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Prologue 

	

	The kitchen smelled like hot sugar and cinnamon. It was a thick, sweet smell. It made my mouth water the second I walked in.

	"Watch out," Jake said. He bumped my shoulder with his. "It is boiling."

	I looked at the big metal pot on the stove. Thick, red bubbles popped on the top. Steam rose up, smelling like pure, hot candy.

	"I see it, Jake," I said. "I am not blind."

	"You are clumsy, though," he teased. He handed me a wooden spoon. "Stir. Slowly. Do not splash."

	"I know how to make candy apples," I said. I took the spoon. The wood was warm and sticky from old sugar. "We do this every year."

	"And every year, you burn your thumb," he said. He leaned back against the counter. He crossed his arms. He wore a faded flannel shirt. It smelled like woodsmoke and fresh pine.

	"That was one time," I said. I stirred the red syrup. It felt heavy. It looked like liquid glass. "And it was because you bumped me."

	"I did not bump you," he laughed. "You got distracted by the dog."

	"Buster is a very good boy," I said.

	Jake shook his head. His dark hair was messy. He reached over and turned down the heat on the stove. The red bubbles slowed down.

	"Okay," Jake said. "It is ready. Grab the sticks."

	I pulled a bag of wooden sticks from the table. Next to the bag sat a huge bowl of apples. They were Granny Smith apples. Bright, bright green. The skin was shiny and smooth. They smelled tart and fresh.

	"These look perfect," I said. I picked one up. It felt heavy and cold in my hand.

	"Dad picked them this morning," Jake said. "Only the best ones for the festival."

	I pushed a wooden stick deep into the top of the green apple. It made a loud *crunch* sound. Juice leaked out a little bit around the wood. It smelled sour and sharp.

	"Here," I said. I held it out to him.

	Jake took the apple by the stick. He tipped the heavy metal pot. He rolled the green apple in the hot, red sugar.

	"Look at that," he whispered.

	He pulled the apple out. The candy coating was smooth and bright red. It looked like a shiny jewel. Hot syrup dripped off the bottom in a long, sticky string.

	"Put it on the paper," I said. My mouth watered again. I could almost taste the sweet candy and the sour apple juice.

	Jake set the apple on the wax paper. We stood shoulder to shoulder. We watched the red candy cool and harden.

	"My turn," I said.

	I pushed a stick into another green apple. *Crunch.* I dipped it into the pot. I spun it around. The hot syrup coated the green skin. I pulled it up. I spun the stick so the candy would not drip too much.

	"You missed a spot," Jake said. He pointed to a small green circle near the top.

	"It adds character," I said. I set my apple next to his.

	We dipped apples for an hour. Push the stick. *Crunch*. Dip in the hot red syrup. Spin. Set it on the paper.

	Soon, the whole table was covered in bright red candy apples. The kitchen was warm. The air was thick with the smell of cooked sugar, cinnamon, and sour green fruit. My hands were sticky. My fingers felt glued together.

	Jake wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. "We did it."

	"They look beautiful," I said.

	"Do you want to test one?" he asked. He looked at me. His eyes were bright.

	"We have to," I said. "It is quality control."

	Jake picked up the very first apple we made. The red candy was hard now. He handed it to me.

	"You first," he said.

	I held the wooden stick. The apple was heavy. I opened my mouth and took a big bite.

	*Crack.*

	The hard, sweet red sugar broke against my teeth. Then, my teeth hit the green apple. *Crunch.*

	Cold, sour juice burst into my mouth. It mixed with the hot, thick sweetness of the candy shell. The sugar was sticky on my lips. The apple was crisp and wet. It was the best thing I had ever tasted.

	"Well?" Jake asked. He was watching my face closely.

	I chewed and swallowed. I licked a drop of sticky red sugar off my bottom lip.

	"Perfect," I said. "Very sweet. Very sour. Very loud."

	Jake smiled. He leaned in and took a bite out of the exact same apple, right next to where I had bitten it.

	*Crack. Crunch.*

	He chewed. A drop of apple juice ran down his chin. He wiped it away with his sticky thumb.

	"Yeah," he said. His voice was quiet. "Perfect."

	We stood in the warm kitchen and ate the whole apple together. We took turns passing the wooden stick back and forth. The sticky sugar got all over our hands. The sour juice made my jaws ache in a good way.

	When we finished, only the core and the wooden stick were left. Jake tossed it into the trash can.

	"Let's go outside," he said. "It is hot in here."

	We walked out the back door. The screen door slammed shut behind us.

	The air outside was crisp and cold. It made me shiver. The sun was going down. The sky was orange and pink, the same colors as the changing leaves on the trees.

	We sat down on the wooden porch steps. The wood was cold.

	We looked out at the orchard. The apple trees grew in long, straight lines. They stretched far down the hill. The leaves were turning gold and brown. The branches were heavy with red and green fruit. Splendid Lake shined at the bottom of the hill. The water looked like dark blue glass.

	"It is beautiful tonight," I said. I pulled my knees up to my chest to stay warm.

	"It always is," Jake said. He rested his elbows on his knees. He looked out at the trees. "Dad says it is going to be a hard winter, though."

	"How does he know?" I asked.

	"The bark on the trees," Jake said. "It is growing thick this year. The trees know when the cold is coming."

	"I am going to miss the cold," I said. The words slipped out before I could stop them.

	Jake turned his head. He looked at me. His smile dropped. "What do you mean?"

	I rubbed my sticky hands together. "My art teacher called my mom today."

	"Mr. Harrison?"

	"Yes," I said. "He wants me to go to the art school in the city next year. For my senior year. He says they have better programs."

	Jake stared at me. He did not blink. The wind blew through the trees. The dry leaves made a quiet scratching sound.

	"The city," he said. His voice sounded flat.

	"It is a big chance, Jake," I said. I looked down at my shoes. "I can learn real painting. Real design."

	"It is far away," he said.

	"It is only three hours," I said.

	"Three hours is far, Emily."

	"I will come back," I said quickly. I looked up at him. "I will come back for the holidays. I will come back for the summer."

	Jake looked away from me. He looked back out at the long rows of apple trees. His jaw was tight. A small muscle hopped in his cheek.

	"People who leave Splendid Lake do not come back," he said.

	"I will," I said. I reached out. I put my hand on his arm. His flannel shirt was soft. My fingers were still a little sticky from the sugar. "You are my best friend, Jake. I am not going to just disappear."

	He looked down at my hand on his arm. Then he looked at my face. His eyes were dark in the fading light.

	"Do you promise?" he asked.

	"I promise," I said.

	Jake let out a long breath. He covered my hand with his hand. His palm was warm and rough.

	"Okay," he said softly. "I will keep the trees growing until you get back."

	"And I will help you make the candy apples every fall," I said.

	He smiled. It was a small smile, but it was real.

	"Deal," he said.

	We sat on the cold porch as the sun went down. The air smelled like pine needles and lake water. My hand was warm under his. I tasted the sweet red sugar and the sour apple on my teeth one last time.

	I promised him I would come back.

	I just did not know it would take me ten years to keep that promise.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


 Chapter 1

	** The City and the Call ** 

	

	

	The red paint dripped off my brush. It hit the wood floor.

	*Drop. Drop. Drop.*

	I looked at the big canvas. It was white. It was blank. I sighed. I held the brush tight. My hand hurt. I put the brush down on the small table.

	"Nothing," I said out loud. "Just nothing."

	I looked out the window. The city was gray. Tall buildings blocked the sun. Cars honked down on the street. People walked fast. They looked angry. The city was always loud. It was always busy.

	But my room was quiet. Too quiet.

	The door opened. My friend Mia walked in. She carried a paper bag. It smelled like black coffee and old grease.

	"Are you still looking at that white square?" Mia asked.

	She put the bag on the table. She took off her big coat.

	"Yes," I said. "I am still looking at it."

	"You have been looking at it all day, Emily," Mia said. "It is just a canvas."

	"It is my job," I said. I rubbed my eyes. They felt dry. "I need to paint. The gallery wants a new painting. They want it next week."

	Mia walked over to me. She looked at the white canvas. She looked at my messy hair. She looked at the red paint on my old shoes.

	"You look tired, Emily," she said.

	"I am tired," I said.

	"You need to eat," Mia said. She opened the paper bag. "I brought fries. And a burger. Eat."

	I looked at the food. It looked dry. It smelled like the loud city. I did not feel hungry. My mouth felt dry.

	"I cannot eat," I said. "I need to paint."

	"You cannot paint if you are hungry," Mia said. She held out a fry. "Eat it."

	I took the fry. I chewed it. It tasted like cardboard. I swallowed hard.

	"Thank you," I said.

	Mia sat on a stool. She looked around my art room. There were old paintings on the floor. Most of them were gray and blue.

	"Your art is sad lately," Mia said.

	"It is not sad," I said. I crossed my arms.

	"It is," Mia said. "Look at it. Cold colors. Sharp lines. Where is the warm Emily? Where is the bright Emily?"

	"The city is cold," I said. "So I paint cold."

	"You are a country girl," Mia said. "You belong in the sun. You belong with green trees and blue lakes."

	I shook my head. "No. Splendid Lake is my past. The city is my present. I live here now. I paint here now."

	"But you are not painting," Mia pointed out.

	I frowned. I hated when Mia was right. I picked up my brush again. I dipped it in the red paint. I held it up to the canvas. My hand shook. I took a deep breath. I tried to put the paint on the white square.

	I stopped. I pulled my hand back. I could not do it.

	"See?" Mia said softly. "You are stuck."

	"I am just having a bad day," I said.

	"You are having a bad month," Mia said.

	Just then, a sound cut through the quiet room.

	*Ring. Ring. Ring.*

	I jumped. I dropped the brush. It rolled on the floor, leaving a long red line.

	"Oops," Mia said.

	"My phone," I said. I wiped my hands on my jeans. I walked to the small table. My phone sat next to the coffee cups. The screen was bright.

	I looked at the screen. The name on the screen made my heart beat fast.

	*Betty Hughes.*

	"Who is it?" Mia asked.

	"It is Betty," I said.

	"Who is Betty?" Mia asked. She ate another fry.

	"She is Jake’s mom," I said.

	"Who is Jake?" Mia asked.

	"My old friend," I said. "My best friend. From home. From Splendid Lake."

	"Oh," Mia said. "The apple guy."

	"Yes," I said. "The apple guy."

	I stared at the phone. It kept ringing.

	*Ring. Ring. Ring.*

	Betty never called me. We sent Christmas cards. That was all. If Betty was calling, something was wrong. My hands felt cold.

	I picked up the phone. I pressed the green button. I put the phone to my ear.

	"Hello?" I said. My voice was small.

	"Emily? Is that you, dear?"

	The voice was warm. It sounded like home. But it sounded shaky, too.

	"Yes, Betty. It is me. Are you okay?" I asked.

	There was a long pause on the phone. I heard a loud sigh.

	"I am okay, Emily," Betty said. "But the orchard is not."

	I gripped the phone tight. The Hughes Family Orchard. Just hearing the name made my mouth water. I closed my eyes. Suddenly, I could smell it. Sweet apples. Warm cinnamon. Brown sugar. Hot cider on a cold morning. Fresh pie out of the oven. The thick, sticky, red candy on a crisp green apple.

	"What is wrong with the orchard?" I asked.

	"It is bad, Emily," Betty said. "Very bad."

	"Tell me," I said.

	Mia watched me. She stopped eating. She saw my face change.

	"It was a bad spring," Betty said. Her voice was low. "It rained too much. The blossoms fell off the trees. The crop is very small this year."

	"I am sorry," I said. "But you have had bad years before."

	"This is different," Betty said. "This is the centennial. One hundred years. The big anniversary."

	"I know," I said. "Jake told me last year."

	"Well, the bank is mad," Betty said. "We owe them a lot of money. The bills are huge."

	I walked to the window. I looked at the gray city, but I only saw green apple trees in my mind.

	"Jake can fix it," I said. "Jake works so hard. He always fixes it."

	"He is trying," Betty said. "He is awake before the sun. He works until the moon is high. He is so tired, Emily. He looks so thin."

	My chest hurt. Jake was strong. Jake was always smiling. I did not like the thought of Jake looking thin and tired.

	"He will find a way," I said.

	"He might not," Betty said. She sounded like she was crying. "A big company came to town."

	"A company?" I asked.

	"Yes. Men in dark suits," Betty said. "They have big cars. They have lots of money. They want to buy the orchard."

	"No!" I said. My voice was loud. Mia jumped.

	"Yes," Betty said. "They want to cut down the apple trees. They want to build big, ugly houses. They want to pave the dirt roads."

	"Jake will not sell," I said. "He loves that dirt. He loves those trees. It is his home. It is his dad’s legacy."

	"He does not want to sell," Betty said. "But the men in suits are mean. They tell the bank to push us. They are trying to force Jake out."

	"They cannot do that," I said. My hands shook into fists.

	"They can," Betty said. "And they are. The anniversary festival is next month. If we do not make a lot of money at the festival, the bank will take the farm. Then the men in suits will buy it."

	I felt sick. The orchard was my happy place. When I was a little girl, my house was loud. My parents yelled. But Jake’s house was quiet. The orchard was safe. Jake and I ran in the trees. We ate apples until our bellies hurt. We climbed the big oak tree. We sat in the branches and looked at the blue lake.

	"Emily?" Betty said.

	"I am here," I said.

	"Jake needs help," Betty said.

	"Did he ask you to call me?" I asked.

	"No," Betty said fast. "No, no. He is too proud. He would never ask for help. He thinks he has to carry the whole world on his back."

	That sounded like Jake. Always trying to be the hero.

	"Then why did you call?" I asked.

	"Because he needs you," Betty said. "He is drowning, Emily. The festival needs to be perfect. We need signs. We need art. We need people to come. We need help. You are an artist. You know how to make things look beautiful."

	I looked at my blank canvas. I looked at the red paint on the floor.

	"Betty, I live in the city now," I said. "I have a gallery. I have big jobs here."

	"I know," Betty said. "I know you are a big, famous artist now. But I had to ask. For Jake."

	I closed my eyes again. I saw Jake’s face. He had messy brown hair. He had bright green eyes. His hands were always rough from the dirt and the wood. He had a crooked smile that made my stomach feel funny. He was my best friend. He was my safe place.

	"He is so sad, Emily," Betty whispered.

	The words hit me like a rock. Jake was sad. Jake was losing his home.

	"Betty," I said.

	"Yes?" she said.

	"I am coming," I said.

	"What?" Betty gasped.

	"I am coming home," I said. "I will help him."

	"Oh, Emily! Thank you! Thank you!" Betty cried. "Jake will be so mad at me for calling you, but he will be so happy you are here."

	"Do not tell him," I said. "Let it be a surprise."

	"Okay," Betty said. "Hurry, dear. Drive safe."

	"I will see you soon," I said.

	I ended the call. I put the phone in my pocket. I took a deep breath.

	Mia stared at me. Her mouth was open. The French fry fell out of her hand.

	"What did you just do?" Mia asked.

	"I am leaving," I said.

	I walked to the closet. I pulled out my big green bag. I threw it on the old couch. I opened it.

	"Leaving?" Mia yelled. She stood up. "To where?"

	"To Splendid Lake," I said. "To North Carolina."

	"When?" Mia asked.

	"Right now," I said.

	I walked to my dresser. I opened the top drawer. I pulled out warm socks. I pulled out thick sweaters. I threw them into the green bag.

	"Emily, you cannot leave right now," Mia said. She followed me. "You have to paint! The gallery wants the painting on Friday!"

	"I cannot paint it," I said. I grabbed a pair of blue jeans. I threw them in the bag. "Look at the canvas, Mia. It is blank. I am blank."

	"You just need more coffee," Mia said. "You just need to focus."

	"No," I said. I stopped moving. I looked right at Mia. "I need to go home. My friend needs me."

	"The apple guy?" Mia asked.

	"Yes," I said. "His name is Jake. And he is going to lose his farm. His family has been there for one hundred years. A big company wants to take it and destroy it."

	"That is sad," Mia said. "But what can you do? You are a painter. You are not a lawyer."

	"I can help them set up the festival," I said. "I can make flyers. I can paint signs. I can bring people to the farm. I can stand next to him."

	Mia looked at my face. She saw that my eyes were hard. She saw that I made up my mind. She sighed.

	"Okay," Mia said. "But what do I tell the gallery boss?"

	"Tell him I am sorry," I said. "Tell him I need a break. Tell him the city is too loud for my head right now."

	"He will be mad," Mia said.

	"I know," I said. "But I do not care."

	And it was true. For the first time in a year, I did not care about the city. I did not care about the tall buildings or the loud cars or the fancy art boss.

	I only cared about the green trees. I only cared about the sweet smell of candy apples. I only cared about Jake.

	I went to the bathroom. I grabbed my toothbrush. I grabbed my soap. I walked back and threw them in the bag. I zipped the bag closed. It was heavy.

	"Are you taking your paints?" Mia asked.

	I looked at the small table. I looked at my brushes. I looked at the little tubes of color. Yellow, blue, green, brown.

	I walked over. I put the tubes in a small brown box. I put my favorite brushes in the box. I closed it. I put the box under my arm.

	"Yes," I said. "I am taking them. Maybe the air in the mountains will help me paint again."

	"I hope so," Mia said. She walked over and hugged me. "Be safe. Call me when you get there."

	"I will," I said. I hugged her back.

	I grabbed the heavy green bag. I walked to the door. I looked back at the room one last time. It was gray and cold. The blank canvas sat in the middle of the room. It looked like a ghost.

	I turned the knob. I opened the door. I walked out.

	I went down the stairs. The stairs were dark and dirty. I pushed the heavy front door open. The city air hit my face. It smelled like car smoke and old trash. The noise was so loud. Sirens cried. People yelled.

	I walked to my car. It was an old silver car. I unlocked the door. I threw the green bag in the back seat. I put the box of paints on the front seat.

	I sat behind the wheel. The seat was cold. I put the key in. I turned it. The engine roared. It sounded loud and angry, just like the city.

	I put my hands on the wheel. My hands were shaking. Was I crazy? I was leaving my job. I was running away from a blank canvas.

	I closed my eyes. I breathed in deep.

	I did not smell the car smoke. I smelled cinnamon. I smelled hot brown sugar bubbling in a big metal pot. I felt the crisp autumn wind on my face. I heard leaves crunching under my boots. I saw a bright red apple on a stick.

	I saw Jake. I saw his big green eyes looking at me.

	My heart felt warm. The shaking in my hands stopped.

	I opened my eyes. I put the car in drive.

	I pulled out onto the street. I drove past the tall gray buildings. I drove past the loud angry people. I drove past the fancy art gallery. I did not look back.

	I drove toward the highway. The signs pointed south.

	The drive was very long. The sun went down. The sky turned black. The city lights faded away behind me. The tall buildings turned into small houses. The small houses turned into big green trees.

	I drove for hours. My back hurt. My eyes felt heavy. But I did not stop. I drank cold coffee. I ate a stale cracker. I kept my foot on the gas pedal.

	When the sun started to come up, the world changed.

	The gray roads turned into brown dirt roads. The flat land turned into huge hills. The hills turned into giant mountains. The air coming through the car window was different. It was cold. It was crisp. It was clean.

	I rolled the window down all the way. I stuck my hand out. The cold air rushed through my fingers. I took a deep breath.

	Pine trees. Wet dirt. And far away, the sweet, sharp smell of apples.

	I smiled. It was a real smile. My first smile in a long time.

	I saw a big wooden sign on the side of the road. The paint was peeling, but I knew the words by heart.

	*Welcome to Splendid Lake. Population: 4,205.*

	I was home.

	I drove slowly through the small town. Everything looked the same. The diner on the corner was still there. The old movie theater was still there. The small post office was still there.

	There were pumpkins on the porches. There were dry corn stalks tied to the light poles. The leaves on the trees were changing colors. Red, orange, yellow, and brown. It looked like a beautiful painting. It looked better than any painting in the city gallery.

	I turned left on Maple Street. I turned right on Old Mill Road.

	The road became bumpy. The dirt crunched under my car tires. I drove up the long hill.

	At the top of the hill, I saw it.

	The Hughes Family Orchard.

	It was huge. Hundreds and hundreds of apple trees stood in long, straight rows. Their branches were heavy with bright red and green apples. In the middle of the trees sat the big red barn. Next to the barn was the white farmhouse with a big front porch.

	I stopped the car. I put it in park. I sat and just looked at it.

	It was so beautiful. But as I looked closer, I saw the sad things, too.

	The white paint on the farmhouse was falling off. The roof on the big red barn had a large hole in it. The wooden fence near the road was broken. The old tractor sat in the grass, looking rusted and tired.

	Betty was right. The orchard was sick. It was struggling.

	I felt a tight squeeze in my chest. This place was magic to me. It gave me my best memories. I could not let the men in dark suits destroy it. I could not let them take the trees and put up ugly concrete houses.

	I took a deep breath. I pushed the car door open. I stepped out into the crisp autumn air.

	My boots crunched on the gravel. I walked toward the big red barn. The door was open. I heard a noise inside.

	*Thud. Thud. Thud.*

	Someone was hammering wood.

	I walked slower. My stomach did a flip. I felt nervous. I felt excited.

	I stood at the door of the barn. I looked inside.

	The barn smelled like sawdust, old hay, and sweet apples. There were big wooden crates stacked high.

	In the middle of the barn stood a man.

	He wore old blue jeans. They had holes in the knees. He wore a red plaid shirt. The sleeves were rolled up. His arms were strong. He had a hammer in his hand. He was fixing a broken crate.

	He hit the nail. *Thud.*

	He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. His brown hair was messy. It fell into his eyes.

	I just stood there. I watched him.

	He looked older. His shoulders were broader. But he looked tired, too. Betty was right. He looked too thin. The bags under his eyes were dark. His mouth was set in a hard, sad line.

	He hit the nail again. *Thud.*

	He dropped the hammer. He let out a long, heavy sigh. His shoulders slumped down. He looked like a man carrying a huge rock on his back. He leaned against the wooden crate. He closed his eyes.

	I could not hide anymore. I had to let him know I was here.

	I stepped into the barn. My boot hit a piece of wood. It made a loud snap.

	The man’s eyes flew open. He turned his head fast. His bright green eyes locked onto mine.

	He froze. He did not move. He did not blink.

	I swallowed hard. My mouth was suddenly very dry.

	"Hello, Jake," I said softly.

	Jake just stared at me. His mouth opened a little. The hammer sat forgotten on the floor.

	"Emily?" he whispered. His voice was deep. It sounded like dry leaves rubbing together.

	"It is me," I said.

	I gave him a small, nervous smile.

	Jake pushed off the crate. He took one step toward me. Then another. He walked slowly, like he thought I was a ghost. Like he thought I would vanish if he moved too fast.

	He stopped a few feet in front of me. He was so tall. He looked down into my eyes. I looked up into his green eyes. They were the same eyes from my childhood. The same warm, safe eyes.

	But there was something else in them now. Something deep and heavy.

	"What are you doing here?" Jake asked. His voice was thick.

	I looked at his tired face. I looked at the broken roof above us. I smelled the sweet candy apples in the crisp air.

	"I came home," I said. "I came to help you save the orchard."

	

	 


Chapter 2

	** Splendid Lake** 

	

	I rolled down my car window. The cold wind hit my face right away. It was a sharp, clean kind of cold. The city always smelled like wet roads and trash, but up here in the North Carolina mountains, the air smelled like pine needles and wood smoke.

	I took a deep breath. I was back in Splendid Lake.

	The trees along the winding road were putting on a show. Bright red, loud orange, and warm yellow leaves covered the branches. Some leaves broke off and danced across my windshield. I turned the steering wheel to the right, feeling the bump of the tires as the smooth road turned into a dirt path.

	The wooden sign hung over the gate. The paint was peeling, but the words were the same. *Hughes Family Orchard. Since 1926.*

	I drove slow. The crunch of the gravel under my tires was a loud, familiar sound. I parked my car near the big red barn. When I stepped out, the smell hit me harder. It was the smell of my childhood. Sweet, dark dirt. Ripe apples sitting in the sun. And from the farm store nearby, I could smell warm cinnamon and melting butter. My mouth actually watered. I could almost taste the hot apple cider and the sticky, sweet sugar of the candy apples.

	I grabbed my jacket from the back seat, put it on, and walked toward the barn. I did not go to the front door of the house. I knew where Jake would be.

	I pushed the heavy barn door open. It creaked loud, exactly like it used to.

	"Store is closed until tomorrow," a deep voice called out from the back.

	I stopped. My heart did a quick, funny beat. It was his voice, but thicker. Deeper than I remembered.

	I walked past the empty wooden crates. "Good thing I am not here to buy anything," I said.

	A shadow moved at the back of the barn. Jake stepped out into the light hanging from the roof. He held a wrench in his hand, covered in black grease.

	He froze. His blue eyes went wide.

	"Emily?" he asked. His voice was soft now.

	"Hey, Jake," I said. I gave a small wave. I felt shy, all of a sudden.

	He wiped his dirty hands on a red cloth from his back pocket. He dropped the wrench on a table. Then, he walked toward me. He did not walk like the goofy teenager I used to know. His steps were heavy and slow. He was taller. His shoulders were so broad they almost filled my whole view. He wore a faded flannel shirt, rolled up to his elbows. I could see the hard muscles in his arms, marked with tiny scratches from the tree branches.

	He stopped right in front of me. He smelled like sawdust, fresh apples, and something entirely him.

	"You are really here," he said. He looked at my face like he was trying to read a map.

	"I told you I was coming," I said.

	"People say a lot of things." He smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. His eyes looked tired. There were small, thin lines around them that used to not be there.

	He opened his arms a little. "Come here, city girl."

	I stepped into him. He wrapped his arms around me. He felt like a brick wall, solid and warm. I hugged him back, feeling the rough cotton of his shirt against my cheek. For a second, I closed my eyes. It felt like home. But it also felt different. His chest was wider, and my heart was beating a little too fast.

	He pulled back first. He cleared his throat and took a step away. He shoved his hands into his front pockets.

