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      She stared down at her half-eaten chicken salad sandwich. “I don’t understand.”

      “They don’t want it, Madeline. I’m so sorry.”

      Madeline Harper had been one of the world’s most successful and famous romance novelists for the last twenty years. Now, sitting across from her agent and friend of almost as many years, she couldn’t believe her ears.

      “They don’t want any of it?”

      “No, I’m afraid not. The publisher said small town romance is the big thing these days. Your high society, big city romances just aren’t selling.”

      She snorted. “Well, then we’ll find another publisher!”

      Laura Kearney had been her agent for over fifteen years, and she knew her facial expressions. This wasn’t a good one. In fact, she’d never seen a look on her face like this.

      “I’ve already tried, Madeline. Nobody’s interested.”

      It wasn’t like she needed the money desperately. She’d done very well for herself all these years. At only fifty-five years old, she could easily retire and live a nice life off her royalties and savings, but she didn’t want to do that. She didn’t want to sit somewhere and wither away. She had stories to tell, even if nobody wanted to read them.

      “How can this be? I’m a household name in the book world.” Maybe her ego was a bit bigger than it needed to be, but it was true. She was known around the world, and now nobody wanted her. They wanted all the younger authors. She’d never felt so washed up in her life.

      “You know your last two books didn’t do great. I’m afraid the time has come to just go enjoy your life, Madeline. Most writers would kill for the career you’ve had.”

      She stared at Laura like she had two heads. “Excuse me? Had?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you, especially after what’s happened in your life recently…”

      “You think I’m so weak that I can’t talk about my husband leaving me for my best friend? That was over a year ago. I’ve moved on.”

      “Have you?”

      She hadn’t, honestly. She would never forget that morning. As usual, she had a book signing in another city, so she got up, ate breakfast with her husband of twenty-five years, Jacob, and headed out to her Uber. She only got three miles away before realizing she’d left an entire box of books on the dining room table. The Uber driver - she thought his name was Nate - drove her back to the house. As she ran inside, she didn’t even notice her best friend Angela’s car parked down the street.

      She did notice her husband kissing her in their living room.

      She’d thought they had a pretty good, although slightly stale, marriage. They had a beautiful home with a pool and a gardener. They’d had nice cars and vacations. Although they’d never had children, she thought they would be together forever.

      Until that morning.

      She didn’t like thinking back on it, but being an author made everything play out in her head over and over again like a movie. It was just how her brain worked.

      She remembered feeling like her feet were stuck to the floor with industrial strength glue as she watched her husband kiss another woman. Her best friend since middle school. The person she trusted the most in the world, aside from her husband.

      There was a lot of screaming and yelling and crying, and then it was over. Her marriage. Her friendship. Her ability to trust people.

      Her now ex-husband, Jacob, had also been her manager. He’d read her books and put a second set of eyes on them. He’d organized her book signings. He’d answered emails and letters from readers. Her best friend had always cheered her on, reading every book and handling her social media.

      And then one day, she was alone. She had Laura, of course, but everything else had fallen to her. Hiring an assistant had turned out to be a fiasco, so she just did it all herself. Trusting another human wasn’t something she was planning to do soon.

      “What am I supposed to do now?” she finally asked once she pulled herself out of the memory.

      “I don’t know, Madeline. If you don’t want to retire, maybe try writing something else?”

      “Like what?”

      Laura contorted her face into a tight ball. “Small town?”

      Madeline let out a loud laugh. “Small town? Are you even serious?”

      “It’s popular!”

      “So, what, I’m supposed to write about Farmer Bob and his romance with the town librarian?”

      “That’s not what a small town is about, Madeline. Maybe you should read a few popular books and see what you think.”

      “My books used to be popular books.”

      Laura reached across the table and touched her hand. “I know this has to be hard, but sometimes the market changes, and you have to change with it to survive.”

      “I know nothing about small towns. I grew up right here in Atlanta. The only time I’ve visited small towns is on book tours, and I got out of there as quickly as I could. I like night life and traffic and restaurants on every corner. How can I write about the boring goings-on in a small town?”

