rooted in business and home at the same time. He loved the city just as much as he loved Jubilee. Of course, he hadn't been a native of Jubilee. Lanelle had, and she brought him there after they attended college together. He made it his home eventually, but he always seemed to have one foot in and one foot out.

      Still, he’d loved Lanelle so much that he had moved to Jubilee just after college so Lanelle could take over the inn from her mother. All Tucked Inn had been in the family for four generations so far, and Heather definitely felt the pressure mounting for her to take it over one day.

      "Honey, why don't you come home for a little bit?" Lanelle said, her voice obviously longing for her daughter to return. Heather had been gone from Jubilee for well over fifteen years now, but Lanelle never stopped trying to get her to come back. She occasionally visited, usually at Christmas, but her job kept her very busy.

      "Mama, you know I can't just…"

      "I'm not saying forever, dear," Lanelle interjected. "Just come for a short visit. The azaleas that you love are in full bloom in the garden and you know that the mountain air will do you good."

      Heather closed her eyes for a moment and imagined the smell of the mountains this time of year. She had forgotten what the aroma of the blooming azaleas smelled like, and she had to admit that the refreshing mountain air would do her good.

      "I'll think about it. I can't promise anything, but I'll try."

      "That's all I ask." After chatting for a few more moments, they ended the call and Heather felt a sense of longing in her chest. She missed seeing her mother, and she wasn't getting any younger. Lanelle was seventy years old, and Heather had friends who had already lost their parents. She knew in her heart that she needed to make an effort to go home more often. After all, she was Lanelle’s only child, and there was a responsibility that came with that. Her mother and father had tried for years to have a baby, and Lanelle had always referred to Heather as her little miracle child.

      She stared out the office window, looking at the cityscape. She remembered when she had first moved into this office and how excited she’d been. These days, it didn't hold the charm that it used to. She closed her eyes and imagined the beautiful mountains of Jubilee, and she felt a pull she hadn’t felt in a long time. Maybe it was time to go home and reconnect with everything she held dear.

      She returned to her work, with her mother’s words still echoing in her mind. She felt torn between two worlds, and she imagined her father had felt that for most of his adult life. That gentle whisper of home reminding her of better times was calling to her, and it might be time for her to listen. She wasn't going to stop her life in Atlanta, but she needed to go get plugged into a power source filled with family and friends. She needed the beautiful azure mountains to fill her up again. This was only temporary, she told herself, not fully believing it.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re doing what?” Her boss, Nathan, stared at her like she’d just announced she was joining the circus.

      “I’m taking a leave of absence.”

      “And what if I say no?” He leaned across the desk, his elbows pressed into the dark mahogany wood, as his almost clear blue eyes glared at her. Nathan was handsome, but spooky looking.

      “Then I’ll take all my vacation days, which have stacked up pretty good.”

      “You need approval to take vacation days.”

      “Then I’ll quit, and you’ll have to deal with the Jennings file on your own.” Nathan hated working with their biggest client, Steve Jennings. Heather had to admit he wasn’t the easiest man to work with, and she was the only one he’d talk to. Jennings was her leverage whenever she needed Nathan to agree to something.

      He gritted his teeth and groaned. “Why are you doing this to me, Heather? We’re the busiest we’ve ever been.”

      “My mother needs me right now. I won’t be gone long, and I can do my work remotely. Nothing will get missed. This isn’t a vacation.”

      “Can’t you hire someone to help her?”

      “What?”

      “When my mom got up in years, I just hired someone to go do things for her. Grocery shopping, doctor appointments, stuff like that.”

      “My mom doesn’t need those things. Look, you’re going to have to trust me on this. I need to go home.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Isn’t Atlanta your home?”

      She paused for a moment and checked her gut. When she said home, she meant Jubilee. How was that possible after all these years?

      “You know what I mean. Don’t you have a hometown that you long to return to sometimes? Where times were simpler?”

      Nathan let out a loud, sarcastic laugh. “Dear God, no. I grew up in the suburbs outside Boston, and I don’t miss a thing about that. The big city is what I love. The traffic, the car horns, the incessant sirens going off. It’s like a babbling brook to me.”

      Heather liked the city, but she didn’t feel the same way Nathan did. In fact, all those noises annoyed the heck out of her. But she loved the convenience, the lights, and that she never felt completely alone. Except that she did feel alone, but in a much deeper way.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow. I’ll keep you informed on Jennings and all my files.” She stood up and walked toward the door.

      “I can’t believe you’re doing this. You never want to leave work. You’re like me, and that’s why we work so well together.”

