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      Despite Tabby Hackworth’s natural night owl tendencies, it was well worth the weekday pain to get up extra early for alone time at the office.

      The view out of the plate glass windows that made up one wall of her cubicle covered it, really. From her perch on the thirty-fourth floor, she could see the glittering downtown Atlanta skyline. The shiny black cylinder of the Weston Hotel and the spot-lit twin sets of marble columns on top of towering white slab of the 191 Peachtree building stood out amid a sea of glass and steel.

      Farther north in Midtown, the bright orange pyramid on top of one skyscraper pierced the early dawn darkness, not far from another smaller pyramid that looked like a floating beacon of white light. Barely visible in the faint pink glow starting to wash through the clouds and over the city, a surprising number of trees bare for winter broke up the human-imposed structures.

      By the soft light of her own green-shaded brass desk lamp, her little office within an office managed to look peaceful. Even inviting. The tall, charcoal gray fabric-covered walls didn’t feel so much like a jail cell without the glaring fluorescent lights overhead.

      The broad expanse of her tan speckled with blue desk remained clear this early, not yet covered with stacks of paper and folders and yellow legal notebooks full of her scrawling handwriting. She’d gotten into the habit of putting everything away before she left for the night years ago rather than facing a cluttered mess when she first walked in.

      Tabby’s travel calendar from Wales—with the January image of a serene mountain lake surrounded by snow—glowed like a tiny window into another world. The stark white boxes and blue bars of her official work calendar took on more mellow tones, leaving the more than three-hundred days ahead filled with to-dos far less intimidating. Colorful photos of her grinning niece and nephew, and two equally grinning sweet pit bull mixes filled in the rest of the space.

      The quiet alone offset her alarm clock jarring her awake before the sun was even up in the winter.

      Tabby heard the gentle rattle of the long vertical blinds pulled to the side behind her when the furnace kicked on, but it kicked on much less often during these pre-business day hours. The cool overnight air suited her quite nicely in her late forties, as her internal thermometer shifted toward too hot far more often than too cold.

      Her winter-dry skin and fickle contact lenses welcomed less of the overly drying air the furnace pumped out, too. She took a long drink of cool lemon-flavored water from her reusable water bottle, smiling at the way her niece had decorated the sky blue plastic with painted pink flowers, red hearts, and purple butterflies.

      A herd of co-workers would be here soon enough to crank up the heat, might as well get ahead of the dehydration game.

      Before they all trooped in at just before eight, she played soft classical music on her cheery yellow radio, the soothing tones interrupted only by the soft staccato burst of her own keyboard or click of her cordless mouse. The mysterious and enchanting solo flute of Debussy’s Syrinx worked its magic on her ears, mind, and nerves at the moment.

      She stored up the quiet against the coming irritating electronic jitter of phones ringing, and her cubicle-mates shouting to be heard over rude clients who insisted on calling in from their noisy, moving vehicles.

      She breathed in the heavenly aroma of coffee she sipped out of a huge bright green pottery mug, this one painted by her nephew with impressionistic swirls of orange, black, and glittery violet. The precious little thumbprints baked right into the design were Tabby’s favorite part.

      Her mug held the first brewed for the day, rich and fresh and strong, rather than the afternoon dregs that would be sitting (and overcooking) in the pot for hours.

      No hot plastic and toner stink yet drifted from the huge, waist-high, group laser printer beside her cubicle. No stench of burned microwave popcorn or last night’s fish dinner reheated for lunch billowed from the break room.

      And easily best of all, none of the overwhelming reek of office workers overdoing it with deodorant, hair products, and perfume or cologne. The pine scent that lingered from the late-night cleaning crew was pleasant in comparison.

      She scrolled through to the next page of the spreadsheet she was verifying, then unwrapped the plain brown paper around her favorite breakfast anywhere downtown. If she stood up and pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window, she’d be able to see the bright pink and purple neon sign in front of the Hummingbird Bakery.

      Tabby always at least glanced in as she walked by in the mornings, and she ducked inside more often than not. Beating the typical commuter rush almost guaranteed she’d have the chance to grab one of their fantastic morning glory muffins.

      She took a big bite, savoring the flavor bursts of apple, carrots, cranberry, and walnuts and sunflower seeds. The bakery made her favorite whole wheat version, giving it a rich, brown color to go along with a wonderful nutty taste.

      And lately the muffins had some kind of…indefinable flavor. One Tabby couldn’t quite place, but she knew she’d tasted (and loved) it before. The wonderful owner of the bakery—a delightful African American man named Lou who always greeted her and everyone else by name—laughed and refused to answer when she’d asked that morning.

      Her attempts to bake her own a few months ago had been a predictable disaster, ending with a floury mess in her kitchen and inedible lumps tossed out for the birds to enjoy. Cooking much beyond the basics reliably gave her the same result, so she knew all the affordable takeout and delivery options around the city.

      Of course even a healthier version (plenty of fiber) like this was still a muffin, so Tabby only had them when she got off the train a stop or two early and walked to work. She just made sure to enjoy every single taste. She carefully retrieved the crumbs that fell onto her hunter green skirt and dropped them into her mouth.