      “Well, I do have an idea,” she said, barely making eye contact.

      Madeline was skeptical. “What kind of idea?”

      “My aunt has a rental home in north Georgia, in the Blue Ridge Mountains.”

      “So?”

      “Her tenant moved out, and she’s looking to fill it for at least a six-month lease.”

      “Again, what does this have to do with me?”

      “Why don’t you rent it?”

      “Why would I want to do a thing like that? I’d rather bang my head against that brick wall over there.”

      “You can research, Madeline. Learn about small town life. Write a brand new series, and pitch it to publishers.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am serious. It’s the only way I can think of for you to get a new start. You can’t write small town romance without knowing about small towns.”

      Madeline pondered the thought for a moment. Was she desperate enough to leave her fancy city life behind for a small mountain town?

      “Is it some dilapidated cabin in the backwoods near a moonshine still?”

      Laura chuckled. “No. My aunt has a lot of money. This place is beautiful. Look.” She pulled out her phone and clicked on a picture. The log cabin looked quite large and sat on a beautiful lot with a long-range mountain view. It actually didn’t look too bad.

      “Would I have neighbors?”

      “Just a few. It’s a private road.”

      She liked the sound of that. Although she loved her readers, she didn’t want to be approached for autographs all the time. However, the thought of living way back on a private road also gave her the heebie jeebies.

      “Alarm system?”

      “And cameras. My aunt likes to watch the wildlife while she’s away.”

      “Wildlife?”

      Laura laughed. “It’s in the mountains, Madeline. There are animals there.”

      “Like what?” Now, she was getting a little nervous. She loved dogs and even the occasional cat. Aside from that, she preferred animals kept their distance.

      “Deer mostly. Some wild turkeys.”

      “Oh, dear Lord. Wild turkeys? Do they bite?”

      “Rarely,” Laura said, obviously messing with her.

      “What about bears?”

      “Occasionally,” she said quickly as Madeline’s eyes widened. “But they don’t like people, and they won’t come around as long as you don’t put bird feeders in your yard. I heard if you get a larger dog, bears won’t come around because of the dog urine in the yard.”

      Madeline put her face in her hands. “How has my life come to this?”

      Laura rubbed her arm. “This is going to be good for you. I truly believe that. You’ll come out of this as a better version of yourself.”

      “Okay, fine. I’ll go, but only because I want to prove to those idiot publishers that Madeline Harper can still write great books and compete with the best of them.”

      “Yay! I’m so excited! I’ll text my aunt right now.”

      “Wait. What’s the name of my new hometown?”

      Laura smiled. “Jubilee.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a two-hour drive, Madeline finally arrived on the edge of Jubilee. After driving over a terrifying, winding mountain road for a good twenty minutes, she felt like she needed to stand on stable ground. She stopped at what appeared to be the town’s only red light and looked at her GPS. She still had another fifteen minutes before she’d arrive at the house.

      The long drive alone had given her way too much time to think. She wasn’t a good relaxer. Other people could sit and meditate. They could be with their thoughts. She wasn’t that kind of person. When she wasn’t writing, she liked to be busy doing something. Listening to the thoughts rolling through her own brain had never led to anything good, in her opinion.

      Instead, she liked to listen to her characters’ voices. They were much more entertaining, and she could control them better than her own.

      As she drove through the square in the middle of the tiny town of Jubilee, she got her first taste of what life was going to be like there. No skyscrapers. No fancy boutiques. No high end nail salons. Instead, she saw a bookstore, a coffee shop, and the first of many churches.

      “This is going to be torture,” she said aloud to no one in particular. After all, she was alone in her car. Heck, she was alone in life, too.

      There was a part of her that wanted to turn around immediately and head back to the closest big city. She had even lived in suburbs, but they were large, bustling suburbs with all kinds of big box stores. What in the world was she going to do in this godforsaken place? What if she needed a new handbag or a gown to wear to a party?