      He thought she was like him? Something about that made Heather very sad.
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        * * *

      

      The Buzzed Bear was alive with laughter and talking, people clinking their glasses together and eating the hearty food. Madeline loved coming here. It was one of her favorite places in town. With its rough wooden interior and soft amber lighting, the place was a quaint hangout for the locals in Jubilee. Tonight, Madeline found herself in her favorite corner booth, sitting across from Brady, her fingers curled around a glass of wine.

      Every time she looked around the room, she thought about how different her life was than just a few months ago when she first arrived in Jubilee. Originally, she was there to study small-town life so she could write a new book and get back to her big city home. Instead, she found herself knee-deep in the charm of Jubilee, falling in love with the warm people and beautiful surroundings. She looked at Brady, his eyes soft under the warm glow of the tavern lights. Every feature on his face was etched in earnestness.

      "So, I've been looking at the blueprints again," Brady began, his eyes focused on the glass of beer in his hand. "The new house won't be the same as the old one. It just can't be. I want it to feel like a real home, for me, but also for Jasmine and Anna."

      Madeline nodded, listening to him with her heart full of admiration. He was going through a variety of hardships, from losing his home to a fire to the sudden arrival of his estranged sister, Jasmine. She had a troubled past, and she brought with her an eight-year-old daughter, Anna, which added more layers of complexity to Brady's life.

      When Madeline met him, he was a carefree bachelor running his little farm and working as a wildlife rehabilitator. Now he had no real home, and he had two new family members to take care of. From what Madeline could tell, Jasmine was still having issues, and she felt bad for Brady having to take everything on.

      "They will feel at home, Brady. They say home is where the heart is, and your heart is right here in Jubilee. They will always feel at home with you."

      He laughed, his eyes meeting hers. "You sound like you're writing one of your novels, Madeline."

      She smiled. "It's a perk of being an author. We usually have the right words. But it is the truth. Jasmine and Anna are your family, and they will feel at home as long as you're there." She wanted to say that she felt at home as long as he was there, too, but she stopped herself. Their relationship was new, and she didn’t want to make Brady think she was pushing him to go faster.

      "Even if it's a small trailer that we have to live in for months while the new home is being built?"

      She reached across the table, her fingers gently entwining with his. "Especially then. They're not just waiting for a house. They're rebuilding their entire lives, and you'll be able to do that together as a family."

      Brady sighed. "I just hope that I'm doing all of this right. Jasmine is and has always been, a very complicated person. Anna has been through a lot. My mama would’ve known just how to handle all of this, God rest her soul.”

      "You're doing all the right things.” Her thumb brushed against his. "You've given them a safe haven, and then you're going to give them a real home. You're their rock."

      "No pressure, right?" he said, chuckling under his breath. She could see the weight of the world on his shoulders. Brady always wanted to do the right thing, no matter what. In situations like this, it wasn't always evident what the right thing was. She tried to say words that would comfort him, but she didn't know how he felt. She had no siblings, so she couldn't understand what it must’ve felt like for Brady.

      His jaw twitched. “If I could get my hands on her ex-husband…”

      “Don’t go there, Brady. Your sister needs you, and you don’t need to get thrown in jail yourself.”

      He nodded. “Let’s just hope we never cross paths.”

      Silence settled between them, as they each drank their beverages and munched on chips and salsa. Laughter filled the space as a group of locals shared a joke at the bar.

      "Are you ready to go?" Madeline eventually asked. She could tell that Brady was edgy, and she didn't want him to be forced to sit in a place full of laughter and conversation. She knew that when she felt worried about something, she didn't want to be in that kind of a situation. She wanted to be alone.

      As they left, Madeline felt the chilly mountain air against her skin. She wrapped her arm around Brady’s, her head leaning against his shoulder as they walked down the lit streets of Jubilee. She thought of this town as her home now, and the people there were her family. Their trials and triumphs were as much hers as they were theirs.

      She continued working on her small town book, weaving in real life tales. This place was no longer just the setting of her next novel but was a beautiful place to call home.
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        * * *

      

      Heather forgot just how long the two-hour trip from Atlanta to Jubilee could seem. It would've been better if she had decided to drive in the morning, or even early afternoon. Instead, she had opted to leave after work, getting herself stuck in rush-hour traffic for a while. But then the roads opened up and led to the blue-tinged mountains before her. She had to admit, it was a sight she missed.

      Even though she had grown up in Jubilee, and she was quite used to seeing mountains, they never ceased to amaze her. As a kid, she had definitely hiked many of them with her father. Occasionally, her mother would come along, but she was typically happier to stay home and spend the day baking or canning. Her mother was an incredible cook, something that Heather hadn't picked up quite as easily.