	"Your drive was okay?" he asked. He looked at my car, then back at me.

	"Long," I said. "But fine. The trees look beautiful this year."

	"Yeah. We had a good freeze early on. Brought the colors out fast."

	We stood there. It was quiet. Just the sound of the wind outside moving the big barn doors. It was a strange quiet. We used to talk for hours without stopping. We used to finish each other's sentences. Now, we were searching for words.

	"So," Jake said. He rocked back on his boots. "You want to see the place? Or do you want to go rest?"

	"I want to see the orchard," I said fast. "Show me what we are working with."

	He nodded. "Follow me."

	We walked out the side door of the barn. The air bit my cheeks again, but walking next to Jake made me feel warmer. We walked down the dirt path between the long rows of apple trees. The trees were full. Big, round, red apples pulled the branches low toward the grass.

	"The crop looks amazing, Jake," I said. I reached out and touched a cold, smooth apple as we walked past.

	"It is a good year for the fruit," he agreed. "But fruit does not pay all the bills anymore, Em."

	He called me Em. A tiny warm feeling bloomed in my chest.

	"That is why I am here," I said. "We are going to make this centennial festival huge. People love old things. They love tradition. We just have to show them."

	Jake kicked a stone with his heavy brown boot. "I hope you are right. The bank sent another letter yesterday. The corporate guys, the ones who want to build the resort here? They called three times this week. They keep raising their offer."

	I stopped walking. I turned to look at him. "You are not going to sell, right?"

	He stopped, too. He ran a hand through his dark hair. It was messy, falling over his forehead. "I do not want to, Em. This is my dad's place. My grandpa's place. But I cannot run it into the ground, either. I have to be smart."

	"You are smart," I said. I looked him right in the eye. "And you are not selling. We are fixing this."

	He looked down at me. The wind blew a yellow leaf into his hair. I reached up and pulled it out. My fingers brushed his forehead. His skin was warm. He sucked in a quick breath, his eyes dropping to my mouth for one fast second before looking away.

	"Thanks," he mumbled. He started walking again, a little faster this time.

	I followed him. My hand felt tingly where I touched him. I put my hands deep inside my jacket pockets to keep them warm.

	"Tell me about the farm store," I said, changing the subject. "I smelled baking when I parked. It smelled so good I almost ate the air."

	Jake laughed. It was a real laugh this time. Deep and loud. It bounced off the trees. "Mrs. Higgins is inside. She is making the test batches for the festival. Apple pies, apple cider donuts, and the candy apples."

	"The candy apples with the thick caramel and the crunchy nuts?" I asked. My mouth watered again. I swallowed hard. "The ones we used to steal from the cooling rack when your mom wasn't looking?"

	"Those exact ones," he smiled, looking over his shoulder at me. "But Mrs. Higgins is faster than my mom with the wooden spoon. Do not try to steal them now, or she will hit your knuckles."

	"I am an adult now," I said. I stood up a little taller. "I do not steal candy apples. I buy them."

	"We will see about that," he teased.

	We walked up a small hill. From the top, you could see the whole orchard. Rows and rows of green and red, rolling down into the valley. Far away, the big blue lake sat quiet and still under the autumn sky.

	It was perfectly beautiful. But then I looked closer.

	I saw the broken wooden fences near the tractor shed. I saw the peeling white paint on the main house. I saw the old, rusted truck sitting in the tall grass. The farm was alive, but it was hurting.

	Jake stood next to me. Our arms were so close they almost touched.

	"It is a lot of work, Em," he said quietly. He was looking at the broken fence, not the lake. "I do not want you to waste your time down here if we cannot save it."

	"I am a freelance artist, Jake. I make my own time. And I want to be here."

	He finally turned his head to look at me. The wind blew my hair across my face. Before I could move it, Jake reached out. He caught the hair with his rough fingers and tucked it gently behind my ear. His fingers were big and hard, but his touch was so soft I barely felt it.

	I stopped breathing for a second. I just looked at him.

	"I am glad you came back, Emily," he said. His voice was low. Like a secret.

	"Me too," I whispered.

	He stepped back quickly, clearing his throat again. He pointed down the hill toward the farm store.

	"Come on," he said, putting his hands back in his pockets. "Let's go see if Mrs. Higgins has a spare donut. You look like you need some sugar after that city traffic."

	"Lead the way," I said.

	I followed him down the hill. I watched his wide back. I watched the confident way he walked on the dirt path. We were best friends. We knew everything about each other. But as I walked behind him, smelling the sweet apple air and feeling the cold wind, I knew one thing for sure.

	Everything had changed.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


 Chapter 3

	** The Corporate Shadow** 

	

	The cold morning wind bit at my cheeks as I stepped off the porch. I pulled my thick wool sweater tight around my chest.

	"Here," Jake said.

	He pushed a small white paper cup into my hands. The heat from the cup warmed my frozen fingers right away. Steam floated up and hit my cold nose. I closed my eyes. The smell made my mouth water in an instant. It was hot apple cider. It smelled like crushed, sweet apples boiled down with dark brown sugar and sharp sticks of cinnamon.

	I took a slow sip. The hot liquid coated my tongue. It was thick, sweet, and sticky. It tasted exactly like my best childhood memories.

	"Thank you," I said. I took another long sip.

	"You looked cold." Jake pushed his bare hands deep inside the pockets of his worn-out brown jacket. He did not look at me. His eyes were fixed on the rolling hills in front of us.

	Rows and rows of apple trees stretched as far as I could see. The leaves on the trees were turning bright orange, deep red, and golden yellow. The ground was covered in a thick blanket of dry leaves.

	"Are you ready for the tour?" he asked. His voice was low. It sounded tired.

	"Yes," I said. "Show me everything."

	We started walking down the dirt path. Every step we took made a loud *crunch, crunch, crunch* on the dry leaves. The smell in the air was so strong. It was the smell of damp earth, cold wind, and sweet fruit.

	"The trees look good," I said.

	"They look okay," Jake said. He kept his head down. He kicked a small rock with the tip of his heavy work boot. "But looking good is not enough right now."

	"What do you mean?" I asked.

	Jake stopped walking. He reached up into the branches of a large tree. His hand closed around a bright, dark red apple. With a quick twist, he snapped it off the branch. He rubbed the apple on the sleeve of his jacket until the skin was shiny like glass. He held it out to me.

	"Try it," he said.

	I took the apple. It was heavy and cold. I brought it to my lips and took a bite. A loud *snap* broke the quiet air.

	Sweet, cold juice flooded my mouth. It ran over my tongue. It was so sweet, with just a tiny sharp bite of sourness at the end. It tasted so fresh it made my teeth ache in a good way. A drop of clear juice ran down my chin. I wiped it away with the back of my hand.

	"Wow," I mumbled, chewing. "That is perfect. So juicy."

	"It is a Honeycrisp," Jake said. A very small smile touched his lips, but it did not reach his eyes. His eyes still looked heavy and sad. "My dad planted these twenty years ago. They are the sweetest ones we have."

	"People must buy them like crazy," I said.

	Jake let out a short, hard breath. He started walking again. His steps were faster now. I had to walk fast to keep up with him.

	"Come here," Jake said. "I want to show you the main barn."

	We walked down a small hill. The air got a little colder here in the shadows. The big red barn came into view. But as we got closer, my chest felt tight.

	I remembered this barn as bright and perfect. Now, the red paint was peeling off in long, dry strips. The wood underneath looked gray and rotten. The large sliding doors were stuck half-open. The roof dipped down in the middle like an old, tired horse.

	"Oh," I said. The word slipped out before I could stop it.

	Jake crossed his arms over his chest. His jaw muscles moved under his skin. He was grinding his teeth.

	"Yeah," Jake said. "It looks bad."

	"What happened?" I asked. I stepped closer to the barn. I reached out and touched the old wood. A piece of dry paint fell off and hit the dirt.

	"Storms," Jake said. "Rain. Snow. Time. The roof leaks right into the sorting room. We lose apples to the wet mold every time it rains hard."

	"Why not fix the roof?" I asked.

	Jake let out a dry laugh. It was not a happy sound. He ran his hand through his messy brown hair.

	"With what money, Emily?" he asked. He looked at me finally. His eyes were wide and full of stress. "Wood costs money. Tools cost money. Workers cost money. The orchard is bleeding cash."

	I stood quiet. I held my half-eaten apple in one hand and my cup of cider in the other. I did not know what to say.

	"I thought things were okay," I whispered.

	"I tried to make it look okay," Jake said. He kicked the side of the barn. His boot hit the wood with a loud *thud*. "I tried. Since Dad died, I tried to keep it all the same. But the crops were bad last year. A late freeze killed the blossoms. No blossoms, no apples. No apples, no money."

	"But this year looks great," I said. I pointed back at the hill. "The trees are full."

	"It is too late," Jake said. His voice dropped to a whisper. He leaned his back against the peeling red wood of the barn. He slid down until he was sitting in the dirt. He pulled his knees up to his chest.

	I walked over and sat down in the dirt next to him. I did not care if my jeans got dirty. The cold ground seeped through my clothes.

	"Tell me," I said. "Tell me everything, Jake."

	He took a deep breath. The cold air made his breath look like white smoke.

	"A man came to the house last week," Jake said.

	"Who?" I asked.

	"A suit," Jake said. He spat the word out like it tasted bad. "A guy from a big company in the city. A corporate land developer."

	"What did he want?" My stomach felt sick. I put my cider cup down in the dirt. I did not want to drink it anymore.

	"He wants to buy the orchard," Jake said. He stared straight ahead at a broken tractor in the grass. "He wants to buy the whole farm. The house. The barns. The trees."

	"No," I said. I shook my head hard. "You cannot sell. This is your home. This is your family."

	"You think I want to?" Jake snapped. He turned his head and glared at me. His eyes were wet. "You think I want to watch them cut down Dad's trees? You think I want to see bulldozers push dirt over the fields where we played as kids?"

	"Then tell him no," I said. I kept my voice soft.

	"I did," Jake said. He rested his forehead on his knees. "I told him to leave. But he left a folder on the porch. He left an offer. A lot of money, Emily."

	"Money is not everything."

	"It is when the bank calls you every day," Jake said quietly. "It is when you owe back taxes. If I do not pay the bank, they will take the farm anyway. And then I get nothing. If I sell to the suit, at least I clear the debt."

	My heart pounded in my chest. I looked around. I saw the old tire swing hanging from the big oak tree. I saw the wooden fence where we used to sit and eat candy until our stomachs hurt. I saw the blue sky over the orange trees. The thought of concrete over all this dirt made me want to cry.

	"How long do you have?" I asked.

	"A month," Jake said. He lifted his head. "The bank gave me one last extension."

	"One month," I repeated. "What happens in a month?"

	"The Centennial," Jake said. He pointed toward the big open field near the front road. "The 100-year anniversary of the Hughes Family Orchard. My great-grandfather planted the first seed exactly one hundred years ago next month."

	"The festival," I said. I remembered the festival. Every fall, the town came to the farm.

	"Yes," Jake said. "We are planning the biggest festival we have ever done. If we sell enough tickets. If we sell enough pies, and cider, and pumpkins. If the town comes out..."

	"You can pay the bank," I finished for him.

	"I can pay the back taxes," Jake said. "And I can tell the corporate suit to go back to the city."

	"So we do it," I said. I sat up straight. "We make it the best festival ever."

	Jake looked at me. He looked at my face for a long time. The wind blew a strand of my hair across my cheek. He reached out and tucked the hair behind my ear. His fingers were cold, but his touch made my skin feel hot.

	"I do not know how," Jake whispered. His hand fell back to his side. "The barn is a mess. The signs are old. I have to pick the apples all day. I have no time to market the party. Nobody even knows it is the 100-year mark."

	"I know how," I said.

	"Emily, you are an artist in the city. You paint. You do not run farm festivals."

	"I know how to make things look beautiful," I said. I grabbed his arm. His muscles were hard under his thick jacket. "I know how to take pictures. I know how to paint signs. I know how to make people want to come here."

	"I cannot pay you," he said. He looked down at his boots. He looked ashamed. "I have no money to hire you."

	"I do not want your money, Jake."

	"I cannot ask you to work for free."

	"You did not ask," I said. "I am telling you. I am doing it."

	Jake let out a long breath. He rubbed the back of his neck with his hand.

	"It is a lot of work, Em," he said. He used his old nickname for me. My heart did a tiny flip in my chest.

	"I am not afraid of work," I said.

	"The corporate guy, Mr. Vance, he is pushing hard," Jake said. "He calls me. He sends letters. He tells me the festival will fail. He tells me the weather will ruin it. He is trying to scare me into signing the papers before the party even happens."

	"Do not sign them," I said. I squeezed his arm tighter. "Promise me."

	"I am so tired, Emily."

	"Promise me, Jake."

	He looked into my eyes. The smell of the sweet cider and the rotting wood mixed in the air between us. He swallowed hard. I saw his throat move.

	"Okay," he said softly. "I promise. We try the festival."

	"Good," I said. I smiled. I let go of his arm and stood up. I wiped the dirt off the back of my jeans. I held my hand out to him. "Now, show me the kitchen. We need to test the candy apples."

	Jake looked at my hand. Then he looked up at my face. A real smile finally broke through the stress on his face. It made him look younger. It made him look like the boy I used to know.

	He reached up and took my hand. His palm was rough and hard from working the soil, but his grip was warm and safe. He let me pull him up to his feet. He did not let go of my hand right away. We stood there for a second. My skin tingled where his fingers held mine.

	"Candy apples?" he asked.

	"Yes," I said. "The festival needs them. Shiny, sticky, red candy apples. The kind that break your teeth but taste like heaven."

	"My mom's recipe," Jake said. He finally let go of my hand. My hand felt cold the second he let go.

	"Exactly," I said.

	"We need the copper pot," he said. He started walking toward the farmhouse. His steps were lighter now. His shoulders were not up by his ears anymore.

	"And a lot of sugar," I said, walking next to him.

	"And wooden sticks," he added.

	"And we need a new sign out front," I said, looking at the old broken wood near the driveway. "A big one. With bright paint. We need to tell the whole state about the 100-year party."

	"You want to paint a sign today?" Jake asked. He raised one eyebrow at me.

	"I want to paint five signs," I said.

	We reached the back porch of the farmhouse. Jake opened the heavy wooden door. Warm air rushed out to meet us. It smelled like fresh bread and old wood inside.

	"Welcome back to the kitchen, Em," Jake said. He stepped inside and held the door for me.

	"It is good to be back," I said.

	I walked past him into the warm kitchen. Our arms brushed together for just a second. I felt a sudden flutter in my stomach. It had nothing to do with the hot cider or the sweet apples.

	I looked at the big, empty kitchen counters. I looked out the window at the endless rows of trees and the crumbling red barn. The corporate suit wanted to pave over this place. He wanted to turn my favorite memories into concrete.

	I closed my hands into fists.

	Not if I can help it, I thought. I will paint. I will cook. I will shout it to the whole town. This orchard is not going anywhere.

	"So," Jake said. He rolled up the sleeves of his jacket. His strong forearms showed. He walked over to the old white stove. "Where do we start?"

	"We start with the sugar," I said. I walked over and stood next to him. "We are going to make this place so sweet, they will never want to leave."

	

	

	

	 


 Chapter 4

	** Sleeves Rolled Up **  

	

	"Are you sure about this?" Jake asked.

	I looked up at the big, red wooden building. "Yes. I need a good place to do the art and the posters. The house is too noisy. This barn is perfect."

	"It is full of dirt," he said. He kicked a small rock with his heavy brown boot. "And old junk."

	"We can clean it. You and me. Together."

	He rubbed the back of his neck. His hands were big and rough from working outside all day. "It is a lot of work, Emily. I do not want you to get too tired."

	"I am not afraid of hard work, Jake."

	He smiled. His green eyes crinkled at the corners. My chest felt a sudden, funny jump. A small flutter, like a trapped bird. I looked away quickly. I looked at the long rows of apple trees instead. The cold autumn wind blew past us. It smelled like sweet, ripe red apples and dry brown leaves. My mouth watered just from the sweet sugar smell in the air.

	"Okay," he said. His voice was deep and warm. "Let's go inside. But do not say I did not warn you."

	He pushed the heavy wooden doors open. They made a loud, groaning sound. Sunlight cut through the dark shadows inside. Dust danced in the bright light.

	I coughed. "Wow. You were right. It is very dirty."

	"I told you," he laughed.

	"But it is big," I said. I walked inside. My shoes made soft tapping sounds on the wood floor. "Look at all this space. If we clear this corner, I can put a big desk right here by the window. I can paint the signs for the big festival here. The light is very good."

	Jake walked and stood next to me. He was very tall. His shoulder almost touched my shoulder. I could feel the heat coming from his body. He smelled like fresh soap, clean sweat, and pine wood.

	"I have an old wooden table in the back," he said. "We can use it for your desk."

	"Perfect," I said. I clapped my hands together. "Where do we start?"

	"We start with the brooms," he said.

	He walked to the corner and grabbed two tall brooms. He tossed one to me. I caught it in the air.

	"Good catch," he smiled.

	"I am full of surprises," I said.

	"I know you are," he said softly. He did not look away. He looked right into my eyes for a long time. The barn was very quiet. I could hear my own breathing. I could hear the wind outside. I forgot what I was going to say.

	"Well," I said, my voice a little tight. "Let's sweep."

	We started pushing the dirt and old leaves out the big double doors. The work was simple but hard. My arms started to feel heavy.

	"You sweep very slow," Jake teased.

	"I sweep very well," I fired back. "You are just pushing the dirt around."

	"I am making a pile!"

	"It is a very messy pile."

	He stopped and leaned on his broom. "Do you want to show me how to do it right, boss?"

	"Maybe I do." I walked over to his side. I stood close to him and pointed at the dirt. "You have to sweep in short, quick lines. Like this."

	I showed him. When I stepped back, my foot hit an old wooden crate on the floor. I lost my balance. I fell backward.

	"Watch out!" Jake yelled.

	His arm shot out. His large hand wrapped around my waist. He caught me before I hit the ground. He pulled me hard against his chest.

	My hands flat against his plaid shirt. I could feel his heart beating fast right under the fabric. *Thump. Thump. Thump.* My own heart was racing, too. It felt like a drum in my ears.

	"I got you," he whispered. His face was very close to my face. I could see the tiny gold flecks in his green eyes.

	"Thank you," I breathed. My lips felt dry.

	He did not let go right away. His hand stayed on my waist. His grip was strong and warm. My skin felt hot everywhere he touched me, even through my sweater. We stood there. Just breathing. Staring. The air in the dusty barn suddenly felt very thick and heavy.

	Then, he cleared his throat. He slowly pulled his hand away and took a step back.

	"Be careful of the boxes," he said. He looked down at the floor.

	"I will," I said. My voice was very small. My hands were shaking a little bit. I hid them in my pockets.

	"Let's move these heavy boxes," he said. He walked over to a tall stack of cardboard boxes. "They are in the way of the window."

	"Okay. What is inside them?" I asked.

	"Old things. Things from my dad." His voice changed. It became sad and quiet.

	"I can help you carry them," I offered.

	"No, they are too heavy for you. Just show me where you want them."

	"I am not weak, Jake. I can carry a box."

	"I know you are not weak, Emily. You are the strongest person I know." He smiled a sad smile. "But these are really heavy. Just grab the small ones on top."

	I walked over. I reached for the top box. He reached for it at the exact same time.

	My hand covered his hand.

	I froze. His skin was rough and hot. My fingers rested on his knuckles. Time stopped. I did not move my hand. He did not move his hand. I slowly looked up from our hands and looked at his face.

	He was already looking at me. His eyes were wide and dark. His chest moved up and down with deep, heavy breaths.

	"Emily," he said. Just my name. Very quiet.

	"Jake," I answered.

	He slowly turned his hand under mine. He opened his palm. Our palms pressed together. My heart flipped again. The heat spread up my arm and into my chest. I felt like I could not get enough air into my lungs.

	"Are you..." he started to ask. But he stopped.

	"Am I what?" I whispered.

	"Are you glad you came back?"

	"Yes," I said quickly. It was the truth. "I am very glad."

	He swallowed hard. "Me too."

	He slowly let go of my hand. The cold air hit my skin where his heat used to be. I felt empty for a second. He picked up the box. I watched his arms flex. He carried the heavy box to the back of the barn easily. I picked up a smaller one and followed him.

	"Let's get the desk," he said. "The old table."

	"Where is it?"

	"Under that big white sheet."

	He pointed to a shape in the corner. We walked over. He pulled the dusty sheet off. Under the cloth was a beautiful, old wooden table. It had deep scratches and dark stains on it, but it was very strong.

	"It is perfect, Jake. It has so much character."

	"My grandfather built it," he said. He touched the wood. "I did my homework on this table when I was a little boy. Now you will save the orchard on it."

	"We will save it," I said. "Together."

	He nodded. "Grab that end. I will grab this end. We will move it to the window."

	I grabbed the thick wood. "It is heavy!"

	"I told you," he laughed. "On three. One. Two. Three. Lift."

	We lifted the heavy table. We took slow, careful steps across the barn floor.

	"Go left," he said.

	"My left or your left?" I asked, laughing.

	"Towards the door!"

	We laughed and moved the table. We set it down hard in front of the big window. Sunlight poured over the wood. It looked beautiful.

	"Oh, Jake. I love it," I smiled.

	"It looks good," he agreed. He wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm.

	"You have a dirty face," I said.

	"What?"

	"Dirt." I stepped close to him. "Right here."

	I raised my hand. I did not think about it. I just did it. I touched his cheek. I used my thumb to wipe a smudge of black dirt off his cheekbone.

	He stopped moving. He stopped breathing.

	My thumb rubbed his rough, warm skin. He closed his eyes for just one second. He leaned into my hand. Just a tiny bit. It was so soft. So quiet.

	I dropped my hand fast. "Sorry," I whispered. "It was just dirt."

	He opened his eyes. They were burning bright green. "Thank you."

	"We need to wash," I said. I felt very warm all over. "We are covered in dust."

	"Let's go to the house," he said. His voice was thick. "My mom made fresh apple cider. And some candy apples. We can take a break."

	"Candy apples?" My mouth watered again. "Yes, please."

	We left the barn. We left the door open to let the fresh air in. We walked side by side on the dirt path toward the big farmhouse. Our arms bumped against each other as we walked. Every time we bumped, sparks shot up my arm. I did not move away. I liked the bumping.

	The kitchen in the house was warm and bright. It smelled just like cinnamon, hot sugar, and baked apples. It was the best smell in the whole world. It was the smell of my childhood.

	"Sit," Jake said. "I will get the drinks."

	I sat at the small kitchen table. Jake went to the big white fridge. He poured two large glasses of dark brown apple cider. He brought them to the table. Then, he walked to the stove. There was a big metal tray there. On the tray were six bright red, shiny candy apples on sticks.

	He picked up two and brought them to the table. He handed one to me.

	"The first of the season," he said.

	"They look amazing," I said. The sugar shell was shiny and hard. I held the wooden stick. I opened my mouth and took a big bite.

	*Crunch.*

	The hard sugar broke. The sweet, wet, juicy apple burst in my mouth. It was very cold and very sweet. The taste was perfect. I closed my eyes and groaned a little bit because it was so good.

	"Wow," I said with my mouth full. "That is perfect."

	I opened my eyes. Jake was not eating his apple. He was watching me. He was staring right at my mouth.

	"What?" I asked. I felt shy.

	"You have..." He pointed to his own face. "A little sugar. Right on your lip."

	"Oh." I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. It was sticky. "Is it gone?"

	"No," he said softly.

	He leaned across the small kitchen table. He reached out. His large thumb gently touched my bottom lip. He wiped away the sticky red sugar. His touch was very slow. Very soft. My breath hitched in my throat. I looked into his eyes. He looked down at my lips.

	For a long second, I thought he was going to lean in more. I thought he was going to kiss me. My heart beat so fast I thought it would jump out of my chest.

	Then, the kitchen door slammed open.

	"Jake! Where are you?" a loud voice called.

	Jake jumped back. He pulled his hand away from my mouth fast. He stood up straight. His face turned a little red.

	A worker from the orchard walked into the kitchen. He had a dirty hat and muddy boots. "Jake, the tractor is broken again. We need you."

	Jake cleared his throat. He looked down at the floor. "I am coming, Bob."

	Jake looked back at me for one quick second. "I have to go work."

	"I know," I said. My voice was shaky. I felt cold without him near me. "I will go back to the barn. I will start drawing the signs."

	"Okay," he said. He walked to the door. He stopped and looked over his shoulder. "I am really glad you are here, Emily."

	"Me too, Jake," I smiled.

	He left with Bob. I sat in the warm kitchen alone. I touched my bottom lip with my finger. It still felt warm from his thumb. I tasted the sweet red sugar and the tart juice of the apple. But all I could think about was the way his brown eyes looked at me in the dusty barn, and the deep, heavy heat of his hand on my waist.

	The barn was ready. But I knew the real work was just starting. The work to save the orchard. And the work to understand these big, scary, beautiful feelings jumping around inside my chest.

	I finished my cider. I stood up, rolled up my sweater sleeves, and walked back out into the cold, crisp autumn air.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 5 

	 ** Nostalgia and Cinnamon ** 

	

	The smell hit me before I even pushed the kitchen door open. It was pure magic.

	Sugar melting. Sharp, spicy cinnamon. A thick, sweet vanilla scent that made my mouth water instantly. I swallowed hard. I could almost taste it just from breathing in.

	I pushed the swinging wood door. The old farmhouse kitchen was a bright mess. Dozens of shiny red apples sat on the long wooden table.

	Jake stood by the big iron stove. He wore a faded green flannel shirt. The sleeves were rolled up past his elbows. His forearms flexed as he stirred a large metal pot with a wooden spoon.

	"You are late," he said. He didn't look at me. He just kept stirring. The thick candy syrup popped and bubbled.

	"I am not late," I said. I walked over to the island. "You started early. You cheated."

