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Coming Home

Sophia Bennett hadn't seen the "Welcome to Heaven's Gate" sign in twelve years, but it looked exactly the same.

The white letters were a little more faded, the wooden posts a little more weathered, but the message was unchanged: "Population 3,247. Where Every Day Feels Like Paradise." As a teenager, she'd found the slogan hopelessly corny. As a thirty-year-old woman returning home with her life in shambles, it brought unexpected tears to her eyes.

She pulled her car to the shoulder and sat there, hands trembling on the steering wheel, trying to compose herself.

This was a mistake. Coming back was a mistake. She should turn around, drive the four hours back to Chicago, and figure out another solution. There had to be another way to help her grandmother that didn't involve returning to the place she'd sworn she'd never see again.

But even as she thought it, Sophia knew she wouldn't leave. Gran needed her. And despite everything—the painful memories, the unfinished business, the people she'd hurt and been hurt by—family was family.

She took a deep breath and drove on.

Heaven's Gate, Tennessee, was exactly as she remembered: a small town nestled in the foothills of the Smoky Mountains, surrounded by apple orchards and horse farms, anchored by a Main Street that looked like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting. The hardware store was still next to the pharmacy. The diner still had its neon sign. The church steeple still rose above everything, a white finger pointing toward the sky.

But there were changes too. The bookstore she'd loved as a teenager was now a craft brewery. The movie theater had been converted into a performance space. And on the outskirts of town, where the old mill used to stand, she glimpsed the beginnings of what looked like a development project.

Progress, she supposed. Even Heaven's Gate couldn't stay frozen forever.

Her grandmother's house sat at the end of a quiet lane, a Victorian farmhouse surrounded by rose gardens and ancient oak trees. Sophia had spent every summer here as a child, running through the orchards, baking pies with Gran, dreaming of the future.

She'd stopped dreaming a long time ago. But pulling into the familiar driveway, she felt something stir in her chest—a whisper of the girl she used to be, before life got complicated.

"There you are!" Her grandmother appeared on the porch, smaller than Sophia remembered, leaning on a cane that hadn't been there before. But her eyes were the same—sharp and bright, missing nothing. "I was starting to think you'd changed your mind."

"Never." Sophia climbed out of the car and crossed the lawn to embrace her. "I'm here, Gran. I'm not going anywhere."

"That's what you said when you left for college. Didn't see you again for twelve years."

"I know. I'm sorry."

"Don't apologize. Just stay this time." Gran pulled back to examine her. "You look tired. And thin. Don't they feed people in Chicago?"

"They feed them plenty. I just haven't had much appetite lately."

"Because of that man?"

"His name was Marcus, and yes. Partly." Sophia didn't want to talk about her broken engagement, her lost job, her apartment she could no longer afford. Not yet. "Can we go inside? I need to see how you're really doing."

"I'm fine. Just a little heart trouble—the doctors make more of it than they should."

"Gran, you had a heart attack."

"A minor one. Barely worth mentioning."

"You collapsed in your garden and spent three weeks in the hospital."

"Exactly. Minor." But Gran was smiling, and she leaned on Sophia's arm as they walked inside. "I'm glad you're here, sweetheart. Even if it took a near-death experience to get you."

"I should have come sooner. I should have come years ago."

"Yes, you should have. But you're here now, and that's what matters." Gran settled into her favorite chair by the window. "Now, tell me everything. Start with that good-for-nothing man who broke your heart."

"Actually, I broke off the engagement."

"Even better. He wasn't right for you anyway."

"You never met him."

"I didn't need to. You never sounded happy when you talked about him. A person should sound happy when they talk about the person they love." Gran's eyes were knowing. "You sounded resigned. Like you were settling."

Sophia wanted to argue, but she couldn't. Marcus had been safe, predictable, utterly unsuitable for her in every way that mattered. She'd convinced herself that safe was enough. She'd been wrong.

"I don't want to talk about Marcus," she said. "I want to talk about you. About your treatment, your recovery, what you need."

"What I need is for you to stop fussing and start living. You came here to take care of me, but I suspect you're the one who needs taking care of." Gran reached over and patted her hand. "Welcome home, Sophia. Welcome back to Heaven."

Sophia looked around at the familiar room—the antique furniture, the family photographs, the view of the orchards through the window—and felt something inside her finally, slowly, begin to unclench.

Maybe coming home wasn't a mistake after all.

Maybe it was exactly what she needed.
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Heaven's Gate

Sophia spent her first week in Heaven's Gate relearning the rhythms of small-town life.

She woke to birdsong instead of traffic. She walked to the grocery store instead of ordering delivery. She sat on the porch in the evenings, watching fireflies dance across the lawn, and felt the constant tension she'd carried in Chicago slowly begin to ease.

Gran was recovering well, despite her complaints about the dietary restrictions and medication schedule. The doctor came by twice that week, a kind man named Dr. Peterson who'd delivered half the babies in town, and pronounced her progress "encouraging."

"See?" Gran said after he left. "I told you I was fine."

"You're fine because you're following the treatment plan. Which you will continue to do."
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