      Instead of stopping to get the coffee that she desperately needed, her curious nature thrust her ever forward toward the cabin that was going to be her home for the next six months. She had second guessed this decision all the way there. She even called Laura one time to beg her to come up with another solution. There was no other solution.

      Either she could retire and live off her royalties, or she could try something new. It went against every fiber of her being to change what she was writing just to suit the masses of readers. She had a big fan base, but even they weren’t buying her books as frequently as they used to. Maybe she was just washed up. She feared she would write something in the small town genre and still not make it successful.

      And then what?

      She wouldn’t allow herself to think about that question too deeply. It was frightening. At fifty-five years old, starting over with a totally different career - or worse yet, retiring - seemed awful.

      All the women in her family had worked until their eighties. It wasn’t because they had to, but because they wanted to. She remembered her grandmother retired for a whole two weeks before telling everyone she was losing her mind. She went straight back to work, and she worked until the day she died. That sounded perfect to Madeline.

      Her GPS directed her down yet another winding road toward the cabin. As she drove, she saw fewer and fewer houses. She saw a few trailers, a lot of horse farms, and many pastures full of black cows.

      She finally heard her GPS tell her to turn right. As she turned, she noticed several mailboxes facing the road, and then she was on a long dirt road. Georgia red clay. It was going to ruin her beautiful white car.

      She drove for what seemed like an eternity until she finally came to the address where she would be staying. She stopped in front of the house, in shock at how beautiful the view actually was.

      It was a relief to see that she would not be staying in some kind of ramshackle shack that was going to fall in while she was trying to sleep at night. Instead, it was a beautiful log home that looked almost like a lodge you would find in snow-capped mountains out west. Instead, it had a long range view of the Blue Ridge Mountains. She had to admit, it was peaceful.

      Maybe a little too peaceful. Suddenly, she started getting visions of an ax murderer coming to take her out while she was sleeping. Who would know? This place was so remote that she felt completely alone in the world. Laura had told her there were neighbors, but she hadn’t seen any.

      She pulled into the driveway on the side of the house. She sat there for a moment, giving herself one more chance to back out of this whole thing. Maybe she could choose a different career. Interior designer? Real estate agent? No. She was a writer, and she always would be.

      She stepped out of the car and walked to the back to retrieve her overnight bag. The rest of her things that she would need for the next six months were being shipped to her. For now, she had what she needed. Of course, she would have to go to the grocery store immediately because there was no food in the house.

      She walked up the three steps to the front porch. The porch was wide, enough for four or five people to stand shoulder to shoulder. There was a wooden swing suspended from the ceiling above. The house had a porch wrapping around three sides of it, and there was a gazebo built in between two of the decks.

      Madeline decided she would come out and investigate the rest of the property once she got settled in. She wanted to see where she would sleep and eat for the next few months.

      As she turned the lock on the door and opened it, she was surprised at how beautiful it was inside. Laura had told her the truth. It was apparent that her aunt had a lot of money and didn’t skimp when it came to furnishing the place. The living room had twenty-five foot ceilings, at least. There were beams crossing overhead and a beautiful wall of windows overlooking the back porch and the mountain view. She could only imagine what it looked like at sunrise and sunset.

      There was a beautiful stone fireplace, a dining area and an open kitchen with a breakfast bar and granite countertops. No longer did she have to fear that she was going to be cooking on a camp stove in the middle of a house where the floors were falling in. That was the problem with being an author - a very overactive imagination.

      She set her bag down on the sofa. Thankfully, the place was furnished or she would’ve had a really hard time living there. It seemed that Laura’s aunt had excellent taste. The overstuffed light brown sofas in the living room really went well with the light colored hardwood floors.

      She slowly walked around. There was a guest room on the main level along with a large bathroom and laundry room. Her bedroom was the only one upstairs, and it had a loft attached to it where she could look down at the living room. She had her own bathroom with a corner jetted tub and a separate shower, a large walk-in closet, and a balcony off her bedroom that again gave her a beautiful view of the mountains.