	"I am trying to save my family's business, Emily. I don't have time to wait for a city girl who sleeps in until seven." A small smile pulled at the corner of his mouth.

	I walked up next to him and bumped my shoulder against his arm. "I am not a city girl. Not in my heart. And seven in the morning is very early."

	He finally looked down at me. His eyes were the same warm brown they had always been. "Grab an apron. The apples are washed. I need you to push the wooden sticks into the tops."

	I grabbed a white apron from the hook by the door. I tied it around my waist. Then I stood at the long table. The apples were cold. They were perfectly round and bright red. I picked one up. It felt firm and heavy in my hand.

	I grabbed a thick wooden stick and pushed it down into the core of the apple. It made a crisp *crunch* sound.

	"Like this?" I asked, holding it up by the stick.

	"Perfect," Jake said. He turned back to the stove. "Just do that fifty more times."

	"Fifty?" I groaned, but I was smiling.

	I fell into a rhythm. Pick up an apple. Push the stick in. *Crunch.* Set it on the baking sheet. Pick up another. Push. *Crunch.* Set it down.

	The kitchen was quiet for a few minutes. The only sounds were the bubbling sugar and the hard crunch of the apples. It was a good quiet. The kind of quiet you only share with someone you have known your whole life.

	"It smells exactly the same in here," I said softly.

	"Like what?" he asked.

	"Like fall. Like pure sugar and cinnamon." I breathed in deep again. "It makes my stomach growl."

	Jake chuckled. His chest rumbled with the sound. "It is Dad's old recipe. I found the card in his desk last night."

	I stopped what I was doing. I looked at Jake's back. His shoulders were tense. I wiped my hands on my apron and walked over to the stove. I stood right beside him. The heat from the burner warmed my cheeks.

	"Can I see it?" I asked.

	Jake reached into his front shirt pocket. He pulled out a small, yellowed index card. The edges were soft and worn down. He handed it to me.

	I looked at the card. The handwriting was messy and written in blue ink. *Hughes Perfect Candy Apples,* it said at the top. There were spots of old, dried syrup stuck to the paper.

	"He always made a mess when he cooked," I whispered.

	"Always," Jake agreed. His voice was soft. He didn't look at me. He just watched the red candy bubble in the pot.

	"Do you remember the year we tried to make these for the fifth-grade bake sale?" I asked. I handed the card back to him. Our fingers brushed against each other. His skin was warm. My stomach did a little flip. I quickly pulled my hand away.

	Jake put the card back in his pocket. A big grin broke out on his face. "I remember. We didn't use a thermometer for the sugar. We just guessed."

	"It turned into rocks!" I laughed loud. "We dipped the apples, and the candy dried as hard as a brick."

	"Tommy Jenkins almost broke his front tooth," Jake laughed with me.

	"He was so mad!" I held my stomach. "Your dad had to give his mom ten free pies to say sorry."

	Jake turned to face me. He leaned his hip against the edge of the stove. The wooden spoon dripped hot, thick red syrup back into the pot. The sweet smell of cinnamon wrapped all around us.

	"You ate three of them anyway," Jake said. His brown eyes locked onto mine. "You sat on the porch and just sucked the hard sugar right off the apple."

	"It still tasted good," I said. "And my mouth was red for a week."

	"You looked like a vampire."

	"I was a very cute vampire."

	Jake's smile softened. His eyes slowly dropped down to my mouth, then back up to my eyes. The kitchen suddenly felt very small. The air felt thick. Not just from the boiling sugar, but from the way he was looking at me.

	"Yeah," Jake said softly. His voice was lower now. "You were."

	I swallowed hard. My heart beat a little faster in my chest. I didn't know what to say. I just looked at him. The boy I grew up with. But he wasn't a boy anymore. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a dark shadow of stubble on his jaw.

	"The sugar is burning," I blurted out.

	Jake blinked fast. He spun back to the stove. "Shoot." He grabbed the handle of the pot and pulled it off the hot burner. "It's fine. It's just right. The temperature is perfect."

	He carried the heavy pot over to the large wooden table. He set it down on a thick cloth pad.

	"Okay, city girl," he said. The easy banter was back. The heavy moment was gone. "Time to work. Bring the tray of apples over."

	I carried the large metal tray over to the pot. The red candy inside was perfectly smooth and shiny. It smelled so sweet it made my teeth ache in a good way.

	"Watch and learn," Jake said.

	He picked up an apple by the wooden stick. He tipped the pot slightly. He rolled the green apple into the hot red syrup. He spun it quickly. The thick, shiny candy coated the whole apple. He pulled it up. The extra syrup dripped down in a long, slow, sweet line back into the pot.

	Then he flipped it over and set it down on the wax paper.

	It looked amazing. The bright red candy coating was completely smooth like glass.

	"Wow," I said. My mouth watered again.

	"Your turn," Jake said. He handed me an apple.

	I held the wooden stick tight. I leaned over the pot. I could feel the heat of the candy on my face. I dipped the apple in. I tried to spin it like he did, but I went too slow. The candy clumped up on one side.

	When I pulled it out, a huge drop of hot red sugar fell right onto the table.

	"Oops," I said.

	"You have to spin it faster," Jake said. He stepped right up behind me. He was so close I could feel the heat of his chest against my back.

	He reached his hand out and gently grabbed my hand holding the stick. His large fingers wrapped all the way around mine. My breath hitched.

	"Just like this," he whispered. His voice was right by my ear.

	He guided my hand down. We dipped the apple together. We spun it fast in the hot red syrup.

	"See?" he asked softly. "Nice and smooth."

	"Smooth," I repeated. I couldn't focus on the apple. I could only focus on how big and warm his hand felt over mine. I could smell his soap mixed with the cinnamon and sugar. It was a clean, woodsy smell.

	He let go of my hand. The cold air hit my skin where he had been touching me. I missed his warmth instantly.

	I set the coated apple on the wax paper. It looked perfect.

	"Good job," he said. He stepped back and picked up another apple.

	We worked side by side for a long time. Dip. Spin. Drip. Set it down. The tray filled up with shiny, beautiful candy apples. The sweet, spicy smell filled the whole room.

	It felt natural. We didn't even need to talk much. We moved around each other easily. When I reached for a stick, he moved out of the way. When he needed more wax paper, I handed it to him before he even asked.

	It felt like a dance we had been practicing our whole lives.

	"My feet hurt," I said finally. I put my hands on my hips and looked at the three huge trays of finished apples.

	"We made sixty," Jake said. He looked tired but happy.

	"They look beautiful," I said.

	"They do," he agreed. "But they have to pass the taste test."

	"Oh, no," I teased. "We can't ruin a perfect apple."

	"Quality control is very important in the orchard business, Emily."

	Jake picked up a small knife from the counter. He grabbed one of the apples that had a little bump of candy on the side. It wasn't perfect enough to sell.

	He sliced into it. The candy coating cracked with a loud *snap*. The knife cut through the crisp, white center of the apple. Bright, sweet juice dripped onto the cutting board.

	He cut out a slice and handed it to me.

	"You first," he said.

	I took the slice. The red candy shell was hard and sticky. The white apple flesh was cold and wet. I opened my mouth and took a bite.

	The loud crunch echoed in the kitchen.

	First, the deep, rich sweetness of the cooked sugar hit my tongue. Then, the warm, spicy kick of the cinnamon. Right after that, the sharp, cold, sour juice of the fresh green apple washed over my mouth.

	It was a perfect mix. Sweet and sour. Crunchy and juicy.

	I closed my eyes and chewed. "Oh my god," I groaned.

	"Good?" Jake asked.

	I opened my eyes. "Jake. This is the best thing I have ever eaten in my whole entire life."

	Jake laughed. He cut a slice for himself and popped it into his mouth. He chewed slowly. He nodded his head.

	"Not bad," he said.

	"Not bad? It is perfect. The people at the festival will buy all of these in ten minutes."

	"I hope so," Jake said. His smile faded a little bit. He looked down at the knife in his hand. "We need to sell everything we make. Or else the bank..."

	He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to. I knew what he meant. If the centennial festival didn't make enough money, the corporate buyers would take the land.

	I hated seeing him look so sad.

	I stepped closer to him. I reached out and gently touched his arm. His muscles were hard under his flannel shirt.

	"We are going to sell them all," I said. My voice was firm. "The apples, the cider, the pies. Everything. The festival is going to be huge, Jake. We won't let them take your home."

	Jake looked up at me. His brown eyes were wide and full of emotion. He looked so vulnerable.

	"You believe that?" he asked softly.

	"I know it," I said. I didn't let go of his arm.

	He reached up with his free hand. He gently tucked a loose piece of my hair behind my ear. His rough fingertips brushed against my cheek. My skin burned everywhere he touched.

	"Thank you for coming back, Em," he whispered.

	He hadn't called me 'Em' since we were teenagers.

	"I am glad I did," I whispered back.

	We just stood there. The warm kitchen smelled like sugar and apples. The only sound was the wind blowing against the window pane outside. He was looking at my lips again. I found myself leaning in. Just a tiny bit. I couldn't help it. It felt like a magnet was pulling me toward him.

	He leaned down. His face was so close to mine. I could feel his warm breath on my nose. It smelled sweet, like the candy.

	"Jake," I breathed.

	"Emily..." he started.

	*BANG.*

	The front door of the farmhouse slammed open. Heavy boots stomped on the wooden floor in the hallway.

	"Jake! You in here?" a loud voice called out.

	Jake jumped back. He pulled away from me so fast I almost lost my balance. My face turned bright red. My heart hammered in my chest.

	"In the kitchen, Pete!" Jake called out. His voice was a little shaky.

	Pete, one of the older orchard workers, walked into the kitchen. He was covered in dirt and holding a clipboard.

	"We got a problem with the north tractor," Pete said. He didn't even notice how out of breath Jake and I both were. "Belt snapped. Need you to look at it."

	Jake cleared his throat. He ran a hand through his dark hair. "Yeah. Okay. I'll be right out, Pete."

	Pete nodded and walked back out, letting the door swing shut behind him.

	Jake looked at me. His cheeks were a little pink.

	"I should go fix that," he said.

	"You should," I agreed. I turned around and started wiping down the counter with a wet rag. I scrubbed hard at a spot of sticky sugar. I didn't want him to see how disappointed I was.

	"The apples need to sit for an hour to cool completely," Jake said. He walked toward the door. He stopped and looked back at me.

	"Okay," I said. I kept scrubbing the counter.

	"Em?"

	I stopped rubbing. I looked up.

	"Thanks for helping," he said softly. "I couldn't do this alone."

	"You don't have to," I said.

	He smiled a real, true smile. Then he pushed the door open and walked out.

	I stood alone in the warm, sweet-smelling kitchen. My fingers were sticky with sugar. My heart was still racing. I touched my own cheek right where his fingers had brushed against my skin.

	I looked at the tray of shiny, perfect candy apples. I took a deep breath of the cinnamon air.

	I came back to Splendid Lake to save an orchard. But standing there in the quiet kitchen, tasting the sweet sugar on my lips, I realized something terrifying.

	I might be losing my heart to my best friend instead.

	

	

	

	 


 Chapter 6

	** The Developer's Threat **

	

	The sugar boiled in the pot. It turned a thick, rich brown. The smell filled the kitchen. It smelled like warm butter, dark vanilla, and sweet molasses. My mouth watered instantly. I stirred the hot caramel with a long wooden spoon. The bubbles popped slowly. *Pop. Pop. Pop.*

	I lifted a bright red apple by its wooden stick. It was cold and crisp from the fridge. I dipped it into the hot, sticky caramel. I twisted it around so the thick candy coated every side. Then, I set it on the wax paper to cool. It looked perfect. Shiny, sweet, and ready to eat.

	Jake walked through the screen door. The door shut with a loud *smack*. He carried a heavy wooden crate on his shoulder. His muscles flexed under his soft flannel shirt. The shirt was red and black, faded from years of washing. He set the crate on the kitchen floor with a heavy thud.

	"More Honeycrisp apples," Jake said. He let out a long breath. He wiped a drop of sweat from his forehead with the back of his dirty hand.

	"They smell so good," I said. I walked over to the box. I picked up one big apple. I brought it to my nose. It smelled like fresh rain and sweet dirt. "You grow the best apples in Splendid Lake, Jake."

	He smiled, but the smile did not reach his brown eyes. His eyes looked tired. There were dark circles under them. He looked down at his boots.

	"I hope so, Em," he said quietly. His voice was rough. "I really hope so."

	"Here," I said. I held out a finished candy apple. The caramel was still a little warm. "Taste this. Tell me if I got the recipe right."

	Jake took the apple. His big, rough fingers brushed against my small ones. My skin felt suddenly warm. A little shock ran up my arm. I pulled my hand back and wiped it on my apron. I watched his face.

	He took a big bite. The crisp skin broke with a loud *crunch*. The sweet juice ran down his chin. He chewed slowly.

	"Well?" I asked. My heart beat a little faster.

	"It is perfect," he said. He swallowed. "Just like my mom used to make. Sweet, but not too sweet. And the apple is perfectly sour to balance it out."

	"Good," I said. I smiled big. "We will sell a hundred of these at the festival. Maybe a thousand. People will love them."

	Jake nodded. But he looked out the kitchen window. He stared down the long dirt driveway. The driveway was lined with tall oak trees. The leaves were orange, yellow, and bright red. They fell slowly to the ground in the cool wind.

	"What is wrong?" I asked. I stepped closer to him.

	"He is coming today," Jake said.

	"Who?"

	"The man from the city. The developer," Jake said. His jaw set hard. A tiny muscle jumped in his cheek. He crossed his arms over his chest. He looked like he wanted to hide, but he also looked like he wanted to fight.

	"The corporate guy?" I asked. "The one who wants to buy the orchard?"

	"Yes," Jake said. He threw the rest of the candy apple into the trash can. "He called this morning. He said he has a final paper for me to sign. An offer."

	"You are not going to sign it, right?" I asked. My voice went a little high.

	Jake did not look at me. He looked at the floor. "I do not know, Emily. The bank called again yesterday. We are behind on the loan. The tractor needs new parts. The roof on the big barn is leaking. If the centennial festival does not make enough money..." He stopped talking. He took a deep, shaky breath.

	"We will make the money," I said. I touched his arm. His arm felt like hard stone. "I am painting the signs today. The whole town is coming. We will sell all the cider and all the candy apples."

	"It might not be enough," he whispered.

	Before I could answer, a loud sound came from outside. *Crunch, crunch, crunch.* It was the sound of car tires on the gravel driveway.

	We both looked out the window. A long, shiny black car drove up to the farmhouse. It looked completely wrong. It looked like a cold, dark shadow in the middle of all our bright fall colors.

	The car stopped. The door opened. A man stepped out. He wore a dark grey suit. His tie was silver. His black shoes were perfectly clean. They shined in the sun. He looked at the bottom of his shoe and frowned at the farm dirt. He carried a thin black briefcase.

	"He is here," Jake said. His voice sounded hollow. Empty.

	"I will stay right here with you," I said. I stood up tall. I wiped my sticky hands on a wet towel.

	Jake walked to the front door and opened it. The cold autumn wind blew into the warm kitchen. It smelled like dry leaves.

	"Mr. Hughes," the man said. He did not smile. His voice was smooth and cold, like ice.

	"Mr. Vance," Jake said. He stood in the doorway. He did not move back to let the man in.

	"May I come inside?" Mr. Vance asked. He looked past Jake into the kitchen. He wrinkled his nose when he smelled the sweet boiling sugar. "We have business to discuss."

	Jake stepped back slowly. "Come in."

	Mr. Vance walked into the kitchen. He looked around. He looked at the old wooden chairs. He looked at the rusty iron stove. He looked at me. He did not say hello to me. He just looked at me like I was a piece of broken furniture.

	"Sit down," Jake said. He pointed to the kitchen table.

	Mr. Vance pulled out a wooden chair. The chair creaked loudly. Mr. Vance frowned again. He sat down and put his black briefcase on the table. He clicked the locks open. *Snap. Snap.* The sound was too loud in the quiet room.

	I poured a hot mug of fresh apple cider. The steam rose up in a little cloud. It smelled like fresh apples and strong cinnamon. I set the mug in front of Mr. Vance.

	"Fresh cider?" I asked. I tried to sound polite, but my teeth were tight together.

	Mr. Vance looked at the mug. He did not touch it. "No thank you," he said. "I do not drink sugar."

	I felt my face get hot. I walked over and stood right behind Jake’s chair. I wanted Jake to know I was there. I wanted him to feel my support.

	Mr. Vance pulled a thick stack of white papers from his bag. He pushed them across the table toward Jake.

	"This is the final offer from Horizon Developments," Mr. Vance said. He leaned back in his chair. He crossed his arms. "And to be very honest, Mr. Hughes, it is a very generous offer."

	Jake looked down at the papers. He did not touch them. His hands rested on his knees under the table. I could see his knuckles turning white. He was squeezing his hands together very hard.

	"How much?" Jake asked. His voice was low.

	Mr. Vance smiled. But it was not a nice smile. It was a hungry smile. "Read the first page, Mr. Hughes."

	Jake reached out slowly. His fingers touched the thick white paper. He pulled it closer. His eyes moved across the page.

	I watched Jake's face change. First, his eyes went wide. Then, his face turned pale. All the color left his cheeks. He swallowed hard. The muscle in his jaw jumped again and again.

	"This..." Jake started to say. His voice shook. He cleared his throat. "This is a joke. Right?"

	"I do not make jokes, Mr. Hughes," Mr. Vance said.

	"This is half of what you offered last month," Jake said. His voice got a little louder. He looked up at Mr. Vance. "This is not generous. This is an insult. This will not even pay off the bank loan. My family would leave with nothing."

	"Your family already has nothing," Mr. Vance said simply. His voice was flat. He did not care. "We did a full review of your business. Splendid Lake is a dead town. People do not want old apple orchards anymore. They want modern resorts. They want luxury. Your trees are old. Your soil is tired. Your machines are broken."

	"My trees are healthy!" Jake said. He leaned forward. "We have the best crop this year we have ever had!"

	"A crop you cannot afford to pick, pack, or ship," Mr. Vance said. He tapped his shiny pen on the table. *Tap, tap, tap.* "The bank is going to take this land in three months, Mr. Hughes. When they take it, you get zero dollars. If you sign my paper today, you walk away with enough money to buy a small apartment in the city. You can get a normal job. You can stop playing farmer."

	Jake flinched. The word *playing* hit him like a punch to the stomach. His shoulders slumped forward. He looked down at the wood table. He looked broken. He looked like a man drowning in a deep river.

	"I..." Jake whispered. He stared at the pen Mr. Vance pushed toward him. "I just need until after the centennial. I can raise the money."

	"A little town festival?" Mr. Vance laughed. It was a short, sharp sound. "Selling sticky apples and hot juice? That will not pay your debts. You are out of time, Mr. Hughes. Sign the paper."

	Jake slowly lifted his hand. He reached for the shiny silver pen.

	"No," I said.

	The word came out of my mouth before I even thought about it. It was loud. It rang in the quiet kitchen.

	Jake stopped his hand. He looked up at me. His eyes were wide and confused.

	Mr. Vance slowly turned his head. He looked at me with cold, flat eyes. "Excuse me?" he asked.

	I walked around Jake’s chair. I stood right between Jake and the table. I looked down at Mr. Vance. My heart was beating so fast it hurt my chest. My hands were shaking, so I put them flat on the table to make them stop.

	"I said no," I told Mr. Vance. I looked right into his cold eyes. "He is not signing that paper."

	"And who are you?" Mr. Vance asked. He sounded bored. "Are you his wife? His lawyer?"

	"I am his best friend," I said. "And I am telling you to take your paper and leave."

	Mr. Vance smiled his ugly smile again. "Little lady, this is adult business. Mr. Hughes needs to make a smart choice. Do not let your silly feelings ruin his life."

	"You do not know anything about his life," I said. My voice grew stronger. The smell of the sweet cider and the warm caramel gave me energy. This was my home. This was Jake's home. "You look at this farm and you see numbers on a piece of paper. You see dirt. But this is the Hughes Family Orchard. Jake’s father built that barn with his own hands. Jake’s grandfather planted those trees. This dirt is in his blood."

	"Blood does not pay the bank," Mr. Vance said.

	"We will pay the bank," I snapped back. I leaned closer to Mr. Vance. "You think this town is dead? You are wrong. This town loves this orchard. This orchard is the heart of Splendid Lake. People come here to feel happy. They come here to taste real, sweet apples. Not sit in some cold, fake resort. You want to pave over everything good in this world just to make money."

	Mr. Vance stopped smiling. He sat up straight. "You are very emotional. But emotions are bad for business. Let Mr. Hughes speak for himself." He looked at Jake. "Tell your friend to quiet down, Jake. Be a smart man."

	I looked at Jake. I felt a sudden fear. What if Jake told me to quiet down? What if he really wanted to give up?

	Jake looked at the shiny pen. Then he looked at the thick white paper. Then, he looked up at me.

	He saw my shaking hands. He saw the fire in my eyes. He saw how much I cared.

	Slowly, the dark cloud lifted from Jake’s face. He sat up tall. His shoulders went back. He did not look broken anymore. He looked big and strong.

	Jake reached out. But he did not take the pen.

	He picked up the thick stack of white papers. He held them in his big, rough hands.

	*Riiiiiiip.*

	The sound was loud. Jake tore the papers right down the middle. He put the two halves together and tore them again. *Riiiiiiip.*

	He threw the torn pieces into the air. The white paper fell all over the table like dirty snow.

	Mr. Vance jumped up from his chair. His face turned bright red. "What are you doing?!" he yelled.

	"My friend said no," Jake said. His voice was deep and steady. It was the strongest I had ever heard him speak. "And she is right. You do not buy a family’s heart for pennies."

	"You are a fool!" Mr. Vance shouted. He grabbed his shiny pen and shoved it into his briefcase. He snapped the locks shut. *Snap. Snap.* "You will lose everything! The bank will take it all, and you will be on the street!"

	"Maybe," Jake said. He stood up. He was much taller than Mr. Vance. He crossed his arms over his wide chest. "But I will not sell it to you. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever. Now get out of my kitchen."

	Mr. Vance grabbed his bag. He pointed a thin, angry finger at Jake. "You will regret this. In three months, when you are packing your bags, you will remember this day. You will remember you chose to listen to some silly girl instead of taking my money."

	Jake took one heavy step forward. His eyes went dark. "Do not talk about Emily that way," he growled. His voice vibrated in the room. "Leave. Now. Before I throw you out the window."

	Mr. Vance saw the look on Jake's face. He stepped back fast. He bumped into the chair, turned around, and walked out the door. He walked very fast.

	He slammed the door behind him. A minute later, we heard the car engine start. *Vroom.* The tires spun on the gravel, throwing rocks everywhere. The shiny black car drove fast down the long driveway and turned onto the main road.

	Then, it was gone.

	The kitchen was quiet again. The only sound was the soft bubbling of the hot caramel on the stove. *Pop. Pop.*

	I let out a breath I did not know I was holding. My legs suddenly felt like soft jelly. I leaned back against the kitchen counter. I looked at the torn pieces of white paper all over the floor.

	Jake stood in the middle of the room. He stared at the closed door. His chest went up and down fast. He was breathing hard. Slowly, his shoulders relaxed. He ran both hands through his messy brown hair.

	He turned and looked at me.

	We did not speak for a long time. The silence was not bad. It was heavy, but it was warm.

	"You tore it up," I whispered finally. My voice was shaky.

	"I tore it up," Jake repeated. He looked at his hands, then back at me.

	"He said they would take the farm," I said. I felt a hot tear slide down my cheek. I wiped it away fast. "Jake... what if he is right? What if I just made you lose your safety net?"

	Jake walked slowly across the kitchen. He stopped right in front of me. He was so close I could smell the fresh apples and old wood on his skin. It was a good smell. A safe smell.

	He reached out. He did not wipe my tear away. Instead, he placed his big, warm hands on my shoulders. His touch was gentle.

	"Emily," he said softly. He looked right into my eyes. His brown eyes were deep and clear. "You did not make me lose anything. You saved me."

	"I did?" I asked. My voice squeaked a little.

	"Yes," he said. His thumbs rubbed small circles on my shoulders. It sent a warm shiver down my back. "I was drowning, Em. I was so tired. I almost signed that paper just to make the fear stop. But then I looked at you."

	I looked up at him. I could not look away.

	"I saw you standing there," Jake continued. His voice was thick with emotion. "You were so small, but you were fighting a giant for me. You were defending my home. My family. You believed in me more than I believed in myself."

	"I always believe in you, Jake," I whispered. I reached up and put my hands over his hands on my shoulders. His skin was rough, but it felt perfect against mine. "You are my best friend."

	Jake’s eyes changed. They got darker. The air between us suddenly felt very thick and very hot. He looked down at my lips for one long second. Then he looked back at my eyes.

	"You are more than just a friend, Em," he murmured. He leaned in a little closer. Our faces were only a few inches apart. I could feel his warm breath on my cheek. "You are the only good thing that has happened to me in a long time."

	My heart did a wild flip in my chest. I wanted to close the distance. I wanted to lean up and press my lips against his. I wanted to taste the sweet apple and cider on his mouth. I tilted my head up, just a little.

	Jake took a sharp breath in. His hands squeezed my shoulders tight.

	Suddenly, a loud *hiss* came from the stove.

	We both jumped back.

	The hot caramel had boiled over the edge of the pot. It was dripping onto the hot iron stove, making a burning smell and a loud hissing noise. Thick white smoke went up into the air.

	"The sugar!" I yelled. I ran to the stove and quickly turned the dial to off. I grabbed a thick towel and carefully moved the heavy pot to a cool burner.

	Jake grabbed a window and pushed it open to let the smoke out.

	I coughed and waved my hands in the air. Jake coughed too. We looked at each other through the thin cloud of sweet smoke.

	Slowly, Jake started to laugh. It was a deep, warm sound from his chest.

	I looked at the messy stove, and then I started to laugh too. We laughed until our stomachs hurt. The heavy, scary feeling from the corporate man was completely gone.