      Yet another advantage of alone time in a busy accounting firm. No one to comment on her less-than-glamorous breakfast habits.

      Just over an hour later, muffin devoured, second cup of coffee enjoyed, and three reports verified, Tabby closed her eyes and ducked her head when the overhead lights flipped on.

      Despite the glare, her introvert batteries were charged and ready.

      Tabby prepared to meet the day.
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      The huge, modern, busy kitchen in the Hummingbird Bakery was the best place Ryan Hall had found in Atlanta during his first week in his new home city. Lucky thing, he supposed, since he happened to work there.

      The long stainless steel prep tables were tall enough for his lanky frame, for one thing. No more stooping or straining his forty-six-year-old back when he was already concentrating on his chopping or mixing or kneading or rolling out.

      When it came to mixing of the mechanical variety, two boxy gray floor mixers waited for huge capacity jobs, like the dough for what seemed like thousands of bagels every day. Those beastly machines were so strong and fast that they required protective wire shields over the bowls.

      The line of fire-engine red professional tabletop mixers on another table looked like toys in comparison, but they were essential for more delicate jobs.

      The somewhat intimidating industrial food processor—based on the same boxy gray design—made nearly instant work of piles of carrots or bushels of apples. Ryan felt safer using the typical white plastic models, but he was working up to the monsters as he settled in and adapted to the vast scale and fast pace of a downtown city bakery.

      The wall full of two levels of huge stainless steel convection ovens were the heart of the whole operation, of course. And daydreaming about exactly where he’d put even one regular kitchen range with that much power and high quality in his own dull and nearly empty apartment helped pass the time when he got homesick for small town southwestern Virginia.

      Spending time in a busy kitchen—warm with the rich and spicy aromas of making everything from bread to pastry to cakes to cookies to caramel to luscious square marshmallows—sent Ryan right back home in his mind even if the kitchen was gigantic.

      The oddity of bringing his grandparents’ favorite recipes down to such a huge and bustling space made him smile every time he thought about it, especially when people tried to guess any number of Appalachian hillbilly secret ingredients.

      Whenever Ryan ventured out to the front of the bakery, he was amazed by the variety of cars and trucks and buses constantly passing by outside the huge plate glass windows. The number of people walking by every hour or so probably beat the total population of his tiny hometown of Lightning Gap.

      He still got horribly turned around every time he volunteered to make a delivery, dizzied by the glass and steel and concrete buildings towering above him. He still took every chance he got to get outside and get himself oriented, and to meet as many new people as he could. Ryan was what his father called a sociable type, meaning the one in his immediate family most likely to know the neighbors and shopkeepers and everyone else around him.

      Also the one most likely to have the guts to up and move to a city full of millions of people and manage to feel lonely.

      Getting up before the sun itself even thought about heading into work for the day wasn’t Ryan’s favorite thing in the world. But being there to help get everything up and running and ready to make a whole bunch of busy people happy made it all worthwhile.

      By the time he finished prepping an absurd number of loaves of bread after their overnight rise, three of his new coworkers had joined him. Even with four people working, the vast kitchen still had plenty of room. And Ryan didn’t mind the company one little bit. While his grandparents might have raised their eyebrows at a crew with an African American, a Mexican American, a newly arrived woman from Italy, and a lesbian from just down the road in Decatur, he loved that part of Atlanta most of all so far.

      He could talk to all kinds of people from all over the world every day, and learn something new with every conversation.

      Between the fast pace, pop music over the sound system, and conversation, he almost missed the timer for his favorite thing to bake at work, at home, or anywhere else. Morning glory muffins, full of apples, walnuts, ginger, coconut, and his grandmother Mullins’ secret ingredients. He’d refused to share so far, but customers were pleased and asking for more.

      Getting these beauties out for the six am crowd meant bunches of happy commuters all over downtown.

      Ryan pulled the big muffin pan out of the hot oven, turning his head just enough to avoid the heat but still catch the cinnamon-scented delight. He pulled enough trays that by the time he got the last one out and onto a silvery heavy duty cooling rack, it was time to turn the first batch out. Toasty golden brown all the way through, with a perfect dome on top. His stomach growled and he found himself wishing for fresh-churned butter from back home.

      Keeping a cow in town might be a bit too much of a challenge no matter how great the craving.

      When the first batch was cooled, he loaded up a big wooden display pan full of them to take out front.

      The Hummingbird was built with three walls of display racks, floor to shoulder-height, for things like bread, bagels, his muffins, and sturdy treats like cookies. The silver and glass display cases in front of all those racks held more delicate sweets like cupcakes, decorated cookies and cakes, and pies of every possible description (including the brand new specialty of buttermilk from Ryan’s recipes).

      The bakery’s namesake treat was front and center, of course, with cream cheese-frosted hummingbird cakes and cupcakes loaded with pineapple, banana, and spices available every single day.

      The street outside—one of a seemingly endless number of Peachtrees—was still dark and fairly quiet. But the cheery glow of the violet and fuchsia sign hanging above the door

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/morning-glory-ebook.jpg
OF INTENTIONS AND SONGS IN THE MOUNTAIN