      There was also a basement, and she would go down there later. Laura told her it had another bedroom, bathroom, bar, and a pool table. Of course, there was also a living room with a TV where one could watch movies and such.

      She allowed her shoulders to descend from her ears, where they had been stuck ever since she had agreed to doing this. At least the place she was going to be living was actually livable. In fact, it was pretty nice. Although, her biggest fear right now was being out in the woods alone. That was something she had never done. Her idea of camping included a hotel and room service.

      As Madeline walked through the kitchen, she noticed a can of bear spray sitting on the counter. That didn’t bode well. There was also a note telling her where to find the golf cart key. She would need that to drive down and get her mail every day. Was she supposed to take the bear spray with her to get her mail? Was she risking her life just to pick up some free coupons and insurance offers?

      She walked back outside onto the porch overlooking the mountains and closed her eyes, taking in a deep breath of mountain air. She had to admit, it felt cleaner. There were no sounds except for birds. It was almost surreal. When was the last time she heard quiet? Can you actually hear quiet?

      Her stomach rumbled and broke the quiet. She needed food in the house, and what better way to see her new town than go grocery shopping?
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      After two wrong turns while trying to find her way back to the downtown area of Jubilee, Madeline finally located the grocery store. It wasn’t what she’d been expecting.

      Instead of some large, big box store like she had on every corner back in the city, there was one grocery store in Jubilee. It was called Maynard’s. The name even sounded country.

      The place looked like it had been open since God was a boy, but she could see on the sign that it had been there since nineteen-fifty-one. The grocery store was old enough to have grandchildren… and maybe great-grandchildren.

      She parked her car in one of the few parking spots and started walking toward the door of the small brick building. Before she could make it to the cart corral, an orange cat rubbed against her leg.

      “What on earth?” she yelled, practically jumping out of her skin.

      “Oh, that’s just Larry, one of the colony.” She turned to see a young woman walking up behind her. She had a bright blue apron on with a name tag that said Serena.

      “Colony?”

      “We have a bunch of feral cats that live over by the dumpster.”

      Madeline turned her head and noticed three more cats at the end of the building.

      “Shouldn’t someone call animal control?”

      Serena chuckled. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      Madeline cleared her throat and considered jumping for joy that she wasn’t from this place where feral cats roamed free and there were no big box stores. Who wanted to be from here?

      “No, I’m not.”

      “We don’t have strict restrictions about where animals can roam up here. After all, they were here first.” Serena pushed two carts into the corral.

      “But who takes care of them? Gets them their shots and so forth?”

      Serena looked at Madeline like she was from another planet. “Nobody gives shots to feral cats. And we feed them. They like living here. They get meat scraps and cat food. Look at Willie over there. He’s fat as a hog!”

      Madeline turned to see a fluffy white cat who looked like he’d been rolling in dirt. She had to admit he didn’t look like he was wasting away.

      Without another word, Madeline pushed her cart through the front door and was immediately taken aback. The place was smaller than any grocery store she’d ever been to. It was similar in size to most convenience stores, but set up like a normal grocery store with sections like produce, meat, and dairy.

      The place smelled older, and she thought for a moment about turning around and going back to her car. Of course, what would she eat? Maybe she could grow her own food at the cabin. She quickly wiped that thought from her brain since she was about as far from having a green thumb as one of the feral cats outside.

      “Excuse me?” Madeline said, walking over to the woman standing behind the only cash register. She looked to be in her seventies, at least, and the years hadn’t been kind to her.

      “Yeah?” the woman said, her voice coarse. She definitely wasn’t the friendly sort, and she was eyeing Madeline like she was there to rob the place.

      “Do you offer grocery delivery?”

      “Grocery delivery?” the woman, whose name tag said Juanita, stared at her.

      “Yes. Like Instacart?”

      “Insta what?”

      Madeline could tell this was going nowhere fast. “Never mind.”