	Jake walked over to me. He stood next to me at the stove. He bumped his shoulder gently against mine.

	"Well," Jake said, smiling down at me. "I guess we have a lot of candy apples to make tonight."

	"We do," I said. I smiled back at him. My heart felt light and happy. "We have a festival to win. And we are not giving up."

	"No," Jake said softly. He reached down and gently held my hand. His fingers linked with mine. He squeezed my hand tight. "We are not giving up. Not on the orchard. And not on us."

	He did not let go of my hand for the rest of the night.

	

	

	


Chapter 7

	 **The Ex Returns ** 

	

	The wind blew through the tall trees. It carried the thick, sweet smell of ripe apples and damp earth. I stood on the third step of the old wooden ladder. My fingers were cold, but my chest felt warm.

	I reached for a large, bright red apple hanging from a high branch.

	"Careful up there, Em," Jake said.

	He stood right below me. He held a big wooden basket. He wore a faded flannel shirt that smelled like woodsmoke and fresh pine.

	"I have it," I said. My fingers wrapped around the smooth, cold skin of the apple. I twisted the stem. It snapped with a soft click.

	"You always go for the ones too high up," Jake said. His voice was deep and soft.

	"The high ones are the sweetest," I said. I looked down at him.

	He was looking up at me. His brown eyes caught the afternoon sunlight. He did not blink. He just watched my face. The wind blew a piece of my hair across my cheek. Jake raised his hand.

	I held my breath.

	He did not touch my face. He just hovered his hand near my knee. "Come down now. You have enough."

	"Just one more," I whispered.

	I reached up again. My boot slipped on the damp wood of the ladder.

	"Ah!" I gasped.

	I fell backward. I did not hit the hard ground. I hit a solid wall of chest and arms. Jake caught me. He held me tight against him. The wooden basket dropped to the grass. Apples rolled everywhere.

	I felt his heart beating fast against my back. His arms were wrapped around my waist.

	"I got you," he whispered near my ear. His breath was warm on my cold neck.

	I turned around in his arms. We were very close. I looked up at him. His face was only inches from mine. I could see the small gold lines in his brown eyes. I could smell the peppermint gum he chewed. I could feel the heat coming off his skin.

	He slowly lowered me until my boots touched the grass. But he did not let go of my waist.

	"Are you okay?" he asked. His voice was rough.

	"I am fine," I said. My voice shook a little.

	I put my hands flat on his chest. His heart beat hard under my palms. He looked down at my lips. Then he looked up at my eyes. His hands moved from my waist to my back. He pulled me just a tiny bit closer.

	The air felt thick. The whole world went completely quiet. There was only Jake. Only the smell of sweet apples and warm skin.

	He leaned down. My eyes fluttered shut.

	*Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.*

	Loud footsteps on the gravel path made us jump apart.

	Jake dropped his hands. He took a fast step back. I hugged my arms around myself. The cold air hit my face.

	We both turned our heads.

	A woman walked down the dirt path between the apple trees. She did not wear boots. She wore high, thin black heels. They sank into the soft dirt with every step. She wore a long, clean white coat. Her hair was bright blonde, smooth, and perfectly straight. Her lips were painted dark red.

	She looked like a magazine picture. She did not look like the farm.

	Jake stood totally still. The color left his face. His jaw locked tight.

	"Jake?" the woman called out. Her voice was high and sweet.

	"Vanessa," Jake breathed. The word sounded like a heavy stone dropping.

	Vanessa stopped a few feet away from us. She smiled. Her teeth were very white. The smell of expensive, strong flower perfume washed over us. It hid the smell of the apples.

	"Hello, Jake," Vanessa said. She looked at him from head to toe. "You look exactly the same."

	"What are you doing here?" Jake asked. He wiped his dirty hands on his jeans. He wiped them twice.

	"I heard about the big anniversary festival," Vanessa said. She took a step closer. She touched his arm with a manicured hand. "I wanted to see it for myself. And I wanted to see you."

	I stood there like a statue. I looked at her long white coat. Then I looked at my dirty boots and my old gray sweater. I felt small.

	Vanessa slowly turned her head and looked at me. Her smile stayed, but her eyes were cold.

	"And who is this?" Vanessa asked.

	"This is Emily," Jake said. His voice was stiff. "She is helping with the festival."

	"Oh," Vanessa said. She held out her hand. "A farmhand. How nice."

	"I am not a farmhand," I said. I did not take her hand. My hands were covered in dirt and tree sap. "I am his best friend."

	Vanessa dropped her hand. She raised one perfectly painted eyebrow. "Right. The childhood friend. I remember Jake talking about you. The quiet one."

	I pressed my lips together.

	"Why are you really here, Vanessa?" Jake asked. He stepped away from her hand.

	"I missed Splendid Lake," she said. "The city is so loud in the fall. I missed the quiet. I missed the farm." She looked at the dropped basket and the scattered apples. "It looks like you two are making a mess."

	"We were just finishing," I said quickly.

	"Good," Vanessa said. "Because I am freezing. Can we go inside, Jake? I would love a hot cup of coffee."

	Jake looked at me. His eyes were wide and full of panic. He did not know what to do.

	"I can make some hot apple cider," I said softly.

	"Coffee is fine," Vanessa said. She did not look at me. She only looked at Jake. "Lead the way, darling."

	Jake took a deep breath. He picked up the empty wooden basket. "Fine. Let's go to the house."

	We walked back to the main farmhouse. No one spoke. The only sound was the loud *click, click, click* of Vanessa’s heels on the stones.

	We walked into the kitchen. The kitchen felt different now. It usually felt warm and safe. Now, with Vanessa standing by the old wooden table in her white coat, it felt small and messy.

	"Sit down," Jake said. He pointed to a chair.

	"Oh, I shouldn't," Vanessa said. She looked at the wooden chair. "My coat."

	"Then stand," Jake said. He walked over to the sink and washed his hands. The water ran loud in the quiet room.

	I walked to the stove. A big metal pot of fresh apple cider sat on the burner. I turned the heat on. The sweet, heavy smell of melted brown sugar, cinnamon sticks, and hot apple juice filled the kitchen. It usually made my mouth water. Today, my stomach just felt sick.

	"So," Vanessa said. She crossed her arms. "I hear the farm is having money trouble."

	Jake turned off the water sharply. "Where did you hear that?"

	"People talk," Vanessa said. She walked closer to him. "Word reaches the city. A big corporate company wants this land. Is that true?"

	"It is none of your business, Vanessa," Jake said. He grabbed a towel and dried his hands hard.

	"It could be," she said softly. "I work in real estate now, Jake. I know how these big companies work. You need help."

	"I have help," Jake said. He looked at me.

	Vanessa laughed. It was a short, sharp sound. "Her? Painting signs and picking apples won't save this farm, Jake. You need real money. You need a real plan."

	"I have a plan," I said. I turned around from the stove. The cider began to bubble. "We are hosting the centennial festival. We are selling tickets, fresh baked goods, candy apples, and opening the maze."

	Vanessa looked at me like I was a little child. "Candy apples? How much is a candy apple? Five dollars? Do you know how many candy apples you have to sell to beat a corporate buyout?"

	I squeezed my hands into fists. My fingernails dug into my palms.

	"Stop it, Vanessa," Jake warned. His voice was low and angry.

	"I am just being real," Vanessa said. She turned back to Jake. Her voice went soft again. "I know how much you love this place, Jake. I do. That is why I came. I can talk to the corporate people. I can get them to give you a better deal."

	"I am not selling," Jake said.

	"Everyone sells eventually," Vanessa said. She reached out and fixed the collar of his flannel shirt. "You cannot fight a giant with homemade pies and string lights."

	Jake stared at her hand on his shirt. He did not push it away. He just looked tired.

	My heart sank.

	"The cider is hot," I said loudly.

	I grabbed three thick clay mugs. I poured the hot, dark orange liquid into them. Steam rose in thick clouds. I put a long stick of brown cinnamon in each mug.

	I carried two mugs to the table. I set one near Vanessa and one near Jake.

	Vanessa looked at the hot drink. "Does this have extra sugar in it?"

	"It is just apples and spices," I said.

	"No thank you," she said. She pushed the mug away. "Too much sugar."

	Jake picked up his mug. He held it in both hands. The steam blew across his face. He looked over the rim of the cup at me. His eyes were deeply sad.

	"I need to check into my hotel," Vanessa said. She pulled out her phone. "I am staying at the inn in town. It is the only place with decent water pressure."

	"Okay," Jake said.

	Vanessa put her phone away. She smiled at Jake. It was a soft, private smile. "I will come back tomorrow. We can talk more about the business. Just the two of us."

	"Vanessa..." Jake started.

	"Tomorrow, Jake," she interrupted gently. She leaned in and kissed his cheek.

	I looked away. I looked at the old wood floor.

	"Goodbye, Emily," Vanessa said. "Enjoy your apples."

	She turned and walked out of the kitchen. The front door opened and closed. A minute later, we heard the sound of her car starting. The tires crunched on the gravel as she drove away.

	The kitchen was completely silent. The only sound was the low bubbling of the cider pot on the stove.

	I walked over to the table. I picked up Vanessa's untouched mug. The heat burned my palms through the thick clay, but I held on tightly.

	Jake let out a long, heavy breath. He rubbed his hands over his face.

	"Em," he started.

	"You did not tell me she was coming," I said. I did not look at him. I looked at the dark orange liquid in the cup.

	"I did not know," Jake said quickly. He stepped closer to me. "I swear to you, Em. I had no idea."

	"She knows about the buyout," I said. "She knows everything."

	"She is just trying to cause trouble. She always does," Jake said.

	I put the mug down on the counter with a hard thump. Hot cider splashed over the side. It burned my finger, but I didn't care.

	"She touched you," I said. My voice was a whisper.

	"Em, look at me," Jake said.

	I turned my head. He was standing very close again. But it did not feel warm like it did in the orchard. It felt cold. The magic was completely gone.

	"She is in the past," Jake said. His dark eyes pleaded with me. "You know that."

	"Do I?" I asked. I crossed my arms tight over my chest. "She looked very comfortable telling you what to do. She looked very comfortable in your kitchen."

	"It means nothing," he said. He reached his hand out. He wanted to touch my arm.

	I took a step back.

	His hand fell back to his side. His shoulders dropped.

	"I have to go paint the signs," I said. My voice felt tight in my throat. "The paint needs to dry before tomorrow."

	"Em, please do not walk away," Jake said softly.

	"We have a lot of work to do," I said. I looked at his faded flannel shirt. I looked at the spot where she fixed his collar. "We have to sell a lot of candy apples."

	I turned around. I walked out the back door. The wind hit my face. It was colder now. The sun was going down behind the trees.

	I walked fast toward the old barn. The smell of the sweet apples was still in the air. But it did not smell cozy anymore. It just smelled like fruit that was about to go bad.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 8

	** Shifting Dynamics **

	

	The kitchen smelled like heaven.

	Thick, warm steam filled the air. I stood by the big stove, stirring a giant metal pot. The wooden spoon moved through the thick, sticky caramel. It bubbled and popped. The sweet smell of melting butter, dark brown sugar, and rich vanilla covered everything. My mouth watered just breathing it in.

	Next to me on the counter sat a huge bowl of fresh apples. They were bright red and perfectly round. I just washed them, so water drops still sat on their smooth skins. They looked crisp and juicy.

	The back door opened. A cool autumn breeze blew inside, bringing the smell of dry pine leaves and wood smoke. Jake walked in. He wore a soft, faded flannel shirt and dirty jeans. His hair was messy from the wind.

	"Wow," Jake said. He stopped and took a deep breath. He closed his eyes. "Tell me you are making what I think you are making."

	"Candy apples," I said. I smiled and kept stirring. "The centennial festival needs the classic Hughes family recipe."

	Jake walked over to the counter. He picked up one of the red apples. He tossed it in the air and caught it. The apple made a loud *crunch* sound when he took a big bite. Sweet, clear juice ran down his chin. He wiped it away with the back of his hand.

	"Good?" I asked.

	"Perfect," he said. He chewed slowly. "Sweet. A little sour at the end. Very crisp. You can not buy apples like this in a store, Emily. Only here."

	"I know," I said. My chest felt warm. Not from the stove, but from the way he looked at me. His brown eyes were soft.

	"Do you need help?" he asked. He stepped closer. His arm almost touched my arm. He smelled like fresh air and pine trees.

	"You can put the wooden sticks in the apples," I told him.

	"I can do that."

	Jake washed his hands in the sink. The warm water splashed. He dried his hands on a towel and stood right next to me. We worked together. He pushed thick wooden sticks deep into the center of the apples. I took the apples from him, dipped them deep into the hot, bubbling caramel, and spun them around. The thick sugar coated the red skin. I placed them on a piece of wax paper to cool.

	We did not talk for a few minutes. It was just the sound of the bubbling sugar, the wet *thwack* of the wooden sticks going into the fruit, and our breathing. It felt easy. It felt safe.

	Then, the sound of hard shoes hit the wooden floor in the hallway. *Click. Click. Click.*

	The kitchen door pushed open.

	Vanessa stood there.

	She did not look like she belonged in a farm kitchen. She wore a sharp black suit. Her blonde hair was perfectly straight. She held a shiny silver laptop in one hand and a tall, white paper coffee cup in the other. She did not smell like apples or smoke. She smelled like very strong, expensive flower perfume. It cut through the sweet caramel smell and made my nose itch.

	"Jake," Vanessa said. Her voice was loud and smooth.

	Jake stopped pushing a stick into an apple. He looked up. "Vanessa. What are you doing here?"

	"I came to help," she said. She walked to the big wooden kitchen table. She put her laptop down. "I know the centennial festival is next week. I know the corporate developer is pushing you. You need a business plan. You need real help."

	My hand gripped the wooden spoon tight. The metal pot felt too hot.

	"I have it covered," Jake said. He looked at me, then back at Vanessa. "Emily is helping me with the festival. She is doing the signs, the marketing, the setup."

	Vanessa looked at me. She smiled, but her eyes were cold. "Oh, art. That is cute. But you need more than pretty pictures, Jake. You need a profit margin. You need spread sheets. You need to cut costs."

	"The festival is for the town," I said softly.

	"The festival is to save the farm," Vanessa snapped back. She opened her laptop. "Come here, Jake. Look at these numbers. I stayed up late making this for you."

	Jake wiped his sticky hands on a rag. He looked at the apples, then at Vanessa's screen. "Just for a minute," he said to me.

	He walked over to the table. He stood behind Vanessa. She leaned back in her chair, pointing a long red fingernail at the screen. She leaned her head back, almost touching his chest.

	I looked back at the pot. The caramel was boiling too fast now. It looked angry. My stomach felt heavy, like I swallowed a cold rock. My throat felt tight. I swallowed hard, but the tight feeling stayed.

	"See here?" Vanessa said. Her voice was too sweet. "If we charge ten dollars for a bag of apples instead of five, you double the money."

	"Five dollars is the family price," Jake said. "We always charge five."

	"You are losing money, Jake," Vanessa said. "You have to think like a boss. Not a farmer."

	I took a cooled candy apple off the wax paper. The caramel was hard and shiny. I wanted to throw it in the trash. I forced myself to take a bite. The sugar cracked loudly in my mouth. It was so sweet it made my teeth ache. The apple inside was cold and sour. I chewed, but I could not taste it. All I could focus on was Vanessa's strong perfume and the way she smiled at him.

	"Emily," Vanessa called out. She did not look away from the screen. "Can you bring us some coffee? Black for me. No sugar."

	My teeth clicked together. I squeezed the sticky stick of the candy apple.

	"Emily is not a waitress," Jake said quickly. His voice was firm. "She is busy."

	"It is just coffee, Jake," Vanessa laughed. "We are doing the heavy lifting here. The math."

	"I will get it," I said. My voice sounded flat.

	I walked to the coffee pot. I poured the hot, dark liquid into two mugs. The bitter smell of the black coffee mixed with the sweet caramel and the sharp perfume. It was giving me a headache. I put the mugs on the table. I set one near Jake and one near Vanessa.

	"Thank you, sweetie," Vanessa said. She took a sip. "Oh, this is old."

	"It was made an hour ago," I said.

	"It tastes burnt," she said. She pushed the mug away. "Anyway, Jake. Look at the vendor fees. If we charge the local pie makers fifty dollars to set up a table..."

	"We never charge Mrs. Gable to set up her pie table," Jake said. He rubbed the back of his neck. He looked tired.

	"Well, Mrs. Gable needs to pay to play," Vanessa smiled. She put her hand on Jake's arm. Her fingers squeezed his flannel shirt.

	I looked at her hand. My chest burned. It felt like a hot fire behind my ribs. I turned around and walked back to the stove. I turned the fire off. I could not look at them anymore. I picked up a wet rag and started wiping the clean counter. I rubbed the same spot over and over. I pushed so hard my fingers turned white.

	"Emily?" Jake called out.

	"I am fine," I said to the counter.

	"Are you sure?" he asked. I heard his heavy boots on the floor. He walked away from the table. He stood next to me again.

	"The caramel is done," I said. I dropped the rag. "I need to go outside. I need to paint the big welcome sign."

	"Let me help you carry the wood," Jake said.

	"No," Vanessa called out from the table. "Jake, we are not done with the budget. The sign can wait. The numbers cannot."

	Jake looked at me. His eyes begged me to understand. "Give me ten minutes," he said quietly, just to me. "I will come out and help you."

	"Take your time," I said.

	I did not wait for him. I walked out the back door. The cold wind hit my hot face. It felt good. I took a deep breath of the clean air to get the perfume out of my nose.

	I walked to the big red barn. Inside, it smelled like old wood, dry hay, and wet paint. I set up my paints. I had big jars of red, orange, and yellow. Fall colors. Warm colors. I picked up a thick brush. I dipped it into the bright red paint. It looked like thick, wet blood. I pressed the brush against the large white wooden board.

	I painted the letter 'W'.

	*Why is she here?* I thought.

	I painted the letter 'E'.

	*Why did he let her sit there?*

	I painted the letter 'L'.

	My hand moved fast. The red paint went on thick and smooth.

	*She does not care about the farm. She only cares about money. And him.*

	I painted the rest of the word. WELCOME.

	I stepped back. My hands were shaking a little. I wiped them on my dirty jeans. The red paint left marks on my pants.

	Thirty minutes passed. Jake did not come out.

	I opened a jar of bright orange paint. I started painting small pumpkins and falling leaves around the letters. I focused on the wet sound of the brush. *Swish, swish, swish.* I focused on the smell of the paint. Anything to block out the picture in my head of Vanessa touching his arm.

	"It looks beautiful."

	I jumped. I dropped the brush. It hit the floor with a wet smack.

	Jake stood in the barn doorway. He held two hot paper cups. Steam rose from the lids. He looked tired, but he smiled when he saw the sign.

	"You said ten minutes," I said. I bent down and picked up the brush.

	"I know. I am sorry," he said. He walked inside. He handed me a cup. "Hot apple cider. Fresh pressed. Lots of cinnamon."

	I took the cup. The paper was hot against my cold hands. I held it close to my chest. I took a small sip. It was perfect. Hot, sweet, dark, and spicy. The cinnamon burned the back of my throat in a good way. It tasted like autumn. It tasted like home.

	"Where is your boss?" I asked. I looked at my paint.

	Jake sighed. He took a sip of his cider. "She is not my boss, Emily."

	"She acts like it. And you let her."

	"I am just trying to save the farm," Jake said quietly. He leaned against a wooden post. "Her numbers make sense. If we change the prices, we might make enough money to pay off the bank. We can beat the corporate developer."

	"By turning into a corporate developer?" I asked. I looked at him. "Charging Mrs. Gable for a pie table? Selling five-dollar apples for ten dollars? That is not the Hughes Family Orchard, Jake. That is just a store."

	Jake rubbed his face. "I know. It feels wrong. But what if it is the only way?"

	"It is not the only way," I said. I put my cup down. I stepped closer to him. "People come here because of how it feels. They come for the sticky candy apples, the cheap pumpkins, the smiles. If you take the heart away, you have nothing left to save."

	Jake looked at me for a long time. His dark eyes moved over my face. "You really believe that?"

	"I know it," I said.

	He slowly reached out. His large, rough hand gently touched my cheek. His thumb wiped away a small spot. "You had red paint on your face," he whispered.

	My breath stopped. His skin was warm. My heart beat so fast it felt like a bird trapped in my chest. I could not move. I did not want to move. I looked up into his eyes.

	"Jake!"

	The loud voice shattered the quiet barn.

	Vanessa stood in the doorway. The cold wind blew her blonde hair. She looked angry.

	Jake pulled his hand back fast. He stood up straight. I took a step back, my face burning hotter than before.

	"Yes?" Jake asked. His voice was thick.

	"The printer is not working," Vanessa said. She crossed her arms. "And it is freezing out here. Are you going to help me finish the contracts or are you going to finger-paint all day?"

	My hands balled into tight fists. My nails dug deep into my skin. It hurt, but I kept squeezing.

	"I am coming," Jake said. He looked at me. "Emily..."

	"Go," I said. I picked up my paintbrush. I turned my back to him. "The numbers are waiting."

	"Emily, please."

	"I need to finish this," I said to the wooden board. I dipped the brush into the yellow paint. I did not look back.

	I heard him sigh. I heard his heavy boots walk away. I heard Vanessa say something sweet to him. Then, quiet.

	I painted a yellow sun on the corner of the sign. I pushed the brush so hard the bristles bent and broke. A hot tear slipped down my face. It tasted salty. I wiped it away quickly.

	I hated the feeling in my stomach. It was dark and ugly. It was jealousy.

	I knew it was jealousy. I grew up with Jake. We climbed these apple trees together. We learned to drive the old green tractor together. We ate cold sandwiches in the dirt together. He was my best friend. But seeing Vanessa in his kitchen, touching his arm, telling him what to do... it made me want to scream.

	I did not just want to be his friend anymore. I wanted to be the only one he looked at. I wanted to be the one he reached for. But I was too scared to tell him. If I told him and he did not feel the same way, I would lose my best friend. I would lose everything.

	So, I kept my mouth shut.

	The afternoon went by slowly. The sun started to drop behind the tall mountains. The sky turned a deep, dark purple. The air got much colder. I put on my thick wool sweater. It smelled like cedar wood.

	I finished the sign. It was beautiful. The warm colors glowed in the fading light.

	I packed up my paints. My stomach rumbled. I had not eaten since the bite of the candy apple. I decided to go back to the kitchen to make a sandwich.

	I walked across the dirt yard. The crunch of dry leaves under my boots was loud. The lights in the farmhouse windows looked warm and yellow.

	When I walked into the kitchen, the sweet smell of caramel was gone. It smelled like strong, bitter coffee and Vanessa's perfume.

	They were sitting at the table. Open boxes of pizza sat between them. The pizza looked cold. The cheese was hard and white.

	"Oh, the artist returns," Vanessa said. she took a small bite of the crust. "Did you finish your little project?"

	"The welcome sign is done," I said. I kept my voice flat. I walked to the fridge. I opened the heavy white door. The cold air hit my face. I grabbed a block of yellow cheese and a loaf of fresh bread.

	"We finished the new budget," Jake said. He sounded tired. He did not look at me. He looked at the cold pizza.

	"Yes, we did," Vanessa smiled. "We made hard choices. But good choices. The festival is going to make a lot of money. Jake is finally thinking like a businessman."

	I put the bread on the counter. I took a large, sharp knife from the block. I cut a thick slice of bread. The crust crunched loudly. I cut a thick slice of cheese.

	"Do you want a sandwich, Jake?" I asked. "The pizza looks cold."

	"He just ate," Vanessa answered for him.

	I stopped cutting. I looked at her. "I asked Jake."

	Vanessa raised her eyebrows. She smiled a tight, small smile. "And I am telling you, he is fine. We are working."

	"I am fine, Emily. Thank you," Jake said softly.

	I put the knife down. I lost my appetite. The cheese looked like plastic. The bread felt like dust.

	"I am going to go to my room," I said. "I am tired."

	"Good idea," Vanessa said. "Get some rest. We have a lot of heavy lifting for you to do tomorrow."

	I did not say goodnight. I walked down the hall to the small guest room. I closed the door behind me. I heard a small *click* as it shut. The room was dark and quiet. I sat on the edge of the bed. The quilt was soft and old. It smelled like laundry soap and fresh air.

	I pulled my knees up to my chest. I wrapped my arms around them. I felt cold.

	A few hours passed. The house was completely silent. I heard a car engine start outside. I looked out the small window. I saw Vanessa's shiny silver car drive away down the dirt road. Her red tail lights faded into the dark trees.

	She was gone for the night.

	I let out a long breath. The tight feeling in my chest loosened a little bit.

	I felt thirsty. I opened my bedroom door and walked quietly down the dark hallway back to the kitchen.

	The lights were off, except for a small yellow light over the stove.

	Jake was standing at the sink. He was washing the metal caramel pot with a sponge. The soapy water made soft splashing sounds. His shoulders slumped down. He looked so tired.

	I walked into the kitchen. I did not make a sound, but he stopped washing.

	"You are awake," he said to the window above the sink.

	"I was thirsty," I said.

	I walked to the cupboard and grabbed a glass. I filled it with cold water from the fridge. I drank it slowly. The cold water felt good on my dry throat.

	Jake turned around. He leaned back against the wet sink. He wiped his hands on a towel. He looked at me in the dim light.

	"I am sorry about today," he said quietly.

	"It is your farm, Jake. You can run it how you want."

	"You know I don't want to run it like that," he said. His voice cracked a little. "But if I don't..."

	"I know," I whispered. "I know."

	He took a step toward me. The space between us felt electric. It was like the air right before a big thunderstorm. Heavy and thick.

	"Vanessa is just trying to help," he said.

	"I know she is," I said. I looked down at my glass of water. I traced the wet drops on the glass with my finger. "But she does not belong here, Jake."

	"Neither do you," he said softly.

	I snapped my head up. The words felt like a slap. My eyes burned.

	"What?" I asked. My voice shook.