      As the Blue Ridge Mountains loomed out in the distance, she could see the peaks being kissed by the setting sun, which cast a soft, golden glow that seemed to be calling her home. The sky had wisps of pink and yellow. She never got tired of seeing the beautiful sunsets that happened in those mountains. Sure, there were pretty skies in the city, but it was nothing like what she’d seen on so many nights in Jubilee.

      The radio played one of her favorite songs, but her thoughts were far away. The closer she got to Jubilee, the more the memories rushed in from her childhood. Sometimes, those memories made her sad because she missed her dad. She supposed there would never be a day that she didn't. Other times, the memories made her laugh. Thoughts of old school friends, family reunions, and other activities around the inn. It truly was one of the focal points in town.

      She swore she could smell the scent of her mom's famous chocolate cake, or hear the creaking of the old wooden swing that hung on the back porch of the inn. She could hear the laughter of one of her best friends from school. Sophie had moved away a long time ago, but they kept in touch on social media.

      All the memories danced around in her head, causing a bit of melancholy and bittersweet feelings in the pit of her stomach. She knew that her mother was going to ask her to take over the inn, and she dreaded the conversation. How could she tell her no? How could she tell her yes?

      With the skyline far away in her rearview mirror, the landscape gave way to lush forests and rolling hills. Leaving behind the hustle and bustle of the city wasn't necessarily a bad thing. Work had been particularly busy lately, and although she loved it, it was stressful. Her massage therapist said that her shoulders were becoming permanently affixed to her ears. She couldn't remember the last time she had meditated, and her yoga teacher thought she had moved away.

      Heather had never been great at self-care, and it was something her mother chided her about all the time. She wanted her daughter to come home to the mountains and live a quieter lifestyle. She claimed it was better, and maybe it was. But Heather had always liked a challenge, even as a kid. She always wanted to be the best. She had always wanted her father’s approval, and he had always freely given it. Still, she strived for something, and she didn't know quite what it was.

      As she pulled into town, the sites greeted her like old friends. First, she saw the sign at the edge of town that said “Welcome to Jubilee.” It had stood proudly for decades, but now it was a bit faded and worn. The bright blue was more of a light blue now. She saw that Perky's coffee shop was busy as usual. She couldn't wait to go there and get her favorite drinks. And then she could see the bookstore, owned by Clemmy. She loved to read. It was probably one of the few hobbies she had. She would have to make time to get by there in a few days.

      The local tavern was of course alive with activity as night fell. The Rustic Spoon was full of people eating dinner, and she was sure there were all kinds of wonderful smells coming from there. These were all places that held a spot in her heart, and each one of them also held memories. The sidewalks surrounding the storefronts were the scene of many memories, including taking pictures after prom or going to one of the many festivals the town held. Each one of them made her want to smile or tear up.

      As she drove up to All Tucked Inn, her heart skipped a beat. The building stood just as she had always remembered it, an elegant yet cozy structure that was at the heart of her family. Her favorite flowerbeds were in bloom, and the porch was inviting as always with its old rocking chairs and the swing that still hung at one end. It looked a bit worn, but that was to be expected for the length of time it had been hanging there. She used to sit on it every day after school with her friends, chatting about their day and all the latest school gossip.

      As she stepped out of the car, she felt a bit shaky. She knew this conversation with her mother was going to be hard, because there was no way that she could come home permanently. Heather had a big career, and there was more to come. If she came back to Jubilee, her life would be at a standstill. She wouldn’t continue climbing up in her career, and she couldn't imagine living in the sleepy little mountain town for the rest of her life.

      She walked up to the front door and paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. She adored her mother, but she knew that this was going to be a tough visit. This was about her family's heritage, her own connection to the past, and the choices she would make for her future.

      The door suddenly opened, and there stood her mother, Lanelle Callaway. Even as she got older, she seemed to get prettier. She was tall and lean, although she had never been on a diet a day in her life. She was just one of those people who had the build of a ballerina without all the work. She had more wrinkles around her eyes and a couple of new lines between her eyes. Those always signified worry to Heather, so she figured her mother had been stressing over some things in recent years. Her hair was cut short, and it was a beautiful silver gray. Lanelle had always worn minimal makeup, but she did wear red lipstick, which was her signature.

      "My baby!" she exclaimed, pulling Heather into a big hug. Heather dropped her overnight bag onto the ground with a thud.

      "Mama, I've missed you." She really had. There was just something about being in the arms of her mother that made the world feel like a safer place. At the same time, Heather was well aware that her mother was getting older, and things were starting to change. Every so often she would say something that led Heather to worry she was becoming forgetful. The only saving grace was that she lived in Jubilee around people she’d known most of her life, so Heather never had to worry if her mother had help if she needed it.

      "I've missed you, too. Welcome home."