      She rolled her cart toward the produce section and was surprised to see so many options. They had iceberg and Romaine lettuce, several kinds of tomatoes, and lots of fresh Vidalia onions. She began filling her cart with the fresh fruit and vegetables, relieved that she wouldn’t be forced to eat Vienna sausages from a can for dinner.

      Madeline finished choosing her produce and turned to go to one of the center aisles to get some staples like sugar and flour. The aisles were quite narrow, and she noticed two women standing in the middle of this one, their carts pulled together. Not wanting to interrupt, she stayed at one end and pretended to look at cereal for an extended period of time.

      “Well, you know Marla is divorcing Harold, don’t you?” one woman said. She was tall, thin, and had the reddest hair Madeline had ever seen. It was straight out of a box, of course, because God didn’t make hair that color.

      The other woman gasped. “What? Isn’t he a deacon at the church? The pastor won’t look kindly on that.”

      “Esther told Helen that Marla met a new man two towns over, and she’d been carrying on a sordid love affair with him for over a year!” The woman was whispering loudly so anyone could hear her.

      Madeline had to admit she found the whole thing entertaining. Being an author lent itself well to enjoy gossip, even when she didn’t know the people involved.

      “How’s your mama doing? Is her gout still acting up?”

      “Excuse me,” Madeline finally said, not wanting to hear about anyone’s gout issues.

      The women looked at her for a long moment and then slowly pulled their carts back enough for her to get by.

      “Some people are so rude. She must not be from around here,” the red-headed woman whispered to the other woman. Madeline chose to ignore it.

      She rolled her cart to the next aisle and perused the canned goods.

      Living up on the mountain meant she needed to stock up more than she would have back in the city. She loved making soups and chili when she had the time, so she loaded the cart with canned tomatoes and beans. She walked down farther to get some canned fruit because she liked to put mandarin oranges in her salad. She wondered for a moment if people around here even knew what mandarin oranges were.

      Maybe she was being too judgmental, but she was also exhausted after her drive. She just wanted to get back to the house and settle in for the night. She could think about the new book she needed to write tomorrow. What she needed right now was a good eight hours of sleep.
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      As she drove up the gravel road toward the house, Madeline looked around at her neighbors’ houses. First, there was what appeared to be a small farm on the corner of her road and the main road. She could see a red barn and a small log home, along with some fenced areas for animals, although she didn’t see any animals.

      Then, a little further down, there was another log cabin on the left with a long driveway. Nobody was outside, so she didn’t know who lived there. After a third of a mile, she arrived at her house. Well, her temporary house. She doubted she would ever refer to Jubilee as home.

      In her books, she often wrote about “fish out of water” characters who had a hard time fitting into new situations. Now, she knew what those characters felt like. Having grown up in Atlanta and lived there her whole life, Jubilee felt like a foreign country. She almost felt as if she needed to learn a new language and the customs of the area.

      The one thing she was happy about was the remoteness of the house. Nobody would bother her out here. She could just write in peace and spend time alone, something she enjoyed.

      Years ago, her life was so different. She was always traveling with her husband, going from book signing to book signing. She had huge events where she spoke to dozens of readers at a time. But in the past few years, that had waned. The invitations had slowed way down, and she had to admit it had shaken her confidence a bit.

      Confidence was something Madeline had never lacked. Even as a kid, she was talented at most of the things she tried. Tennis, soccer, writing. She was used to getting compliments on her looks and her talents. She always wore designer clothing and dressed like she was prepared for any social event. These days, compliments were few and far between. Aging was hard.

      Sometimes she looked in the mirror and didn’t know who was looking back. That formerly beautiful young woman was transforming before her eyes. Crow’s feet, forehead wrinkles, those little lines around her lips. She’d thought about going to the dermatologist to “touch up” her face, but after seeing what some of those procedures had done to her wealthy friends in the city, she was still too scared to try it. She didn’t want to come out looking like she’d gone through a wind tunnel.

      She parked her car in the driveway and opened the door. Before her foot even hit the ground, she heard a voice.
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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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