	Jake shook his head fast. He took another step closer. "No. I did not mean it like that. I mean... you have a life in the city, Emily. You have your big art studio. You have galleries. You came back to help me, but this is not your home anymore. You are going to leave when the festival is over."

	My chest squeezed tight. I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

	I wanted to say, *This is my home. You are my home.*

	I wanted to say, *I don't want to leave. Tell me to stay.*

	But the fear froze my tongue. What if he just wanted me to leave? What if he really liked Vanessa's spread sheets and her perfume? What if I told him I loved him, and he said he only loved me like a sister?

	I swallowed the lump in my throat. I held the cold glass tight.

	"Yes," I lied. The word tasted bad in my mouth. "I have to go back to the city."

	Jake stopped moving. He stood very still. His face changed. The soft look in his eyes went away. It closed like a door shutting.

	"Right," he said. His voice was hard now. "Right. So, Vanessa is helping me build a future for the farm. Because she is looking at tomorrow. You are just here for a visit."

	The words cut deep.

	"If that is how you feel," I said. My voice was completely flat to hide the shaking.

	"That is how it is," he said. He turned his back to me. He faced the sink again. He picked up the sponge. "Goodnight, Emily."

	"Goodnight, Jake."

	I put my glass on the counter. I walked out of the kitchen. I did not look back.

	As I walked down the dark hallway, the smell of the sweet caramel and the spicy cinnamon was completely gone.

	All that was left was the cold draft coming from under the front door. I wrapped my thick sweater tighter around my body, but I still felt freezing.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


 Chapter 9

	** The Autumn Bonfire ** 

	

	The cold air bit my cheeks. I pulled my thick wool sweater tighter around my shoulders. The smell of woodsmoke was already in the air. It mixed with the sweet scent of crushed apples and damp earth. My mouth watered a little. It smelled like home. It smelled like autumn.

	I walked down the dirt path toward the big field behind the orchard. Orange and yellow leaves crunched under my boots. Ahead of me, the sky glowed orange. The community bonfire was huge. Sparks flew up into the dark night sky.

	I heard the music first. Then the loud talking. Then the laughter. The whole town of Splendid Lake was here.

	"Emily!" a voice called out.

	I turned. Mrs. Higgins waved at me from a picnic table. She had a tray of thick caramel apples. The caramel dripped down the sides, shiny and sticky.

	"Hi, Mrs. Higgins," I said.

	"Take one," she said. She pushed a wooden stick into my hand. "Extra sweet tonight."

	"Thank you." I took a bite. The sugar was rich and buttery. The apple inside was cold and sharp. It was perfect.

	I chewed slowly and looked at the crowd. People sat on big bales of hay. Kids ran around the fire. Men stood in groups, drinking hot cider from paper cups.

	Then, I saw him.

	Jake.

	He stood near the edge of the fire. The bright orange light danced on his face. He wore a faded flannel shirt and dark jeans. His hands were pushed deep into his pockets. He was smiling at something the mayor was saying. My chest felt tight. My breathing slowed down.

	I took a step toward him.

	Then, she stepped in front of him.

	Vanessa.

	She did not belong at a bonfire. She wore a sleek black coat. Her boots had sharp heels. They sank into the soft dirt. Her hair was perfectly straight and very shiny. She touched Jake’s arm. Her red fingernails pressed into his flannel shirt.

	I stopped walking. I gripped my half-eaten caramel apple hard. The stick pressed into my palm.

	Jake stopped smiling. He looked down at Vanessa’s hand on his arm. He did not move away, but he shifted his weight.

	"Jake!" Vanessa said. Her voice was loud. It carried over the fire crackle. "You are not listening to me."

	"I am listening, Vanessa," Jake said. His voice was low. It was the same voice he used when a tractor broke down. Tired. Patient.

	"It is just so dirty out here," she said. She brushed a piece of ash off her coat. "Why do we have to stand so close to the smoke? My hair is going to smell like a campfire for a week."

	"It is a bonfire," Jake said. "That is the point."

	"We could go inside," she said. She leaned closer to him. "Just you and me. We could have a real drink. Not this cheap cider."

	I threw my caramel apple into a nearby trash can. I lost my appetite. I turned around. I wanted to walk away. I wanted to go back to the quiet farmhouse.

	"Emily?"

	I froze. It was Jake.

	I turned back slowly. Jake was looking right at me. He had stepped away from Vanessa. His hand was raised in the air.

	"Hey," I said. I kept my voice quiet.

	Jake walked toward me. His long legs ate up the distance between us. Vanessa let out a sharp sigh. She followed him, her heels clicking on the stones near the fire ring.

	"You made it," Jake said. He stopped in front of me. He smelled like pine needles and woodsmoke.

	"I told you I would come," I said.

	"I know," he said. He looked at my face. He looked at my eyes for a long time. "Are you cold?"

	"No," I lied. I shivered.

	Jake reached out. He started to unzip his jacket.

	"Jake, I am freezing," Vanessa said. She stepped between us. She bumped my shoulder. She did not say sorry. "Give me your jacket."

	Jake stopped. He looked at Vanessa. Then he looked at me.

	"You have a heavy coat on, Vanessa," Jake said.

	"But it is not warm," she pouted.

	Jake sighed. He took off his jacket. He handed it to Vanessa. She smiled a big, bright smile. She wrapped it around her shoulders. She looked at me. Her eyes were cold.

	"Thank you, sweetie," she said to Jake.

	I crossed my arms. I dug my fingernails into my sweater.

	"I am going to get some hot cider," I said. I did not wait for them to answer. I walked fast.

	I went to the long folding tables near the barn. Big metal pots sat on portable heaters. Steam rolled off the top of the pots. The air here smelled heavily of cinnamon and cloves.

	"One cup, please," I said to the teenager working the table.

	He handed me a white paper cup. It was very hot. It burned my hands a little. It felt good.

	"Emily! Over here!"

	It was Sarah, one of my old friends from high school. She was sitting on a blanket with a group of people.

	"Hi, Sarah," I said. I walked over.

	"Sit down," she said. She patted the blanket.

	I sat. I took a sip of the cider. It burned my tongue. It tasted like sweet, spicy apples.

	"Look at her," Sarah whispered. She pointed with her chin.

	I followed her look. Jake and Vanessa stood by the fire. Vanessa was talking very fast. She was using her hands. Jake was looking at the ground. He kicked a small rock with his boot.

	"She is trying very hard," Sarah said.

	"She used to date him," I said. My voice sounded flat.

	"Yes. Five years ago. And she left him," Sarah said. She took a sip of her drink. "She only came back because of the developer money. Everyone in town knows it."

	"Jake is smart," I said. "He knows what he is doing."

	"Does he?" Sarah asked. "She is wearing his jacket."

	I looked down at my hot cider. I did not want to look at them anymore.

	"Let's play a game," someone shouted. It was the mayor. He stood on a tree stump. "Grab a seat on the logs! Everyone around the fire!"

	The crowd started to move. People picked up their blankets and cups. They walked toward the big circle of logs set up around the bonfire.

	"Come on," Sarah said. She stood up.

	I stood up too. We walked to the logs. The fire was very hot now. It baked my face. The orange light made everything look soft.

	I found a spot on a thick pine log. Sarah sat next to me.

	Across the fire, I saw Vanessa. She found a spot on a hay bale. She spread Jake's jacket out on the hay. She sat down. Then she patted the space next to her.

	"Jake!" she called out. "I saved you a seat! Come sit!"

	Everyone heard her. It was very loud.

	I looked at my paper cup. I traced the rim with my thumb.

	Jake walked into the circle. The firelight hit his face. He looked at Vanessa. He looked at the empty spot on the hay bale.

	Vanessa smiled and patted the hay again.

	Jake shook his head. "No thanks," he said. His voice was quiet, but it carried in the cold air.

	Vanessa’s smile dropped. "What? Why?"

	"I don't like sitting on hay," Jake said. "It makes my jeans itch."

	Some people laughed softly. Vanessa's face turned red.

	Jake kept walking. He walked around the fire. He walked past the mayor. He walked past Mrs. Higgins.

	He walked toward my log.

	My breath stopped in my throat. I looked up.

	Jake stopped right in front of me.

	There was a small space between me and Sarah. It was not a big space. It was barely enough for one person.

	"Is this taken?" Jake asked me.

	"No," I said. My voice was just a whisper.

	Jake sat down. He was a big man. The space was very small.

	When he sat, his leg pressed against mine. His knee touched my knee.

	Through my jeans, I could feel the heat of him. It was hotter than the bonfire. It was hotter than the cider in my hands.

	He did not pull away.

	I looked at him. He was looking at the fire. But he leaned his weight toward me. His arm brushed my arm. His knee stayed firmly pressed against my knee.

	"Good fire," Jake said softly.

	"Yes," I said.

	I looked across the flames. Vanessa was staring at us. Her face was tight. She looked angry.

	But I didn't care. I didn't care about the cold air. I didn't care about the corporate developer.

	I just sat very still. I listened to the crackle of the wood. I smelled the sweet smoke. And I felt the heavy, warm weight of Jake's knee pressing against mine, holding me there in the dark.

	

	


Chapter 10

	 **Painting the Future**

	

	I dipped my brush into the bright yellow paint. The morning air was sharp and cold, biting at my nose and cheeks. But inside the old wooden barn, it felt safe.

	Next to my feet, a large thermos sat on a wooden crate. Steam curled up from the open top. It smelled like hot apple cider. The rich, dark scent of cinnamon sticks, brown sugar, and sweet, crushed apples filled the air. My mouth watered every time I took a breath. It smelled like home. It smelled like autumn.

	I dragged the brush across the rough wood of the barn wall. I was painting a giant apple tree for the centennial mural. I wanted it to look perfect. I wanted it to look alive.

	Footsteps crunched on the dry, brown leaves outside. Heavy boots. I knew that sound.

	"You are going to freeze out here," Jake's voice called out.

	I turned around on my little wooden stool. Jake stood in the doorway. He wore a thick, red plaid shirt and old blue jeans. His dark hair was a little messy from the wind. In his hands, he held a white paper box. The sides of the box were stained with grease.

	"I am not cold," I said. But when I spoke, a small puff of white fog came out of my mouth.

	Jake laughed. It was a low, warm sound. "Right. You are shaking, Em."

	He walked over to me. He set the white box down next to my hot cider. He opened the lid. A cloud of heat and sugar hit my face. Inside were six fresh donuts. They were still hot from the fryer. Thick, sticky caramel dripped down the sides. White powdered sugar was dusted over the top. The smell was so rich and sweet, my stomach gave a loud rumble.

	"Oh, my," I whispered. I stared at the donuts.

	"I brought breakfast," Jake said. "Mrs. Gable just made them. Caramel apple crunch. I know they are your favorite."

	"You remember," I said.

	"Of course I remember," he said. He looked at me. His brown eyes were very steady. "I remember everything about you."

	My heart did a tiny, quick jump. I looked away and put my paintbrush down. I wiped my hands on my messy apron.

	"Eat," Jake said. He picked up a warm donut and held it out to me. "Before they get cold."

	I took it. Our fingers brushed against each other. His skin was warm. My skin was freezing. A tiny spark seemed to jump between our hands. I pulled my hand back fast, holding the donut.

	I took a bite. It was perfect. The outside was slightly crispy, covered in sweet sugar. The inside was soft and warm, melting in my mouth. The sticky caramel tasted like butter and burnt sugar. It was so delicious I closed my eyes.

	"Good?" he asked.

	"It is the best thing I have ever eaten," I said with my mouth full.

	Jake chuckled. He leaned against the barn wall and took a donut for himself. We ate in quiet for a minute. The only sounds were the wind outside and the crunch of the sweet donuts.

	"The mural is looking good," Jake said. He swallowed his bite and pointed at the wall. "The tree looks real."

	"Thank you," I said. I licked a drop of sticky caramel off my thumb. "I still need to add the apples. And the roots. The roots are the most important part."

	"Why the roots?" he asked.

	"Because without the roots, the tree falls down," I said. "The roots hold it to the ground. They give it life. Just like your family gives this orchard life."

	Jake stopped chewing. He looked at the painting, and then he looked at the dirt floor. His shoulders fell a little. The heavy weight was back on him. The corporate buyers. The money problems.

	I hated seeing him sad. I stepped closer to him.

	"Hey," I said softly.

	He looked up.

	"It is going to be okay, Jake," I said.

	"I don't know, Em," he said. His voice was rough. "The bank called again yesterday. If the festival does not make enough money... I will lose it all. I will lose the trees. The house. Everything my dad built."

	I reached out. I did not think about it. I just put my hand on his arm. His muscles were hard under his warm flannel shirt.

	"We are not going to let that happen," I said. "Look at me."

	He slowly turned his head. His eyes met mine.

	"We will save it," I told him. "I promise you. We will sell so many tickets, and so many hot apples, and so many pies, they will have to beg you to stop."

	A tiny smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. "You think so?"

	"I know so," I said.

	He looked down at my hand resting on his arm. I felt my cheeks get hot. I went to pull my hand away, but he moved fast. He put his large, warm hand over mine. He kept my hand pressed to his arm.

	"Thank you, Em," he said. His voice was very quiet now.

	"For what?" I asked. My chest felt tight. Breathing was suddenly hard.

	"For coming back," he said. "For helping me. You did not have to come back to Splendid Lake. You have your art in the city. You have a big life."

	"My life in the city is just... busy," I said. "It is not big. It is just loud."

	"Is it lonely?" he asked.

	I looked into his eyes. They were so dark and deep. I could not lie to him.

	"Yes," I whispered. "Sometimes. Very lonely."

	Jake stepped one inch closer to me. The smell of his cologne mixed with the sweet caramel and the sharp cinnamon. He smelled like pine needles and clean soap.

	"I was lonely here, too," Jake said.

	"You have the whole town," I said. "Everyone loves you."

	"They love the apples," he said. He gave a soft, sad smile. "But they don't know me, Em. Not like you do. Nobody knows me like you do."

	I did not know what to say. The air in the barn felt thick. It felt heavy. I could hear my own pulse beating in my ears.

	"I should get back to painting," I said. My voice shook a little.

	Jake slowly let go of my hand. "Right. Yes. The roots."

	I turned back to the wall. I picked up a different brush. I opened a can of dark brown paint. My hands were shaking. I tried to focus on the wood. I drew a long, thick line down to the bottom of the wall.

	Jake did not leave. He stayed behind me. I could feel him standing there. I could feel his eyes watching my back.

	"Do you want me to hold the ladder?" he asked.

	"I am only using the small stool right now," I said.

	"I can hold the stool," he offered.

	I smiled at the wall. "It has four legs, Jake. It is fine."

	"I just want to help," he said.

	"You can hand me the red paint," I told him. "It is on the table behind you."

	I heard him turn around. I heard the metal can scrape against the wood. Then I felt him right behind me again. He was so close his chest almost touched my back. He reached around my side to hand me the heavy paint can.

	His arm brushed against my waist. I stopped breathing. I froze.

	He stopped moving, too. He stood right behind me, his arm still holding the can out. Neither of us moved. The barn was perfectly silent.

	"Em," he whispered. His breath tickled the hair by my ear.

	"Yes?" I said. My voice was just a tiny squeak.

	"You have paint in your hair," he said.

	"Oh," I said. "I always have paint in my hair."

	He slowly put the paint can down on the stool. He did not step back. Instead, he raised his hand. I felt his fingers brush against the back of my head. He touched a piece of my hair. His touch was so gentle it made my skin shiver.

	"It is yellow," he said softly.

	"It matches the leaves," I said. I tried to make a joke, but I was not laughing.

	He slowly turned me around. He held my shoulders. I was trapped between him and the wet wall of the mural. I looked up at him. His face was very serious.

	"Jake?" I asked.

	He lifted his hand to my face. He used his thumb to rub my cheek.

	"You have some here, too," he said.

	He rubbed his thumb back and forth over my skin. He was not looking at the paint anymore. He was looking at my lips.

	"Is it gone?" I asked softly.

	"No," he whispered. "Not yet."

	He kept rubbing my cheek. His hand was warm. His fingers traced the line of my jaw. He stepped even closer. Our boots touched.

	"Jake," I said again. I did not know what else to say. My mind was empty. All I could feel was his hand on my face and the heat coming from his body.

	"When you left," Jake said, his voice deep and rumbling, "I thought I just missed my best friend."

	"We are best friends," I said.

	"I know," he said. "But seeing you here... painting my barn. Eating donuts. Smiling at me." He stopped. He swallowed hard. I saw the muscle in his neck move. "I realized something."

	"What?" I asked.

	"I realized that saving this orchard does not mean anything if you are not here with me," he said.

	My eyes got wide. "Jake..."

	"I mean it," he said. He moved both his hands to hold my face. His hands were big and safe. "I look at this place, and all I see is you. We played in these trees. We fell in that lake. We grew up here."

	"I know," I whispered.

	"But I don't want to just look at the past anymore, Emily," he said. "I am looking at you right now. And I think... I think I want you in my future. All of it."

	A warm tear slipped out of my eye. It rolled down my cheek and wet his thumb.

	"You are just scared about the festival," I said. I tried to protect my heart. "You are just stressed."

	"No," he said firmly. "I am stressed about the festival. But I am absolutely sure about you."

	He leaned his face down. His nose brushed against mine. The smell of pine and warm caramel wrapped all around me.

	"Are you sure about me?" he whispered.

	"I was always sure about you, Jake," I answered. The truth just fell out of my mouth. "Always."

	He let out a long, shaky breath. He closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against mine. We just stood there. We breathed the same cold air. We felt the same heat. I reached my hands up and grabbed the front of his soft flannel shirt. I held on tight.

	"Emily," he murmured.

	He tilted his head. His lips were so close to mine. I closed my eyes. I waited. My heart pounded like a drum. I could feel the soft brush of his breath on my mouth.

	Suddenly, a loud crash came from outside.

	We both jumped. Jake pulled back fast. I spun around, hitting my elbow on the wooden stool.

	"What was that?" I gasped.

	Jake frowned. The soft, sweet look in his eyes was gone. The heavy, worried look came right back. He dropped his hands from my face.

	"It came from the main gate," he said. His voice was hard now.

	He turned and ran toward the barn door.

	"Stay here," he called back to me.

	"No way," I said. I wiped my hands on my apron and ran after him.

	The cold wind hit my face as soon as I stepped outside. The sweet smell of the donuts was gone. Now the air just smelled like dust and cold dirt. I followed Jake up the small dirt hill toward the front of the orchard.

	A large black truck was parked near the main sign. The beautiful wooden sign that said 'Hughes Family Orchard' was on the ground. It was broken in two pieces.

	A man in a sharp grey suit stood next to the truck. He was holding a clipboard.

	Jake walked fast. His hands were balled into tight fists.

	"What are you doing?" Jake yelled.

	The man in the suit looked up. He smiled. It was a cold, mean smile.

	"Good morning, Mr. Hughes," the man said. "Just taking some measurements. The developers want to know how wide to make the new parking lot once we buy the land."

	"Get off my property," Jake said. His voice was low and dangerous.

	"Your sign was rotting," the man said, pointing at the broken wood on the ground. "It fell down when my truck bumped it. You should be careful. This place is falling apart."

	Jake took a step forward. I ran and grabbed his arm. I held him back.

	"He wants you to get angry," I whispered to Jake. "Don't let him win."

	Jake breathed heavy. His chest went up and down. He looked at the broken sign, then at the man.

	"We are not selling," I told the man in the suit. My voice was loud and clear. "You can take your truck and your clipboard and leave."

	The man looked at me. He looked at my messy apron and my paint-covered hands. He laughed a little.

	"You must be the artist," he said. "Painting pretty pictures won't pay the bank, honey. The centennial festival is next week. If you don't have the cash by then, the bank takes the land. And then we buy it for cheap."

	He got into his black truck. He rolled the window down.

	"Enjoy the apples while you can," the man said.

	He drove away. The truck kicked up brown dust into the cold air.

	Jake walked over to the broken sign. He bent down and touched the rough, broken wood. His dad had carved that sign by hand thirty years ago.

	I walked over and stood next to him. I did not say anything. I just stood close.

	"They are going to ruin everything," Jake whispered to the dirt.

	"No, they won't," I said.

	Jake shook his head. "Look at this, Em. It is broken. The sign is broken. The harvest was bad this year. And now this guy is measuring for a parking lot."

	"Jake," I said.

	"Maybe Chloe was right," he said softly.

	Hearing his ex-girlfriend's name made my stomach feel tight. It felt like I ate a bad apple.

	"What did Chloe say?" I asked. I tried to keep my voice steady.

	"When she called yesterday," Jake said. He rubbed his eyes with his dirty hands. "She said I was being stupid. She said I should take the corporate money. She said I was fighting a war I could never win."

	I felt a cold chill go down my back. It was not from the wind.

	"You talked to Chloe yesterday?" I asked.

	Jake finally looked up at me. He saw the hurt in my eyes. He stood up fast.

	"Em, it is not like that," he said. "She just called to ask about the festival. She heard about the money problems."

	"And she told you to quit," I said.

	"She was trying to be realistic," Jake said. He ran his hand through his dark hair. He looked tired. So very tired. "Maybe she has a point. Look at me. Look at this place."

	"I am looking," I said. My voice was shaking now. "I am looking at a man who is strong. I am looking at a place that has a hundred years of love in the soil. Why are you listening to her? She left you, Jake. She left the town."

	"I am not listening to her," Jake said. "I am just looking at the facts."

	"The facts are that we have one week," I said. "One week to save it."

	I looked at his face. The soft, loving man from the barn was hiding. The scared, heavy man was back. The walls were up again.

	"I need to fix the sign," Jake said. He did not look at my eyes. "I will come back to the barn later."

	He picked up the broken pieces of wood and walked toward the tool shed. He did not look back.

	I stood alone by the empty road. The cold wind blew my hair across my face. I pulled my thin jacket tighter around my body. My fingers still had sticky caramel on them. But the sweetness was gone. Now, everything just tasted like fear and cold dirt.

	I walked slowly back to the barn. The hot cider was cold now. The remaining donuts looked sad in their greasy box.

	I picked up my brush. I looked at the giant tree on the wall. I dipped my brush into the dark brown paint.

	Jake was right. The roots were the most important part. If the roots were not deep, the storm would knock the tree down.

	I started painting the roots. I painted them thick. I painted them deep into the dirt. I painted until my arm hurt. I painted until the sun started to go down, turning the sky a pale, cold purple.

	I thought about his hands on my face. I thought about the way he said he wanted me in his future. But I also thought about Chloe. I thought about the man in the suit.

	I had to dig my roots in deep. I was not going to let this orchard fall. And I was not going to let Jake fall, either. Even if I had to hold him up all by myself.

	

	

	 


Chapter 11

	 ** A Wedge of Doubt ** 

	

	The air outside is very cold today. I wear my thick grey sweater. I wear my old blue jeans with the holes in the knees. I walk out of the guest house and step onto the dirt path. The autumn leaves cover the ground. They are red, yellow, and brown. When I walk on them, they make a loud crunching sound. Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

	I breathe in deep. The air smells like pine needles and wood smoke. It is a very good smell. But the best smell comes from the big kitchen next to the barn. Mrs. Hughes is awake. She is baking.

	The warm smell of brown sugar floats in the cold air. The sweet smell of hot cinnamon makes my mouth water. I close my eyes. I can almost taste the hot apple cider. I can almost taste the thick, sweet sugar glaze melting on the hot donuts. My stomach gives a loud rumble. I am very hungry, but I have to work. The centennial festival is next week. There is so much to do.

	I walk into the big wooden barn. It is quiet inside. It smells like dry hay, old wood, and sweet, crushed apples. I turn on the bright yellow lights.

	In the middle of the barn is a big table. On the table is a long piece of wood. It is the new sign for the festival. I open a large can of bright red paint. I stir the paint with a stick. It is thick and smooth. I dip my soft paintbrush into the red paint.

	I start to paint the big letters. *W-E-L-C-O-M-E*. Welcome to the Hughes Family Orchard. One hundred years.

	I work for two hours. My fingers get cold. My back hurts a little. But I feel good. I like helping Jake. Jake is my best friend. We grew up together. When I paint, I think about his warm brown eyes. I think about his nice smile. My heart beats a little faster.

	Then, I hear footsteps outside.

	These footsteps do not sound like heavy work boots. They do not crunch hard on the leaves. They sound sharp. Click, click, click.

	I look up at the open barn door. Vanessa stands there.

	Vanessa is Jake’s ex-girlfriend. She lives in the big city. She does not look like she belongs on a farm. She wears a long, clean white coat. She wears tight black pants. She wears shiny black boots with tall heels. Her blonde hair is perfectly straight. She has red lipstick on. She looks perfectly clean. I look down at myself. I have red paint on my fingers. I have dirt on my jeans. My hair is in a messy bun.

	"Hi, Emily," Vanessa says. Her voice is soft and sweet. But her eyes are not sweet.

	"Hi, Vanessa," I say. I keep my paintbrush in my hand.

	"It is so cold outside," she says. She walks into the barn. She rubs her hands together. "But it smells very good in here. Is Mrs. Hughes making those little donuts?"

	"Yes," I say. "Cinnamon and brown sugar."

	"Too much sugar for me," Vanessa says with a small laugh. She looks at my big wooden sign. She tilts her head. "Oh, wow. You are painting."

	"Yes. For the big festival."

	"That is so nice of you," Vanessa says. She walks closer to the table. She does not touch anything. She acts like the paint will jump on her clean white coat. "You are working so very hard."

	"I like to paint," I say. "I am an artist."

	"I know," Vanessa says. "But art in a studio is different than making farm signs in a cold, dirty barn. Jake is just so lucky to have you."

	"I want to help him."

	"Of course you do. You are such a good, sweet friend." Vanessa smiles. Her teeth are very white. "And you are saving him so much money. That is the best part."

	I stop moving my brush. "What do you mean?"

	"Well, you know Jake," Vanessa says. She plays with a button on her coat. "He worries about money all day and all night. He told me last night that he saves so much cash with you here. Free labor is hard to find!"