      One thing was for sure–Lanelle considered Jubilee to be Heather’s home. No matter how many years Heather had lived in the city, Lanelle didn't accept it. She had always planned for her daughter to come back one day and take over the family business.

      They stood on the porch, sunlight fading into darkness as they reconnected. As Heather looked into her mother's eyes, she saw years of hard work, love, and now a hint of desperation. The weight of the legacy of the inn had become too heavy for her mother to bear alone. Did that mean that she had to come back and carry the burden for both of them?

      It wasn't that she didn't love the inn. It provided many years of wonderful memories, and she liked the idea of it. The idea of meeting new people every day. The idea of feeling her family and friends around her all the time. The idea of looking out the front door and seeing the beautiful blue-colored mountains. But she also knew what came with that. Responsibility for a business that was never going to be a big moneymaker. A smaller life without all the frills she was accustomed to.

      Heather wasn't a materialistic person, but she would be lying if she said that she didn't enjoy having a nicer car, a beautiful view from her apartment, or even the ability to take trips when she wanted. Her career allowed for that, but running the inn would mean giving all of that up.

      They walked inside, and Heather immediately remembered the sound of the creaking floors. There was always this one spot in the foyer, right under the picture of her great-grandfather, and she used to think when she was a kid that it was him sending a message from heaven. He had died before she was born, but her mother had kept his memory alive through stories.

      She also remembered the smell. There was a mixture of peaches and pound cake, grits and collard greens. It sounded horrible, but it smelled like home. She saw the polished wood on the banister and noticed the soft glow of the lamps on the fireplace mantel in the living room. All of these brought back memories.

      "Care for a cup of coffee after your long drive?" Lanelle asked as Heather followed her into the kitchen. It looked the same as it always did with its tiled countertops and brown wood cabinets. Lanelle had always been against updating it, but Heather thought it needed it. She knew it didn't need to look super modern, but an update would've done it good. Still, she had memories of this kitchen, like the gouge in the cabinet next to the microwave. Her mother had been trying to get a fly, but she did it with a spatula and caused a chip in the wood. She never did get the fly.

      “Do you have decaf?" Heather asked. Lanelle turned and looked at her like she had two heads.

      "Since when do you drink decaf?"

      "Since last year. If I have it too late in the day, I can't sleep. And you know I already have trouble with sleeping."

      Lanelle reached out and touched a strand of Heather's hair. "You shouldn't have trouble sleeping. That's because of all that stress you have in your job. Your father was the same way. Always staying up late at night with the weight of the world on his shoulders."

      Heather chuckled. "And you're saying you don't stay up at night worrying about stuff?"

      Lanelle sighed and turned back around to pour her a cup of coffee. "I didn't have trouble until recently." Heather decided not to pry further, but she knew her mother would eventually tell her what was keeping her up at night.

      "I'll take a cup, but if I'm up at two A.M., I'm coming to get you up too," Heather said, laughing.

      Lanelle poured both of them a cup and then carried them over to the breakfast table. It looked the same as always with its weathered wood top and small vase of flowers sitting in the middle. Her mother had always loved picking flowers in the garden and putting them on the kitchen table. She said fresh flowers cured most ailments.

      "I'm so glad you came."

      "Me too. It's always good to come home for a visit." Heather wanted to point out that she was only there for a visit. She didn't want her mother believing that this trip meant she was staying forever. Her mother was a very persuasive woman, and Heather knew that if she didn't stand firm, she would end up giving in. “Where’s Murphy?” Lanelle had adopted the dog three years ago when she saw somebody drop him out on the street. People often dumped unwanted pets in the mountains. Murphy, a mutt with a tricolor coat, benefitted from that because Lanelle had spoiled him rotten.

      “One of my neighbors loves to take him for a walk after dinner. He should be home soon enough.” She cleared her throat and took a sip of coffee before speaking. “I suppose you know that I want to talk to you about coming home to run the inn.” Lanelle was also very abrupt and blunt. She wasn't one who was known for beating around the bush.

      "Mama, can I get at least one night under my belt? I'm tired from the drive and from working. I'd like to get settled in before we have a big dust up about this.”

      "Of course, honey. Your room is all ready. I made your bed, and there are fresh towels in the linen closet."

      "Thank you. I'm looking forward to a good night of sleep."

      “Are you hungry? I have leftovers from dinner.”

      “No, thank you. I had a granola bar in the car.”

      Lanelle rolled her eyes at that. “And I don't know why you think we’re going to have a big dust up, as you called it. I just want to have a chat with my daughter."

      Heather smiled, raising an eyebrow as she took her first sip of coffee. "Yes, because Lanelle Callaway is known for taking no for an answer."

      Lanelle shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t help it if I’m good at convincing people of what’s best for them, darlin’.”
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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