	My chest feels tight. A heavy feeling sits in my stomach. Free labor? Is that what Jake calls me?

	"Jake and I are friends," I say. My voice is very quiet. "I am not doing this for money."

	"Oh, I know!" Vanessa says quickly. "And Jake knows that too. He told me, 'Vanessa, Emily will do anything for free if I just ask her.' He is very smart with his business budget."

	I look down at my red paintbrush. A big drop of paint falls off. It hits the newspaper on the table. Splat.

	"Actually," Vanessa says, stepping closer. "Business is why I came to talk to you."

	"Why?" I ask. I do not look at her face. I look at the wet red paint on the wood.

	"You know about the corporate buyers, right? The big company that wants to buy the farm and build houses here?"

	"Yes," I say. "Jake said no to them. He told me yesterday."

	Vanessa does a little sigh. She shakes her head. She looks at me like I am a small, silly child. "Oh, Emily. You are so innocent."

	"What do you mean?" I ask again. My heart beats faster. It is not a happy beat this time. It is a nervous beat.

	"Jake is under a lot of stress," Vanessa says gently. "He does not want to hurt your feelings. He sees you working so hard on these little signs. He knows you love this farm. But he has to be a man. He has to make hard choices."

	"He said he is not selling," I say. My hand starts to shake. I put the paintbrush down on the table.

	"Jake and I had a long talk last night," Vanessa says. She crosses her arms over her white coat. "The buyers offered more money yesterday afternoon. A lot more money. Jake is looking at the contract right now."

	"No," I say. "He would tell me."

	"Why would he tell you?" Vanessa asks. Her voice is still sweet, but her words cut like a knife. "If he tells you he is selling the farm, you will stop working. He needs you to finish the free signs for the festival. He needs the festival money to pay his old debts before he sells."

	"I don't believe you," I say. I wipe my hands on a rag. I rub the skin very hard.

	"You don't have to believe me," Vanessa says. She smiles again. "Just ask him. Ask him if the buyers called yesterday. Ask him if he looked at the contract. But please, Emily, do not yell at him. He is just doing what is best for his real future."

	Vanessa turns around. Her heels click on the barn floor. Click, click, click. She walks out into the cold air.

	I stand alone in the barn. It is very quiet again.

	My hands shake. My throat feels very dry. I try to swallow, but I can't. The smell of the sweet apples makes me feel sick. The smell of the warm cinnamon donuts from the kitchen makes my stomach turn round and round.

	*Free labor.*

	*Looking at the contract.*

	*He needs you to finish the free signs.*

	I look at the big letter *W*. The red paint is dripping down the wood. It looks like it is crying.

	I gave up my work in the city for this. I packed my bags because I care about Jake. When we sit by the fire at night, when our knees touch, when he looks at me... I thought it meant something real. I thought we were saving the farm together. I thought I was more than just free help.

	I sit down on an old wooden chair. I put my face in my hands. The rough denim of my jeans scratches my arms. I sit there for a long time. The barn gets colder. The yellow lights seem dim. I feel very small. I feel very stupid.

	"Emily!"

	A loud, happy voice calls my name.

	I jump. I look at the door.

	Jake walks into the barn. He is tall and strong. He wears a thick red and black shirt. His dark hair is messy from the cold wind. His cheeks are red from the cold air. He has a big, warm smile on his face.

	He holds a large white paper box in one hand. He holds two big paper cups in the other hand. Hot steam rises from the cups.

	"I have a surprise!" Jake says. He walks to the table. He kicks a little bit of hay out of his way with his heavy brown work boots.

	"Hi," I say. My voice sounds flat. It does not sound happy.

	Jake stops smiling for one second, but then he smiles again. He puts the box on the table. He puts the hot cups next to the box.

	"You have been working all morning," Jake says. "You must be freezing. And you must be starving. So, I brought the best things on the farm."

	He opens the white box.

	The smell is huge. It fills the whole barn. It is the smell of butter, deep-fried dough, hot sugar, and strong, spicy cinnamon. Inside the box are four large donuts. They are still hot. The sugar glaze is melting off the sides. The brown cinnamon shines in the yellow barn light.

	Jake taps the paper cups. "And fresh, hot apple cider. The first batch of the year. Still steaming."

	He looks at me. His brown eyes are soft. He waits for me to smile. He waits for me to take a hot donut and take a big, happy bite.

	I look at the beautiful donuts. My mouth does not water. I look at the steaming cider. I do not feel cold anymore. I just feel angry. I feel hurt.

	"I am not hungry," I say.

	I stand up from the chair. I pick up my rag. I wipe the dry red paint on my fingers.

	Jake blinks. His smile falls away. He looks down at the open box of sweet donuts. Then he looks up at me.

	"Not hungry?" Jake asks. His voice is confused. "Em, these are the cinnamon glaze ones. Your favorite. You always eat two of them when they are hot. Always."

	"I am fine, Jake," I say. I do not look at his eyes. I look at his brown boots. "I have to work."

	"You can take a ten-minute break," Jake says. He steps closer to me. He holds out a hot cup of cider. "Just drink this. It will warm up your hands."

	I take a step back. I do not take the cup.

	"I said I don't want it," I say. My voice is sharper this time.

	Jake slowly puts the hot cup back on the table. He crosses his big arms. He looks at me hard.

	"Okay," Jake says. "What is wrong?"

	"Nothing is wrong."

	"Emily. I have known you since we were five years old. I know when you are mad. Your left eyebrow goes down. Your hands make fists. You are doing both right now. What did I do?"

	I drop the dirty rag on the table. I finally look up into his dark brown eyes.

	"I am just trying to finish this sign," I say. "If I don't finish it, you will have to pay a real worker to do it. And we know you need to save all your cash, right?"

	Jake frowns. His thick eyebrows pull together. "What are you talking about?"

	"Free labor," I say. The words taste like sour milk in my mouth. "That is what I am, right? Good, sweet, free labor to save the festival budget."

	Jake's face changes. The pink color leaves his cheeks. He looks pale.

	"Where did you hear that?" Jake asks. His voice is low.

	"Does it matter?"

	"Yes, it matters!" Jake says. He takes another step toward me. "I never called you free labor, Emily. Never. You are my best friend. You are helping me save my home."

	"Am I?" I ask. I feel a hot tear in my eye. I blink fast to make it go away. I do not want to cry. "Or am I just painting signs until you sell the farm?"

	The barn gets very, very quiet.

	The wind blows outside. The wood of the barn makes a creaking sound.

	Jake does not speak. He looks at me. He opens his mouth, but no words come out. He looks away for one second. He looks at the barn wall. Then he looks back at me.

	That one second is all I need. My heart drops into my shoes.

	"You are selling it," I whisper.

	"Emily, listen to me," Jake says quickly. He reaches out his hand to touch my arm.

	I pull away fast. "Don't touch me."

	Jake lets his hand drop to his side. He looks very sad. But I am too angry to care.

	"Did the corporate buyers call yesterday?" I ask. I want him to say no. I pray for him to say no.

	Jake swallows hard. "Yes."

	"Did they offer more money?"

	"Yes," Jake says. His voice is a rough whisper.

	"And did you look at the new contract?" I ask. The heavy rock in my chest gets heavier.

	Jake rubs the back of his neck with his big, dirty hand. "I had to look at it, Em. I am the boss of this farm. If it rains next week, the festival fails. If the festival fails, the bank takes the farm. I lose everything. My mother loses her home. I have to know my backup plans."

	"A backup plan," I say. "So the festival is just a game? My work is just a game?"

	"No! It is not a game!" Jake shouts. His voice is very loud. It bounces off the high wooden roof of the barn. "I want to save this place! I want to keep it! But I have to be smart!"

	"And being smart means lying to me?" I shout back. "Being smart means letting me work in the freezing cold while you plan to sell it all to a big company?"

	"I am not planning to sell it!" Jake steps closer. He is very tall, but I do not back away. "I am trying to protect my family!"

	"I thought I was your family!" I say. The hot tear finally falls down my cold cheek.

	Jake stops. His face softens. His eyes look wet. "You are, Em. You are."

	"Vanessa is right," I say. I wipe the tear away angry.

	Jake's head snaps up. "Vanessa? Did she come here? Did she say this to you?"

	"Yes. She told me you need my free help to pay your debts before you sell."

	"And you believed her?" Jake asks. He looks angry now. His hands make tight fists. "You believed the woman who broke my heart? You believed her over me?"

	"You just told me she was telling the truth!" I yell. "You did look at the contract!"

	"Because I am terrified, Emily!" Jake yells back. "I am terrified of failing! You do not understand! You get to go back to your warm city! You get to go back to your art studio! You get to leave! I have to stay here and watch my father's farm die!"

	The words hit me hard. They hit me right in the chest.

	*You get to leave.*

	He is right. I am just a visitor here. I am not really a part of the Hughes Family Orchard. I am just a girl painting a sign. I am not in his real future.

	I look at the hot donuts in the box. The shiny glaze does not look good anymore. It just looks sticky and messy. The sweet smell of the cinnamon makes me want to throw up.

	"Okay," I say. My voice is very quiet now. All the shouting is gone. All the energy is gone. I just feel tired.

	"Okay what?" Jake asks. He breathes hard. His chest goes up and down.

	"I will go back to the city," I say.

	I pick up my jacket from the old wooden chair. I put it on. I do not zip it up.

	"Emily, no. Stop," Jake says. He steps in front of the table. "Do not do this. Do not let her do this to us."

	"Business is business, Jake," I say. I use Vanessa's words. I know it hurts him. I want it to hurt him.

	I walk past the table. I walk past the wet red paint. I walk past Jake.

	"Em, please," Jake says. He grabs my hand. His hand is warm and strong.

	I pull my hand away. It takes all my strength to let go of him.

	"Have a good festival, Jake. I hope you make enough money."

	I walk to the barn door.

	"Emily!" he calls out. His voice cracks. It sounds like he is breaking.

	I do not stop. I walk out into the cold air. The wind hits my face hard. It feels like ice.

	I walk fast. My boots crunch on the dry leaves. Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. I walk past the big, beautiful apple trees. Their bare branches look like sad, empty arms reaching up to the grey sky.

	I walk away from the warm, sweet smell of the kitchen. I walk away from the cinnamon and the brown sugar. I walk away from the barn.

	I walk away from Jake.

	I wrap my coat tight around my body. My fingers are freezing. My heart is freezing. Vanessa's words play in my head over and over again.

	*Free labor.*

	*He is looking at the contract.*

	*You are so sweet. So innocent.*

	A giant wedge of doubt is stuck inside my heart now. It is deep and sharp. I look back over my shoulder one time. The barn looks far away. The big wooden doors are dark. Jake does not come out to follow me.

	I turn my head forward again. I look at the guest house. I will pack my bags. I will pack my sweaters, my paints, and my old blue jeans. I will go back to my empty, quiet apartment in the city.

	The cold autumn wind blows again. The leaves fall around my feet. The cozy warmth of Splendid Lake is gone. Only the freezing cold is left.

	

	

	

	 


Chapter 12

	   ** The Confrontation **

	

	The air was cold. My fingers were freezing, but I kept reaching up, pulling the red apples from the branches and dropping them into my wooden basket. The smell of wet earth and sweet fruit was everywhere. Usually, that smell made me smile. Today, it just made my stomach hurt.

	I reached for another apple. The branch shook.

	"You are out here early," a voice said behind me.

	I stopped. I knew that voice. I had known it since I was five years old.

	I didn't turn around. I kept my eyes on the tree. "There is a lot of work to do."

	Jake stepped closer. I heard his heavy boots crunch on the dry, brown leaves. He stopped right behind me. He was so close I could feel the warmth coming off his big winter coat.

	"Emily," he said. His voice was quiet. "Look at me."

	"I have to finish this row," I said. My throat felt tight. I grabbed my basket and tried to walk past him to the next tree.

	Jake moved to the side. He stood right in front of me, blocking my path. He didn't touch me, but he didn't let me pass. He just stood there, tall and quiet.

	I looked down at his boots. They were covered in mud.

	"You have been hiding from me," he said.

	"I am not hiding. I am working."

	"You did not come to the kitchen for coffee this morning. You did not answer my text last night. And now, you won't even look at my face."

	I squeezed the handle of my basket. The wood dug into my cold hands. "I am just busy, Jake. The big festival is almost here. We need all these apples picked."

	"Put the basket down, Em."

	"No. I need to—"

	"Put it down." His voice wasn't loud, but it was very firm.

	I slowly let the basket fall to the grass. A few red apples rolled out and stopped at the tips of my boots. I finally looked up at him.

	His face was red from the cold air. His dark hair was messy under his wool hat. But it was his eyes that made my heart beat faster. They were usually so bright and full of jokes. Right now, they looked dark. They looked tired.

	"What did I do?" he asked.

	"You didn't do anything," I said quickly. I looked away again. I looked at the long row of apple trees.

	Jake took a deep breath. A small white cloud of air came out of his mouth in the cold morning. "I know you, Emily Carmichael. I know you better than anyone in the whole world. You do this when you are upset. You pull away. You put walls up. You work until your hands hurt so you don't have to talk."

	I crossed my arms over my chest. I wanted to stay quiet. I wanted to walk away. But the pain in my chest was too heavy.

	Vanessa’s words from yesterday kept ringing in my ears. Her perfect smile. Her shiny hair. *He just needs free help, Emily. You know he is going to sell the orchard to the big company anyway, right? He is just using your art to get a better price.*

	"Are you going to sell the farm?" I asked. My voice came out as a whisper.

	Jake went completely still. "What?"

	"The farm, Jake. The orchard. The corporate guys who came last week. Are you going to sell it to them?"

	He stared at me. He uncrossed his arms. "Why would you ask me that? You know I am trying to save this place. That is the whole point of the festival. That is why we are working so hard."

	"Are we?" I asked. I finally looked him right in the eyes. I felt a hot tear slide down my cold cheek. I hated that I was crying. "Or am I just free help? Am I just painting signs and picking apples so you can make the place look nice before you sign the papers?"

	Jake stepped back. It looked like I had hit him in the chest. His mouth opened, but no words came out. He just looked at me, shocked.

	"Vanessa told me," I said. My voice was shaking now. "She said you were talking to the buyers again. She said I was just... free labor. Because I am your old friend. Because I am easy to use."

	Jake’s jaw locked tight. I saw a muscle jump in his cheek. He looked down at the ground, took his hat off, and ran a hand through his messy hair. He let out a long, hard breath.

	"Vanessa," he said. The way he said her name sounded like a bad word.

	"Is it true?" I asked. My hands were shaking. I put them inside my coat pockets.

	Jake looked back up at me. He closed the space between us in two big steps. He was so close I could smell his soap, mixed with the smell of cinnamon and cold wind.

	"Listen to me," he said. His voice was rough. "Look at my eyes, Emily."

	I looked up.

	"I threw their offer in the trash three days ago," he said. "I didn't even read the final page. I put it in the fire."

	I blinked. "But Vanessa said—"

	"Vanessa wants me to sell," he cut in. He shook his head. "Vanessa thinks I am crazy for trying to save this dirt and these old trees. She wants me to take the money and move to the city. That is why we broke up, Em. Because she doesn't understand this place. And she definitely doesn't understand me."

	I stared at him. The tight feeling in my chest started to loosen, just a little bit. "You threw the papers in the fire?"

	"Yes," he said. "I am not selling. This is my home. This is my father's home. I will work until my hands bleed before I let a big company tear down these trees."

	We stood there in the quiet orchard. The wind blew, and dry leaves fell around us, yellow and orange against the gray sky.

	"Then why did she say I was just free labor?" I asked softly.

	Jake looked at my face for a long time. His eyes dropped to my mouth for a second, then went back up to my eyes.

	"Because she is jealous," he said.

	My breath caught in my throat. "Jealous? Of what? I am just painting signs in an old barn."

	Jake let out a short, dry laugh. He reached out slowly. I held my breath as his big, warm hand touched my cold cheek. His thumb softly wiped away the wet tear mark on my skin.

	"Emily," he whispered. "She is jealous of you. She has always been jealous of you."

	"That doesn't make any sense," I said. But I leaned my face into his warm hand, just a tiny bit. I couldn't help it.

	"It makes perfect sense," Jake said. He stepped even closer. "When you called and said you were coming home to help... it was the best day I have had in a whole year. You brought life back into this place. You brought color back into the barn. You brought light back into my life."

	I couldn't speak. I just watched his eyes. They were so honest. So open.

	"You are not free labor," he said, his voice dropping lower. "I didn't want you here because I needed a worker. I wanted you here because I needed *you*."

	The wind blew again, but I didn't feel cold anymore. I felt warm all over.

	"You believed her?" he asked quietly. "You really thought I was using you?"

	"I was scared," I admitted. I looked down at his jacket zipper. "I have been away for so long, Jake. So much has changed. I didn't know if we were still... us."

	"We will always be us," he said.

	He moved his hand from my cheek down to my shoulder. He slid his hand down my arm until he found my hand inside my coat pocket. He pulled my cold hand out and held it between both of his large, warm hands.

	"I am sorry I didn't tell you about the new offer," he said. He rubbed my fingers to warm them up. "I just didn't want you to worry. You have been working so hard on the festival. I wanted to protect you from the stress."

	"We are a team," I said softly. I squeezed his hands back. "You don't have to protect me. You just have to tell me the truth."

	"I promise," he said. "No more secrets. And no more listening to Vanessa."

	I let out a small laugh. It felt good. The heavy, dark cloud that had been sitting on me since yesterday was totally gone. "No more listening to Vanessa."

	Jake smiled. It was the smile I loved so much. The smile that made his eyes wrinkle at the corners.

	"Good," he said. "Because I really need my best painter to finish that big sign by tomorrow, or the whole town will laugh at me."

	I rolled my eyes, pulling my hand away playfully, though I instantly missed his warmth. "The sign is fine, Jake. It will be ready."

	"Are you sure?" he teased. He took a step back, but his eyes never left mine. The dark, tired look in them was gone. They were bright again. "Because I can pay you. I have three dollars and a box of old candy apples."

	I laughed out loud. The sound echoed in the empty rows of trees. "I don't want your old apples."

	"What do you want, then?" he asked.

	He said it like a joke, but his voice was suddenly very quiet again. The joke faded away into the cold air.

	He stopped moving away. He just stood there, looking at me.

	*What do I want?*

	I wanted to step back into his arms. I wanted to bury my face in his thick coat and smell the cinnamon and woodsmoke. I wanted to stay in this orchard forever, surrounded by the sweet smell of apples.

	But I didn't say any of that. The fear was gone, but something new took its place. A fluttering, nervous feeling in my stomach. A good kind of nervous.

	"I want us to save the farm," I said simply.

	Jake smiled a soft, slow smile. He reached down and picked up the basket I had dropped. He put the spilled apples back inside, one by one.

	When he stood up, he handed the basket to me. Our fingers brushed against each other on the wooden handle. A tiny shock of heat traveled all the way up my arm.

	"We will save it," he said. "Together."

	I took the basket. It felt lighter than before. "Together."

	"Now," he said, turning and pointing down the long row of trees. "I think there are about five hundred more apples on these branches with your name on them."

	"You are a terrible boss," I said, smiling big.

	"I am the worst," he agreed. He walked beside me as we moved to the next tree.

	We didn't talk much for the rest of the morning. We just worked side by side. We reached for the same branches. We laughed when an apple fell on his head. We shared a thermos of hot coffee, passing the little plastic cup back and forth.

	The air was still freezing. The work was still hard. The big corporate problem was still waiting for us after the festival.

	But as I looked over at Jake, watching him stretch tall to reach a perfect red apple at the very top of the tree, I knew everything was going to be okay. The misunderstanding was gone. The ugly space that Vanessa had tried to put between us was completely erased.

	We were closer than we had ever been. And as he turned around and caught me staring, giving me a warm, secret wink, I realized I didn't just want to save his orchard anymore.

	I wanted to save a place for myself, right here by his side.

	

	

	

	



Chapter 13

	  **The Vandalism**

	

	The kitchen was warm. Sugar bubbled in the big copper pot on the stove. I stirred the thick red syrup with a wooden spoon. The smell of sweet cinnamon, melted butter, and hot vanilla filled the air. It was a cozy, mouth-watering smell. It smelled like autumn. It smelled like my childhood.

	Jake walked into the kitchen. His boots thumped lightly on the wood floor. He wore a faded flannel shirt. His dark hair was messy from the wind outside.

	"How is the sugar looking?" he asked. He leaned against the counter. He was close enough that I could smell the crisp, cold air on his jacket.

	"Almost ready," I said. I pulled the spoon up. The thick red candy dripped slowly back into the pot. "It needs to be very sticky. If it is too thin, it will slide right off the apples."

	Jake smiled. His eyes looked tired but happy. "My dad used to burn the sugar every single time. He never had your patience, Emily."

	"You just have to watch it," I said softly. I reached for a bright, round apple from the basket. The skin was smooth and red. It looked crisp and perfect. I pushed a wooden stick into the top with a soft *crunch*. "See? Ready for the dip."

	"You are saving this festival, Em," he said. His voice was low. He looked right at me.

	"We are saving it," I said. I felt my cheeks get hot. I looked back down at the bubbling sugar. "The big white tent looks good out there."

	"It took three hours to put up," Jake laughed a little. "But yes. It looks perfect. We have the stage set. The apple crates are stacked. The lights are strung up in the trees. Tomorrow is going to be a huge day. The centennial."

	"One hundred years of the Hughes Family Orchard," I smiled. "People are going to eat these candy apples, drink hot cider, and buy everything you have."

	Jake reached out. His large, rough hand covered mine on the counter. His skin was warm. "Thank you. For coming back. For staying."

	I looked at his hand. My heart beat a little faster. "I would never let you lose this place, Jake."

	Suddenly, the kitchen window rattled.

	A heavy, low wind rushed past the house. It sounded like a train. The old wooden walls groaned.

	"Wow," Jake said. He looked at the window. The sky outside was black. "The weather report said a small breeze tonight. That does not sound small."

	*CRACK.*

	A loud, sharp noise echoed from the fields. It sounded like breaking wood and ripping cloth.

	Jake went perfectly still. He let go of my hand. "No."

	"Jake?" I asked. My stomach twisted tight.

	*BANG.*

	Something heavy hit the side of the main barn outside.

	"The tent," Jake yelled. He turned and ran for the front door. "The main tent!"

	"Jake, wait!" I turned off the stove. I dropped the wooden spoon on the counter. Red sugar stuck to the tile. I did not care. I grabbed my coat and ran after him.

	I pushed the heavy front door open. The cold wind hit my face hard. It tasted like dirt and rain. The rain was not falling straight down. The wind blew it sideways. It stung my cheeks.

	"Jake!" I yelled into the dark.

	"Over here!" his voice came from the main field.

	I ran through the wet grass. My boots slipped in the mud. I clicked on my flashlight. The yellow beam cut through the dark, heavy rain.

	When the light hit the festival ground, I stopped breathing.

	The giant white tent was gone. It was not just blown over. It was ripped in half. The heavy white cloth flapped wildly in the wind, caught in the apple trees.

	"The crates!" Jake shouted. He was on his knees in the mud.

	I ran to him. I shined my light down.

	Hundreds of red and green apples covered the ground. The tall wooden crates were tipped over. Smashed. Broken wood covered the wet grass. I stepped forward, and my boot crushed an apple. The sharp, sweet smell of fresh apple juice mixed with the smell of wet dirt. It was a sad, ruined smell.

	"Help me lift this!" Jake yelled over the wind. He grabbed the side of a broken crate.

	I grabbed the wet wood. The wood dug into my palms. "Ready! One, two, three!"

	We pulled. The wood cracked, but we moved it off a pile of apples. It did not matter. Most of the apples were bruised. Brown soft spots already covered the red skin. The cold rain washed the sweet juice away into the mud.

	"The tables," I pointed my flashlight to the right.

	The long wooden tables for the candy apples and the cider were flipped upside down. The glass cider jugs were shattered. Millions of tiny glass pieces shined in my light.

	Jake stood up slowly. His hands were covered in dark mud. His flannel shirt was soaked tight to his shoulders. He did not move. He just stared at the broken glass and the crushed apples.

	"Jake, we have to get the leftover crates into the barn," I grabbed his arm. "Before they get ruined too."

	He did not look at me. He walked slowly to one of the thick ropes that held the tent. The pole was bent in half. Jake picked up the end of the rope.

	He held it up in my flashlight beam.

	"Look," Jake said. His voice was very quiet. It was too quiet for the loud storm.

	I stepped closer. I looked at the rope.

	It was not snapped. It was not broken by the wind.

	The thick yellow rope had a clean, straight edge.

	"It is cut," I whispered. My mouth felt dry.

	"It was cut with a knife," Jake said. He dropped the rope. It fell into the mud with a wet slap. He walked to the broken wooden fence that held the cider tables. He kicked the wood.

	The lock on the gate was not broken by the wind. It was cut in half with heavy metal clippers.

	"Sabotage," I said. My hands started to shake. The cold rain dripped down my nose. "Jake, someone did this on purpose."

	"The corporate developers," Jake laughed. It was a cold, bitter laugh. "They sent someone. They knew the festival was tomorrow. They knew we needed the money from tomorrow to pay the bank."

	"We can call the police," I said quickly. I reached into my wet coat for my phone. "We can show them the cut rope."

	"And then what, Emily?" Jake turned to me. His face was pale. The flashlight showed the deep, dark circles under his eyes. "The police write a report. The developers hire rich lawyers. The lawyers say it was just the storm. Nothing happens."

	"But they destroyed the festival!" I yelled. I pointed at the ruined apples. The sweet, sad smell of the crushed fruit made me want to cry.

	"They won," Jake said. He looked down at the mud.

	"No, they did not win," I stepped in front of him. I blocked his view of the broken tent. "We can fix this."

	Jake shook his head slowly. "Look around, Em. The main tent is ripped. Three hundred pounds of prime apples are smashed in the dirt. The cider is gone. The stage is broken. It took us three weeks to build all this. We have six hours until the sun comes up. We have eight hours until people start driving here."

	"We can clean it up," I said. My voice cracked.

	"Stop," Jake said. He put his hands on his face. He rubbed his eyes hard. When he dropped his hands, he looked defeated. His broad shoulders sank. The fight left his body. "Just stop, Emily."

	"Jake, please."

	"I am done," he said. He walked past me. He kicked a broken apple out of his way. "I am calling the developer in the morning. I am taking their buyout offer."

	"You cannot do that!" I ran after him. I grabbed the wet sleeve of his shirt. "You promised your dad! You promised your family!"

	Jake spun around. His eyes were wide and angry. "Do not talk about my dad! My dad is not here! I am here! And I am failing!"

	I stepped back. The loud wind whipped my wet hair across my face.

	Jake breathed heavy. His chest moved up and down fast. "I am sorry. I should not yell at you. You have done so much. But you have to see the truth, Emily. I cannot fight a giant company. They have millions of dollars. I have a broken tent and crushed apples."

	"You have me," I said. My voice was small, but steady.

	Jake looked at me. The rain washed the mud off his face. "Emily, you need to go back to the city. Your art studio is waiting. You came here to help, and you did. But the boat is sinking. I am not letting you pull yourself down with me."

	"I am not leaving," I said. I took a step closer to him.

	"Yes, you are," he pointed to the house. "Go inside. Get warm. Pack your bags. I will call the lawyers tomorrow. It is over. The orchard is gone."

	"No."

	Jake frowned. "What did you say?"

	"I said no," I planted my boots in the wet mud. I crossed my arms. The cold wind bit my skin, but I did not shiver. "I am not packing my bags. I am not going to the city. And you are not calling those corporate bullies."

	"Emily, be reasonable."

	"I am being reasonable!" I shouted over the wind. "They cut the ropes, Jake! They cut the lock! Why would they do that?"

	"To ruin the festival," Jake said. He looked at me like I was crazy.

	"Yes! But *why* do they want to ruin the festival?" I pointed my flashlight right at his chest. "Because they are scared! If the festival works, you get the money. If you get the money, you keep the land. They only cheat when they know they are losing!"

	Jake stared at me. His mouth opened a little, but no words came out.

	"They want you to quit," I said. I stepped closer again. I reached out and grabbed both sides of his wet jacket. I held on tight. "They want you to walk away tonight. They are sitting in some warm, dry office in the city, waiting for you to give up."

	Jake looked down at my hands holding his jacket. Then he looked up at my eyes.

	"We are not going to give them what they want," I said. I kept my voice hard and strong. "Do you hear me, Jake Hughes? You are not selling this land."

	"Emily, the apples are crushed. The cider is in the dirt."

	"We have more apples in the cold storage room," I told him. "We have the ugly apples. The small ones. The ones with spots."

	"We cannot sell the ugly apples at the centennial," Jake shook his head. "People want the big, perfect, sweet red ones. Like the ones on the ground."

	"We don't sell them raw," I said. My mind was moving very fast now. I pictured the warm kitchen. I smelled the bubbling sugar. "We make candy apples. We make caramel apples. We chop them up and make hot apple crumble. If you put enough sweet sugar, thick caramel, and warm cinnamon on them, nobody cares what they look like underneath."

	Jake blinked. The rain dripped off his eyelashes. "That is hundreds of apples to dip. We do not have the time."

	"I will dip them. All night," I said. "I will not sleep."

	"The tent is ripped," Jake pointed to the white cloth in the tree.

	"Then we don't use a tent," I turned and pointed the flashlight to the big, old barn with the red doors. "We open the big barn. We sweep the floor. We put the tables inside. It is rustic. It is cozy. People love that. It smells like old wood and sweet hay in there."

	"What about the broken tables?" Jake asked. His voice was losing its angry edge. He was listening to me.

	"We use the flat truck beds. We put the trucks in the barn. We put warm plaid blankets over the metal. We put the food on the blankets." I looked back at him. I squeezed his jacket again. "We can do this."

	Jake looked at the ruined field. He looked at the barn. Then he looked at me. He let out a long, heavy breath. The white steam of his breath floated in the cold air.

	"You are stubborn," Jake said softly.

	"I learned it from you," I said.

	Jake looked down at my hands. He slowly raised his own hands. He put his large hands over my cold fingers. His thumbs rubbed the back of my hands. "You are freezing, Em."

	"I don't care," I said. "Are you going to quit?"

	Jake was quiet for a long time. The wind pushed against us. The smell of crushed apples and wet mud stayed heavy in the air.

	Finally, his jaw tightened. His eyes got sharp again. The defeat was gone. The fight came back into his face.

	"No," Jake said firmly. "I am not going to quit."

	I smiled. A big, real smile. "Good."

	"But we cannot do this just the two of us," Jake looked around. "There is too much heavy wood to move. The barn needs to be cleared. We need help."

	"I will get help," I said. I pulled my phone out of my pocket. The screen was wet, but it turned on.

	"Who are you calling at midnight in a storm?" Jake asked.

	"Everyone," I said. I opened my social media app. I started a live video.

	The camera showed my wet hair and the dark storm behind me.

	"Hi, Oakhaven," I said to the phone. I used the old town name by accident, but it didn't matter. The people here knew who they were. "This is Emily. I am standing at the Hughes Family Orchard. Someone just broke in. They cut our ropes. They smashed our festival crates. They want Jake to lose this farm."

	Jake watched me. His eyes were wide.

	"But we are not closing," I told the camera. I showed the ruined apples. I showed the cut rope. Then I turned the camera back to my face. "The centennial is tomorrow at ten in the morning. We need to move the festival into the barn. If anyone is awake. If anyone has a truck, a broom, or a strong pair of hands... Jake and I need you. Please."

	I ended the video. I posted it to the town page.

	"Do you think anyone will come?" Jake asked gently.

	"This town loves your family," I said. I put the phone away. "Now come on. Let's start moving the glass."

	We worked in the dark for twenty minutes. We picked up the broken wood. We piled the smashed apples into a wheelbarrow to give to the pigs later. The sweet, sad smell of the juice was still strong, but the ground was getting clear.

	My back hurt. My hands were red and cold. Jake lifted a heavy piece of table wood on his shoulder. He walked to the trash pile.

	Suddenly, a bright light cut through the dark.

	I stopped. I looked up at the dirt road.

	Two bright yellow headlights bounced down the muddy path.

	"Is it the developers?" Jake dropped the wood. He stepped in front of me to protect me.

	The truck parked. The lights stayed on. The driver door opened.

	A tall man in a yellow raincoat stepped out. It was Mr. Henderson. He owned the bakery in town.

	"Mr. Henderson?" Jake asked in shock.

	Mr. Henderson walked to the back of his truck. He pulled out two push brooms and a heavy flashlight. "Saw the video, Emily," he shouted over the wind. "My wife is at home baking extra pies to bring tomorrow. Let's get this place cleaned up."

	Before Jake could answer, more lights appeared on the road.

	One truck. Then a small car. Then a jeep. Then two more trucks.

	The headlights lit up the whole field. It looked like daytime.

	Doors slammed. People stepped out into the rain. I saw Mrs. Gable from the library. I saw the high school football coach. I saw a group of teenagers from my old art class. They all wore heavy coats. They all carried shovels, brooms, ropes, and toolboxes.

	Jake stood totally still. The rain hit his face. He watched his town walk toward him. His mouth opened, but he could not speak.

	"Told you," I bumped my shoulder against his arm.

	Jake looked at me. His eyes were wet. It was not just the rain. He swallowed hard. "Em..."

	"Don't cry yet, tough guy," I smiled softly. "We have a barn to clean."

	The football coach walked up. He patted Jake hard on the back. "Where do you want us, Jake? We have forty people here. More are coming."

	Jake took a deep breath. He stood up straight. He looked like the boss of the orchard again.

	"Coach, take the boys and clear the broken tent," Jake pointed. "Henderson, we need the barn floor swept clean. Emily, you take three people to the kitchen. Start dipping the candy apples."

	"You got it, boss," I said.

	The crisis was not over. The storm was still blowing. But as I walked back to the warm kitchen, I did not feel scared anymore. I smelled the sweet vanilla and sharp cinnamon waiting for me. We were going to save the orchard. And we were going to do it together.

	

	

	

	

	 


 Chapter 14

	 ** Rallying the Troops **

	

	The cold morning wind hit my face. I pulled my coat tight. The smell of wet dirt and crushed apples filled the air.

	I walked to the main festival field. The big white tent was on the ground. The wood stands were in pieces. Red and green apples covered the wet grass.

	Jake stood in the middle of the mess. He did not move. His hands hung by his sides.

	"Jake?" I said.

	He did not look at me. He just looked at the broken wood.

	"Jake, talk to me," I said. I walked up to him. I touched his arm. His jacket was cold and wet.

	"It is gone," he said. His voice was low. "It is all gone, Emily."

	"No, it is not," I said.

	"Look at it," he said. He pointed a shaking finger at the broken tent. "The big party is tomorrow. We have no tent. We have no stands. The apples are in the mud."

	"We can pick them up," I said.

	Jake shook his head. He stepped back. He looked very tired. The dark circles under his eyes were deep.

	"I am done," he said.

	"You are not done," I said.

	"I cannot do this anymore," he said. "The corporate men win. I will sell the orchard."

	"No!" I said. My voice was loud. "You will not sell."

	"How can I fix this, Emily?" he asked. He looked at me now. His eyes were red and wet. "I am just one man. You are just one woman. We cannot lift that tent. We cannot build new stands in one day."

	"We do not have to do it alone," I said.

	"Who will help?" he asked.

	"Everyone," I said.

	I took out my phone.

	"What are you doing?" Jake asked.

	"I am taking a picture," I said.

	I took a picture of the broken tent. I took a picture of the apples in the mud. Then, I took a picture of Jake. He looked sad and beaten.

	"Do not post that," he said.

	"I have to," I said. "People need to see."

	"It is embarrassing," he said. He looked at the ground.

	"It is not embarrassing to ask for help," I said. "This is your home. This is their home, too. They love the Hughes Family Orchard. They love the sweet candy apples. They love the hot cinnamon cider. They will not let it die."

	I opened my social media app. I typed fast. I used very simple words.

	*The storm hurt our orchard. The big centennial party is tomorrow. Jake is sad. We need help. Please come. Bring hammers. Bring hands. We have hot coffee and sweet apple pie.*

	I pressed post.

	"There," I said.

	Jake sighed. "It is a waste of time. People are busy."

	"We will see," I said. "Now, go make the coffee. Make it hot. Get the sugar and the cream. Cut the apple pies. I will go to the barn."

	"Why?" he asked.

	"I need my paints," I said. "I have work to do."

	I ran to the old barn. The smell of dry hay and sweet wood was nice. I grabbed my big wood boards. I grabbed my red and yellow paints. I painted a big sign.

	**HELP SAVE THE ORCHARD! TODAY!**

	I painted big red apples on it. They looked sweet and juicy. I painted fast. The paint got on my hands. I did not care.

	I took the sign to the front road. I put it in the grass.

	I walked back to the main field. Jake was holding a big metal pot. The smell of dark, hot coffee mixed with the cold air. It smelled so good. My mouth watered.

	"Did anyone call?" Jake asked.

	"Not yet," I said.

	"See?" Jake said. He put the pot on a small table that was not broken. "No one is coming."

	"Wait," I said.

	We waited. Ten minutes passed. The wind blew. It was very quiet.

	Then, I heard a sound.

	*Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.*

	Tires on the dirt road.

	Jake looked up. I smiled.

	A big blue truck pulled in. It was Mr. Henderson from the hardware store.

	The truck door opened. Mr. Henderson stepped out. He had a big red toolbox in his hands.

	"Hello, Jake!" Mr. Henderson called out.

	"Mr. Henderson?" Jake said. His mouth fell open.

	"I saw Emily's picture," Mr. Henderson said. "I brought my tools. I brought wood."

	"You did?" Jake asked.

	"Yes," Mr. Henderson said. "I love your candy apples. My wife loves your candy apples. We cannot let the party fail."

	Before Jake could speak, another car pulled in. It was a yellow car. Mrs. Gable got out. She was the town baker.

	"Emily!" Mrs. Gable yelled. She waved her hands.

	"Mrs. Gable!" I yelled back.

	"I brought hot cinnamon rolls!" she said. "They have thick white sugar on top. Very sweet!"

	My mouth watered again. "Thank you!" I said.

	Then, three more cars came. Then five more.

	"Jake," I said. "Look."

	Jake turned around. His eyes got big.

	There were twenty people. Then thirty people. Families. Kids. Old men. They all walked to the field. They wore thick coats and work boots. They had hammers. They had ropes. They had big smiles.

	"I do not believe it," Jake whispered.

	"I told you," I said.

	A tall man walked up to Jake. It was Mayor Thomas.

	"Jake," the Mayor said. "Point the way. What do we do first?"

	Jake swallowed hard. He looked at me. I nodded at him.

	Jake stood up tall. His shoulders went back.

	"Okay," Jake said in a loud voice. "Okay! Thank you all. Mayor Thomas, take five men. Lift the white tent. Mr. Henderson, we need new wood for the apple stands. The kids can pick up the good apples from the grass. Put them in the red baskets."

	"You got it, Jake!" the Mayor said.

	"Let's go!" Mr. Henderson yelled.

	The field got loud. Bang, bang, bang. Hammers hit wood. Ropes pulled the heavy tent. People laughed. People talked.

	I went to the food table. Mrs. Gable put her cinnamon rolls next to Jake’s hot coffee.

	"Take one, dear," Mrs. Gable said to me.

	I took a warm roll. The sugar was sticky on my fingers. I took a bite. The bread was soft. The cinnamon was hot and sweet. It tasted amazing.

	"Thank you, Mrs. Gable," I said.

	"Your post was very good," she said. "We all love Jake. We love you, too."

	I smiled. My face felt hot.

	I walked over to Jake. He was holding a big piece of wood. Two men were helping him nail it to a stand.

	"Hold it straight!" Jake said.

	"I have it!" a man said.

	*Bang. Bang.*

	"Good job!" Jake said.

	He saw me. He wiped sweat from his head. He smiled. It was a real, big smile.

	"Are you okay?" I asked.

	"I am great," he said. He walked over to me. "Emily. Look at this."

	I looked around. The white tent was up. It looked bright and clean in the sun. Four new wood stands were built. Kids were running with red baskets full of round, shiny apples.

	"It looks perfect," I said.

	"You did this," Jake said. He looked right into my eyes.

	"No," I said. "They did this."

	"You called them," he said. "You did not let me quit."

	"I will never let you quit," I said.

	Jake stepped closer to me. The smell of fresh cut wood and sweet cinnamon rolled off his clothes. He reached out. His fingers touched my hand. His skin was warm.

	"Hey, Jake!" Mr. Henderson called out. "We need more nails!"

	Jake jumped back. He blinked fast.

	"I am coming!" Jake called back.

	He looked at me one more time. "Thank you, Emily," he said softly.

	"Go fix your orchard, Jake," I said.

	He ran back to the men. I watched him work. I took a deep breath. The crisp fall air filled my lungs. The sweet smell of the apples and the sugar was everywhere. The orchard was safe. The town was here. And my heart was beating very, very fast.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 15

	  ** Vanessa’s Exit **

	

	The air in the orchard was thick with the scent of baked cinnamon and turning leaves, but the atmosphere inside the main office felt like a frost-covered window—cold and ready to crack.

	I stood by the window, watching the townspeople of Splendid Lake swarm the grounds. They were everywhere. Mrs. Gable was directing the younger kids on how to hang the handmade banners, while the local hardware store owner was hammering away at the new stage.

	"They’re relentless, aren't they?"

	I didn't turn around. I knew the clipped, polished cadence of Vanessa’s voice. She was standing by the door, her high heels looking completely ridiculous against the dusty, farmhouse floorboards.

	"They're a community, Vanessa," I said, my voice steady. "They’re family."

	She walked toward the desk, her coat perfectly pressed. She didn't look like someone who had spent the last three days helping us prepare for the Centennial. She looked like she was waiting for a ride to the airport.

	"It’s just a patch of dirt, Emily," she said, waving a manicured hand toward the window. "I don’t know why you’re killing yourself for a business that was failing before you even got off the plane."

	I finally turned to look at her. I didn't feel the sharp sting of jealousy I used to. Instead, I just felt… tired. "You keep calling it dirt. Jake calls it his legacy. There's a difference."

	"Legacy doesn't pay the property taxes," Vanessa countered, her lips curling into a tight, thin smile. "I offered to help modernize the books. I offered to connect him with my contacts in the city. But he’s obsessed with this… this *faded* dream."

	Just then, the door creaked open. Jake stepped in, his flannel shirt dusted with sawdust, his hair windswept and wild. He stopped short when he saw us, his eyes immediately finding mine. The way he looked at me—that softening around his eyes, that instinctive way he stood a little straighter—it made my heart do a quiet, steady thrum.

	"The stage is almost ready," Jake said, his focus entirely on me. He walked past Vanessa like she was a piece of furniture he’d forgotten was there. "The town council just dropped off another box of ribbons. They’re really going all out, Em."

	I smiled, and the tension in my shoulders finally dropped. "I saw. Mrs. Gable is currently trying to organize a color-coded system for the apple sorting."

	Jake laughed, a low, warm sound that filled the room. He reached out, his hand instinctively brushing my arm as he squeezed past me to grab a clipboard. The touch was brief, but it was electric. It was *ours*.

	Vanessa cleared her throat, a sharp, jagged sound.

	"Jake," she said, stepping into his space. "We need to talk about the meeting with the developers next week. Now that the festival is almost over, you can finally focus on the exit strategy."

	Jake froze. He didn't look at her. He kept his eyes on me, his thumb tracing the edge of the clipboard.

	"There is no exit strategy, Vanessa," Jake said. His voice was calm, but there was a steel edge to it that I had never heard before.

	Vanessa laughed, but it sounded hollow. "Don't be dramatic. You’re exhausted. You’re broke. You’re playing house in a barn with a childhood friend who probably won't even be here by the time the snow melts."

	My breath hitched. I felt the heat rise in my cheeks, but I stayed still. I wanted to hear this.

	Jake finally turned his head. He looked at Vanessa, really looked at her, and I saw the realization hit him. He wasn't looking at a former flame. He was looking at a stranger.

	"You’re right," Jake said slowly. "I am exhausted. But I’ve never been happier."

	Vanessa’s expression faltered. "What?"

	"Look out that window," Jake said, gesturing to the yard. "Do you see that? That’s not just a business. That’s why I wake up in the morning. And Emily… she’s the reason this place is still standing. She believed in this place—and in me—when I was ready to give up."

	He took a step toward me, and the world seemed to narrow down to just the two of us. The noise of the festival prep, the hammering, the shouting—it all faded into background static.

	"I’m not selling, Vanessa," Jake continued, his eyes locked on mine. "Not to them. Not ever. And I’m certainly not leaving the person who helped me find my way back to myself."

	Vanessa looked from Jake to me, and for the first time, her composure fully shattered. She saw the way we were looking at each other—the history, the trust, the quiet, humming promise of something that had been waiting for years to bloom.

	She stepped back, her heels clicking sharply against the wood.

	"You’re choosing this?" she whispered, her voice tinged with genuine confusion. "A small town, a failing orchard, and a girl with paint on her hands?"

	"I'm choosing a life," Jake said simply. "A real one."

	Vanessa shook her head, a slow, disbelieving motion. She smoothed her coat, but her hands were trembling just a fraction. She grabbed her bag from the chair.

	"You’re making a mistake, Jake. You’ll be begging for my help before the month is out."

	She walked to the door, then paused. She didn't look back at me. She only looked at Jake.

	"I hope the apples are worth it," she said.

	Then, she was gone.

	The sound of the screen door slamming shut echoed through the office. A moment of silence hung in the air, heavy and expectant.

	I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. "Well," I said, my voice feeling a little shaky. "That was… definitive."

	Jake didn't answer right away. He dropped the clipboard on the desk and walked toward me. He stopped only inches away, his scent—fresh air, woodsmoke, and crisp apples—enveloping me.

	"Are you okay?" he asked, his voice low and searching.

	I looked up at him. The doubt that had been gnawing at me for weeks—the fear that I was just a temporary distraction—evaporated.

	"I'm better than okay," I said.

	Jake reached out, his fingers hovering for a second before he gently tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. His hand lingered against my cheek, his palm warm and calloused.

	"She was never going to understand, was she?" he asked.

	"No," I admitted. "She was looking for a trophy. She didn't want the orchard. She didn't want the mess of the harvest or the work of the repairs."

	"She didn't want me," Jake corrected softly. "Not the real me."

	He leaned in, his gaze dropping to my lips before flickering back up to my eyes. The tension in the room wasn't cold anymore; it was vibrant, humming with the promise of everything we hadn't said yet.

	"I’m glad she left," I whispered.

	"Me too," Jake breathed.

	He didn't kiss me—not yet. He just held my gaze, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw in a way that made my knees feel like they were made of water. Outside, the town was cheering, a sudden roar of laughter coming from the orchard floor, but here, in the small, dusty office, it was quiet.

	"We have a lot of work to do," Jake said, though he didn't pull away.

	"We do," I agreed.

	"The centennial is tomorrow."

	"I know."

	He smiled, that slow, lopsided grin that used to make me lose my homework in the third grade and still made my heart stop today.

	"Let them work," he said, nodding toward the window. "We have a few minutes."

	He stepped closer, and this time, there was no doubt, no fear, and no ex-girlfriend standing in the doorway to remind us of the world outside. There was only the smell of autumn in the air, the steady beat of our hearts, and the feeling that, for the first time in my life, I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

	We turned back to the window together, watching the sun begin to dip behind the mountains, painting the sky in shades of bruised purple and burning gold. The orchard was alive, breathing, and ready. And as Jake’s hand slid down to find mine, lacing his fingers through mine, I knew the real season was only just beginning.

	

	 


Chapter 16

	  ** The Eve of the Anniversary ** 

	

	The air in the orchard felt different tonight. It was thick with the scent of damp earth, fading autumn leaves, and the sweet, sugary ghost of the candy apples we’d been making all day. Everything was quiet, the kind of heavy, expectant silence that happens before a big storm. But this wasn’t a storm of rain. It was the calm before the Centennial celebration.

	I walked along the main path, my boots crunching softly on the gravel. Every few feet, a string of fairy lights flickered on, casting a warm, honey-colored glow over the gnarled apple trees. It looked like magic. It looked like the kind of place where things could finally start over.

	"You're quiet," a voice said behind me.

	I didn't have to turn around to know it was Jake. I knew his step. I knew the way he carried his shoulders after a fourteen-hour day—a little hunched, a little tired, but steady.

	"Just looking at the lights," I said, stopping to brush a stray branch away from a banner I’d hung up earlier. The banner read *Hughes Family Orchard: 100 Years of Love.* It fluttered in the breeze, dancing against the dark sky. "I can’t believe we’re actually ready."

	Jake walked up beside me. He smelled like sawdust and fresh air. He shoved his hands into his jacket pockets and looked up at the twinkling lights. "We aren't ready. We're just… standing. There’s a difference."

	I laughed, a soft, tired sound. "Don’t say that. You’ll jinx it."

	He turned to look at me, his eyes catching the light. He had a smudge of dirt on his cheek, a leftover souvenir from fixing the fence earlier. Without thinking, I reached out. My fingers brushed his skin, wiping the dirt away.

	He went perfectly still. The air between us seemed to stop moving.

	"Sorry," I whispered, pulling my hand back and tucking it into my own sweater pocket. "You had a little… smudge."

	"It’s okay," Jake said. His voice was lower, rougher than usual. "I don’t mind."

	We stood there for a long moment. Usually, with Jake, there was so much noise. We were always talking, always debating, always laughing about something from ten years ago. But tonight, there was nothing to say. The space between us was filling up with everything we hadn't said over the last few weeks.

	"Do you remember the old bonfire pit?" I asked, breaking the silence because the tension was starting to make my heart race. "By the creek?"

	Jake nodded, not taking his eyes off me. "I remember. We used to think we were so grown up, sitting out there. Drinking hot chocolate until our teeth hurt."

	"We were kids, Jake."

	"We were," he agreed. He stepped closer. The scent of him—cedar and something uniquely *Jake*—invaded my space. "But we aren't kids anymore, Em."

	My breath hitched. "No. I guess we aren't."

	He reached out, his hand hovering near my shoulder, then finally landing gently on the fabric of my jacket. It was a light touch, barely there, but it felt like a jolt of electricity. My skin burned everywhere he touched.

	"I’m glad you came back," he said. It wasn't about the orchard. It wasn't about the festival. He meant me. He meant *us*.

	"Me too," I breathed.

	He leaned in. The world seemed to shrink down until there was only the orchard, the lights, and the way his eyes searched mine. I could see the reflection of the little golden bulbs in his pupils. My pulse hammered in my throat. I knew what was coming. I had been waiting for this moment since I stepped off the bus and saw him standing there, looking like home.

	He tilted his head. I did the same. My eyes fluttered shut. I could feel the heat radiating from him. I wanted to close that final inch, to feel if his lips were as warm as his hands.

	His breath brushed against my cheek, sweet and heavy. "Emily," he whispered, a question and a promise all at once.

	I leaned in, my heart doing a frantic, happy dance against my ribs.

	*Crack.*

	The sound was sharp, like a gunshot in the quiet night.

	Jake and I jumped apart as if we’d been burned. My eyes flew open, my cheeks burning with heat. Jake spun around, his hand instinctively going to his waistband, his protective instincts kicking in.

	"What was that?" he demanded, his voice sharp and alert.

	"It came from the main barn," I said, my voice shaky. The romantic tension vanished, replaced by a sudden spike of cold adrenaline.

	"Stay here," Jake said, already moving toward the sound.

	"No way," I snapped, shaking off the daze. "I’m not staying here while you go investigate potential sabotage. It’s our barn, Jake."

	He didn't argue. He knew better than to try to leave me behind. We ran toward the barn, our boots thudding against the packed dirt. The magic of the moment was gone, replaced by the reality of the crisis we were fighting.

	When we reached the barn doors, they were swinging open, groaning on rusted hinges.

	"Hello?" Jake shouted into the darkness.

	There was no answer, just the sound of the wind whistling through the slats. We stepped inside, and my flashlight flickered on, cutting through the gloom.

	"Oh no," I whispered.

	The boxes of inventory—the jars of apple butter, the special edition jams, the decorative baskets for the festival—were all sitting on the floor. But they weren't just sitting there. They were knocked over. Glass jars were shattered everywhere. Apple butter was smeared across the concrete floor like sticky, dark paint.

	"Are you kidding me?" Jake roared, his voice echoing against the rafters. He ran a hand through his hair, looking at the destruction. "We spent three days prepping this stock."

	I walked over to a stack of crates that had been shoved aside. I picked up a piece of paper that was lying on top of the mess. It was a packing list.

	"Jake," I said, my voice tight. "Look at this."

	He walked over, his jaw clenched, looking like he wanted to punch the nearest wall. He looked at the list. "This is for the catering service. They were supposed to deliver the display stands at six tonight. Why is it in the mud?"

	"Because they didn't come," I realized, looking at the clock on the wall. It was nearly ten. "Jake, they aren't coming."

	Jake stared at the mess, his shoulders sagging. The anger left him, replaced by a devastating kind of defeat. "If we don't have those stands, we don't have a display. If we don't have a display, we can't sell the product. If we can't sell the product, the festival is a bust."

	He looked at me, and for a second, I saw the fear behind the frustration. This wasn't just a logistical hiccup. This was the final blow.

	"We have twelve hours until the gates open," I said, forcing my voice to stay steady, even though my hands were trembling. "Twelve hours, Jake. That’s plenty of time."

	"Time for what, Em? We have no stands, we have broken product, and we have a whole orchard to set up." He let out a harsh, bitter laugh. "Maybe this is a sign. Maybe we were meant to lose this place."

	"Don't you dare," I said, stepping into his space. I grabbed his shirt, pulling him until he had to look at me. "Do not give up now. Not when we are this close."

	"Look at this place!" he gestured to the glass and the mess. "It’s a disaster."

	"It’s a mess," I corrected, my eyes fierce. "But it’s our mess. And we’re going to clean it up. We’re going to find a way to display this stuff, and we’re going to make tomorrow the best day this orchard has ever seen."

	He looked down at me, his expression unreadable. For a moment, the tension from before flared back to life—not the romantic kind, but the raw, electric energy of two people fighting for the same thing.

	"You really think we can?" he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

	"I know we can," I said. "Because I’m not leaving, Jake. And I know you aren't either."

	He let out a long, shuddering breath and finally nodded. He looked at the mess, then back at me. "Okay. Okay. First, we clear this up. Then, we figure out a Plan B."

	"Plan B is my specialty," I said, trying to smile.

	He managed a small, lopsided grin, but it didn't reach his eyes. "You're a stubborn woman, Emily Carmichael."

	"And you're a stubborn man, Jake Hughes. It’s why we make a good team."

	We turned back to the mess, the reality of the work ahead heavy on our shoulders. The kiss—the almost-kiss—felt like a dream from a lifetime ago. But as I grabbed a broom and handed it to him, our fingers brushed again.

	He didn't pull away immediately. He looked at me, a question lingering in his eyes. He reached out and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, his thumb lingering against my jawline for just a second longer than necessary.

	"We'll save it," he promised, his voice low and firm.

	"We'll save it," I agreed.

	The night was long, and the work was hard. We spent the next several hours working in a blur of dust and determination. Every time we passed each other, the air between us seemed to crackle with that same unspoken energy. We didn't talk about what had almost happened in the orchard. We didn't talk about the kiss. But every glance, every brush of our shoulders, every time our eyes met over the sweeping of glass, it was there.

	The festival was coming. The morning was approaching. The orchard was waiting. And we were, slowly but surely, going to make it through the night.

	"Hey," Jake said around 3:00 AM. We were sitting on the edge of the workbench, sharing a thermos of coffee that had gone lukewarm hours ago.

	"Yeah?"

	"Thanks," he said, staring into the dark barn. "For staying. For caring."

	I bumped my shoulder against his. "Always, Jake. Always."

	He looked at me then, really looked at me, and I knew that tomorrow, no matter what happened with the corporate giants or the festival crowds, everything was about to change.

	"Let's get back to work," he said, though he didn't move to stand up. "We have a festival to run."

	"Let's do it," I said.

	We hopped down, and the rhythm of the work began again. We were a team. We were partners. And, if the universe was kind, we were going to be something much more. But for now, there was work to be done, and the sun would be up before we knew it.

	I took a deep breath, the smell of dust and coffee filling my lungs, and picked up a crate. I was exhausted, I was scared, and I was so incredibly happy.

	"Emily?"

	"Yeah?"

	"Whatever happens tomorrow..." he started, then stopped. He looked at me, his eyes dark and sincere. "I'm glad you're here."

	"Me too, Jake. Me too."

	We got back to work, the silence comfortable and heavy with promise. The Centennial was waiting, and we were finally ready to face it together.

	

	


Chapter 17

	 ** The Centennial Festival ** 

	

	The air smelled like heaven. It was a mix of baked cinnamon, roasted sugar, and the sharp, clean bite of autumn leaves. I stood in the middle of the Hughes Family Orchard, watching the early morning mist drift away from the trees.

	I took a deep breath. It tasted like cold apples.

	"You look like you're trying to memorize every leaf on that tree," a voice said behind me.

	I turned around. Jake was standing there, holding a stack of wooden crates. His flannel shirt was rolled up to his elbows, and his forehead was shiny with sweat, even though it was barely eight in the morning. He looked tired, but when he smiled at me, his eyes crinkled at the corners.

	"I am memorizing it," I said, tucking a stray hair behind my ear. "It’s the centennial, Jake. One hundred years. I want to remember this exact moment."

	Jake walked over and set the crates down with a thud. "You’ve done so much, Em. Look around."

	I looked. The orchard had transformed. We had spent weeks stringing fairy lights between the branches. The red and yellow leaves hung like ornaments, catching the pale morning sun. My paintings—the ones I’d worked on for months—were displayed on easels tucked between the rows of Gala and Honeycrisp trees. They depicted the history of this place: the old tractor, the farmhouse porch, and the faces of three generations of Hughes men.

	"It’s not just me," I said, pointing to the banners fluttering in the breeze. "The whole town helped. Mrs. Gable baked six pies just for the breakfast stand."

	Jake chuckled. He took a step closer. The air between us seemed to hum. "Mrs. Gable is terrified of you, you know. She said you have ‘the eye of a true artist.’"

	"She’s just being nice because I promised her a free painting," I laughed, but my breath caught in my throat. Being this close to him, I could smell the faint scent of cedarwood soap on his skin.

	He looked at me, really looked at me, his gaze dropping to my lips before snapping back up to my eyes. "She’s right, though. You have a gift, Em. You made this place look like… like it belongs in a storybook."

	"It *is* a story, Jake. Just a long one."

	"Well," he said, shifting his weight. He looked toward the entrance gate, where a line of cars was already starting to form. "I hope the story has a happy ending."

	"It does," I said firmly. "I made sure of that."

	A loud *honk* from the parking area broke the spell. Jake sighed and ran a hand through his hair. "Duty calls. The festival gates open in ten minutes. Are you ready?"

	"Born ready."

	"Good." He lingered for a second, his fingers brushing against the back of my hand. It was a ghost of a touch, quick and electric, but it sent a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the chilly air. "I'll see you at the booth?"

	"I'll be there."

	The festival was a tidal wave.

	By noon, the orchard was packed. The sound of bluegrass music drifted from the makeshift stage, mixing with the happy chatter of families and the distinct *crunch-munch* of people biting into fresh, crisp apples. Everywhere I looked, I saw smiles.

	I stood behind my booth, my apron stained with a bit of paint and apple cider. Business had been better than I dared to hope. I had already sold half my small prints.

	"Is this yours?"

	I looked up. A little girl, no older than six, was pointing at the painting of the old red tractor.

	I smiled, crouching down to her level. "Yes, it is. Do you like it?"

	"It looks like my grandpa's tractor," she said, her eyes wide. "Can I touch it?"

	"I think your eyes are the best way to touch it," I said gently. "But you can look as long as you want."

	Her mother laughed and pulled a few bills from her purse. "We'll take it. It’s perfect."

	As I wrapped the painting in brown paper, I caught a glimpse of Jake in the crowd. He was carrying a crate of pumpkins, laughing as a group of kids ran past him. He looked happy. For a second, the stress of the looming corporate buyout seemed to vanish, like smoke in the wind.

	Then, I saw him.

	The mood in the orchard shifted, just a fraction. It was like a cloud passing over the sun.

	Walking toward the main stage, wearing a suit that was far too expensive and far too grey for an apple orchard, was Mr. Henderson.

	The corporate giant.

	My heart did a slow, painful thud against my ribs. I abandoned my booth, leaving a half-wrapped print on the table, and wove through the crowd. I needed to find Jake.

	I found him near the cider press, pouring a cup for an elderly couple. He was smiling, but his shoulders were tense. He saw me approaching, and the smile faded.

	"Em?" he whispered, leaning over the counter. "What's wrong? Is everything okay with the booth?"

	"He's here," I said, my voice barely audible over the music.

	Jake froze. He didn't have to ask who. He looked past me, his jaw tightening until the muscle in his cheek jumped. "Henderson?"

	"By the stage. He’s talking to the mayor."

	Jake set the pitcher down. His hands were shaking, just a little. He wiped them on his apron. "Maybe he’s just here to enjoy the festival, Em."

	"He doesn't enjoy things, Jake. He buys them."

	"I know." Jake stepped out from behind the counter. He looked at the crowd—the families, the kids with sticky, caramel-covered faces, the people who had traveled from three counties away to be here. "This is our day. I won't let him ruin it."

	"What are you going to do?"

	"I'm going to do my job," he said, his voice hard. "I'm the host. I’ll walk over there, I’ll be polite, and I’ll make sure he knows this land isn't for sale. Not today. Not ever."

	"I'm coming with you."

	"Em—"

	"No, Jake. You’re not doing this alone. We’re a team, remember?"

	He looked at me for a long moment. The noise of the festival—the laughter, the music, the clinking of glasses—faded into a dull hum. He reached out and squeezed my shoulder. His hand was warm and solid.

	"Okay," he said. "We're a team."

	We walked through the orchard together. Every step felt like walking onto a battlefield.

	As we got closer to the stage, the crowd seemed to part for us. Mr. Henderson was standing there, checking his watch. He looked at the beautiful, rustic surroundings with a look of pure disdain, as if he were trying to figure out how much the dirt was worth per square foot.

	He spotted us. A thin, cold smile stretched across his face.

	"Mr. Hughes," he said, his voice oily and smooth. "What a charming little event you've put together. Very… picturesque."

	Jake stopped, standing tall. He didn't bow his head. He didn't look nervous. "Mr. Henderson. I don't recall sending an invitation to your firm."

	"Oh, I don't need an invitation to do business," Henderson replied. He glanced at the crowd, then back at the orchard. "The attendance is impressive. But I imagine the overhead is killing you. All this labor, all this maintenance… it’s unsustainable."

	My blood boiled. I took a step forward, my hands clenched at my sides. "It’s not just labor, Mr. Henderson. It’s a legacy."

	Henderson turned his eyes to me. They were small, grey, and completely empty of warmth. "And a legacy is just a word for an asset that hasn't been liquidated yet, Miss…?"

	"Carmichael," I snapped. "And you’re standing on private property."

	"For now," Henderson said. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a sleek, white envelope. He held it out toward Jake. "I have the updated paperwork. The offer is final. If you sign by tomorrow morning, you walk away with enough money to never worry about an apple again."

	Jake looked at the envelope. He didn't touch it.

	"I’m not signing anything," Jake said. His voice was steady, resonant, and clear.

	"Jake," Henderson sighed, like he was talking to a stubborn child. "Don't be a fool. You’re surrounded by sentiment. Sentiment doesn't pay the taxes. Look at the state of this place. The barn is rotting. The irrigation system is failing. You’re holding onto a ghost."

	"It’s not a ghost," Jake said, gesturing to the people around us. "It’s a home. And it’s not for sale."

	Henderson’s smile didn't reach his eyes. It was a predatory thing. "Every house has a price, Mr. Hughes. I’ll be at my hotel until noon tomorrow. Think about it. Because once the frost hits, this place will be nothing but a graveyard of dead trees."

	He turned on his heel and began to walk away, pushing through the crowd like he was swatting flies.

	The music swelled, a happy, upbeat tune, but it sounded hollow in my ears now. The air felt colder.

	Jake stood staring at the back of Henderson’s head. His shoulders slumped, just a fraction. The joy of the day was still there in the laughter of the people around us, but it felt fragile.

	I reached out and took his hand. His fingers were cold, so I held them tight, trying to share my warmth.

	"He's wrong," I whispered.

	Jake looked down at me. The worry in his eyes was deep, but when he saw me, a small, sad smile touched his lips. "You think so?"

	"I know so."

	"We're going to lose it, Em," he said, the words barely a breath. "The money from the festival… it helps. But it’s not enough. He’s right about the taxes. He’s right about the bills."

	"Then we’ll find another way," I said fiercely. "We have until tomorrow. And I have an idea."

	Jake blinked, surprised. "What kind of idea?"

	I looked at the crowd, at the people enjoying the apples and the art and the music. I looked at the orchard, at the beautiful, golden leaves catching the light. I saw potential everywhere.

	"You said you wanted a happy ending," I said, squeezing his hand. "Well, I’m an artist, Jake. I don't do tragedy."

	He looked at me, and for a second, the fear in his eyes was replaced by something else. A flicker of hope.

	"What do we do?" he asked.

	"We make them love this place so much," I said, looking out at the orchard, "that they won't let you sell it even if you wanted to."

	Jake laughed, a genuine, warm sound that cut through the tension. "You’re crazy, you know that?"

	"Maybe," I said. "But we have a festival to finish."

	I turned to go back to my booth, but Jake caught my arm. He pulled me toward him, into the shadow of an old apple tree, away from the prying eyes of the crowd.

	He didn't kiss me. But he stood close, so close I could feel the heat radiating from him. He rested his forehead against mine.

	"Thank you, Em," he murmured. "For staying."

	"I never left," I replied.

	We stood there for a moment, the world around us spinning with color and sound, while the corporate wolf waited in the wings. I knew the danger wasn't gone. I knew the frost was coming, and with it, the deadline that would decide everything.

	But for right now, I had Jake. And the orchard. And a plan.

	And as I pulled away and walked back toward my art, I knew one thing for sure: I would fight for this place with every fiber of my being.

	Even if it cost me everything.

	

	

	


Chapter 18

	 ** The Centennial Festival ** 

	

	The scent of hot apple cider hung in the crisp mountain air, mixing with the sweet, sticky smell of caramel apples. It was a perfume that meant home. It meant the Hughes Family Orchard.

	I stood behind the counter of the main tent, my apron covered in flour and sticky sugar, watching the crowd. The Splendid Lake Centennial Festival was alive. It wasn’t just a party; it was a heartbeat.

	"Emily! Another tray!" Jake shouted over the music.

	He was working the fryers, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He looked exhausted, but every time his eyes met mine, he flashed a smile that made my stomach do a slow, dizzy flip.

	"Coming," I said, grabbing a fresh tray of apple fritters.

	I wove through the throng of people. There were families laughing, kids with sticky faces running around, and old neighbors catching up. It was beautiful. But I knew what Jake was really looking at.

	I followed his gaze. Near the edge of the property, standing like a dark shadow against the golden autumn trees, was Mr. Henderson. The developer. He was wearing an expensive coat that didn't belong in the mud of an orchard. He wasn't smiling. He was checking his watch. He was waiting for us to fail.

	I shoved the tray into Jake's hands and leaned close. "Stop looking at him."

	Jake wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, leaving a smear of flour on his skin. "I can’t help it, Em. He’s counting our customers. He’s waiting for the lull. He wants to buy this place by Monday."

	"He’s not buying anything," I said, my voice firm.

	"We need the numbers, Emily. If we don’t clear the target, the bank... the bank won't care about centennials or history."

	I took his hand. His skin was rough, calloused from years of hard work. "We’re going to clear the target. Just keep cooking."

	The afternoon rushed by in a blur. The line for the cider donuts never ended. I moved so fast I felt like a blur of motion, bagging orders, taking cash, answering questions.

	"Three dozen apples, please!"

	"Coming right up!"

	"Is this the last of the harvest?"

	"It's the best of the harvest!"

	I kept checking the tally sheet under the counter. The numbers were climbing. They were higher than anything the Hughes family had seen in ten years. But was it enough?

	As the sun began to dip behind the mountains, painting the sky in shades of bruised purple and fire-orange, the crowd finally thinned. The music slowed.

	I saw Mr. Henderson walking toward us. His shoes were muddy, and he looked annoyed. He walked right up to the fry stand.

	"Mr. Hughes," Henderson said. His voice was cold, like ice water.

	Jake turned off the fryer. He stepped out from behind the stand, wiping his hands on a rag. He stood tall, shoulders back. "Mr. Henderson. Enjoy the festival?"

	Henderson looked around at the empty baskets and the piles of trash that meant a successful day. He sneered. "It’s a quaint little show. But one good weekend doesn't pay the debts. You know the offer stands until Monday morning. Don’t be stubborn."

	Jake didn't answer. He just looked at him.

	I felt a surge of heat in my chest. I walked out from behind the counter. "You know, Mr. Henderson, you’re missing the point."

	Henderson looked at me like I was a bug he wanted to squash. "And you are?"

	"Someone who knows when a business is worth more than money," I said. My hands were shaking, but my voice stayed steady. "You think you can just swoop in and build your condos. You think you can pave over memories."

	"I think I’m a businessman," Henderson said. He looked at Jake. "Monday. Don't disappoint yourself."

	He turned and walked away, his expensive shoes crunching on the gravel.

	Jake let out a long, ragged breath. He leaned his elbows on the counter and put his head in his hands. "He's right, Em. We had a great day. But it's not enough to cover the interest on the loan. I did the math. We’re still short."

	He looked crushed. The fire in his eyes was gone, replaced by a deep, hollow fatigue.

	"Jake," I said softly.

	"I tried. I really tried. I guess some legacies aren't meant to last."

	I reached into my pocket. My fingers brushed against the folded paper I’d been keeping there all day. I’d been waiting for the right moment. I’d been waiting for him to truly see that he’d done everything he could.

	"Jake, look at me."

	He lifted his head. His eyes were red-rimmed. "What, Em?"

	"You didn't just try. You succeeded. You brought this community together. Look at the orchard. It’s full of life. It’s not empty."

	"It doesn't pay the bills, Emily."

	"I know." I pulled the paper out. It was a letter from the North Carolina Department of Agriculture. It was official, stamped, and heavy. "But this does."

	Jake stared at the paper. "What is that?"

	"I applied for it three months ago," I said, my heart hammering against my ribs. "The Centennial Preservation Grant. They only award it to heritage sites that prove they are vital to the local economy and culture."

	Jake didn't take the paper. He just looked at me. "You applied for a grant?"

	"I gathered the paperwork. I wrote the essays. I showed them your father’s records. I showed them the school tours, the festivals, the history." I pushed the letter into his hand. "Read it."

	Jake took the paper. His hands were shaking now. He scanned the lines, his eyes darting back and forth. His mouth fell open. He read it again.

	"Emily," he whispered. "This... this is the full amount."

	"It covers the debt," I said, tears pricking my eyes. "It clears everything."

	Jake looked up at me. He looked at the letter, then at the orchard, then back to me. The breath left his lungs in a sudden, sharp rush. "We’re saved?"

	"We’re saved."

	He dropped the paper on the counter and grabbed me. He pulled me into a hug so tight I could hardly breathe, but I didn't care. I buried my face in his neck, smelling the apple cinnamon and the sweat and the sheer, overwhelming relief.

	He spun me around, laughing—a sound I hadn't heard from him in weeks. It was bright and free.

	"You did this?" he asked, pulling back just enough to look at my face. "You did this for us?"

	"I did it for you," I said. "And for this place. It’s home, Jake."

	He looked at the spot where Henderson had been standing. Henderson was gone. The threat was gone. The orchard was ours.

	"He's never coming back," Jake said, his voice quiet with awe.

	"He doesn't have a reason to," I agreed.

	The festival lights flickered on, stringing through the trees like stars brought down to earth. The quiet hum of the night returned, but it wasn't the heavy, suffocating silence of anxiety. It was the peaceful, golden silence of victory.

	Jake reached out and touched my cheek. His thumb brushed my skin, slow and gentle. The air felt colder now, the sun fully set, but I was burning up.

	"You're amazing, Emily," he said.

	"I just did what I could."

	"No," he said. He took a step closer, closing the small gap between us. "You changed everything. You walked back into my life, and you changed everything."

	I looked up at him. The shadows of the trees played across his face, but his eyes were clear. There was no more talk of debt. No more talk of developers. Just the two of us, surrounded by the ghosts of autumn leaves and the promise of a future.

	"I didn't just come back for the orchard, Jake," I whispered.

	His breath hitched. "Why did you come back?"

	I reached up and smoothed the hair off his forehead. "You know why."

	He leaned down. It wasn't like the quick touches we’d shared earlier in the day. It was slow. It was a choice. His lips brushed against mine, soft as a falling leaf, and then he pulled away just an inch, his forehead resting against mine.

	"I was so scared to lose this," he murmured.

	"You didn't," I said. "You never will."

	He kissed me again, deeper this time. It was the taste of victory, but it was also something else. It was the taste of a beginning.

	We stood there in the middle of the empty festival grounds, the remnants of the day scattered around us—empty crates, folded tents, the cooling embers of the bonfire. But it felt like the most crowded, wonderful place on earth.

	"So," I said, when he finally pulled back, his eyes searching mine. "What happens now?"

	Jake laughed, a low, rumbling sound. He looked at the orchard, then back to me, and he grabbed my hand, lacing his fingers through mine.

	"Now?" he said. "Now we start the next hundred years."

	I squeezed his hand. The chill of the coming night was creeping in, the first frost waiting just around the corner to turn the leaves to brittle gold. But standing there with Jake, surrounded by the place that had raised us both, I knew we were ready.

	"Sounds like a plan," I said.

	He kissed my hand, then led me away from the booth, toward the house. The work of the festival was done, but the real work—the work of building a life, of growing roots, of loving each other—was just beginning.

	I looked back one last time at the orchard. The lights glowed warm against the dark sky. It was safe. It was ours. And for the first time in my life, I felt exactly where I was supposed to be.

	We walked into the darkness of the orchard, the crunch of dry leaves under our boots the only sound in the night. The air was turning sharp, biting at my nose and cheeks, but the warmth of Jake’s hand in mine was enough to keep the cold away.

	"Are you cold?" he asked, pulling me a little closer.

	"No," I said. "I'm perfectly fine."

	And I meant it. Everything was exactly as it should be. The corporate giant was defeated, the money was handled, and my heart was full.

	As we walked, I noticed the first white glint of frost on a nearby apple leaf. The season was changing. The summer was dead, and the autumn was fading. Winter was coming for Splendid Lake.

	But as I looked at the man beside me, the man who had been my best friend for as long as I could remember, I realized that I wasn't afraid of the cold anymore.

	"Jake?"

	"Yeah, Em?"

	"I'm glad I came home."

	He stopped walking. He pulled me into him, his arms wrapping around me, holding me against his chest. He didn't say a word, he didn't need to. He just held me, and in the silence of the orchard, under the vast, quiet mountain sky, I knew I was home.

	"Me too," he whispered into my hair. "Me too."

	We stayed like that for a long time, just listening to the wind move through the branches, a soft, whispering sound that felt like a secret between us. The festival was over, the stress of the buyout was a memory, and for the first time in years, the future didn't look like a mountain we had to climb. It looked like a garden we were going to plant together.

	"Let's go inside," I said, finally. "It's getting really cold."

	"Yeah," Jake said. "Let's go."

	We walked the rest of the way in comfortable silence, our shoulders bumping every few steps. The house was waiting for us, a bright, warm light in the darkness. It had seen a lot of history, the Hughes family home. It had seen birthdays and funerals, storms and harvests. But tonight, it felt different. It felt like it was waiting for us to start something new.

	When we reached the porch, Jake turned to me. He held the door open, but he didn't move to go in. He just stood there, looking at me, his eyes dark and serious.

	"You saved everything, Emily," he said again.

	"We saved it, Jake. Together."

	He nodded, a slow, thoughtful movement. "Together," he repeated. It was a good word.

	I stepped through the doorway, into the warmth of the hall. The air inside smelled of woodsmoke and old books. It was the scent of safety. I turned back to look at him.

	"You coming?"

	"Yeah," he said, closing the door behind us and blocking out the biting mountain night. "I'm right behind you."

	The house was quiet, the rest of the world shut out. And in that quiet, I knew. The chaos of the season, the fear of the loss, the drama of the past—it had all fallen away. We were standing on the edge of something brand new, and it was going to be better than anything I had ever imagined.

	I walked into the kitchen, the heart of the house, and started the kettle. Jake came in behind me, leaning against the counter, watching me move. The kitchen was just as I remembered it—the mismatched mugs, the worn wooden table, the window that looked out over the darkened trees. It was the same, but everything was different.

	"Tea?" I asked.

	"Please," he said.

	I waited for the water to boil, the whistle the only sound in the room. It was a simple, everyday thing, this making of tea. It was a rhythm I knew. And yet, doing it here, with Jake watching me, it felt like a ceremony.

	I poured the water, the steam rising in the cool air, and handed him a mug. Our fingers brushed again, a lingering, warm touch that sent a shiver through me.

	He took the mug, but he didn't drink. He just held it, looking at me.

	"We did it," he said again, like he couldn't quite believe it.

	"We did it," I agreed.

	He took a sip of his tea, then set the mug down on the table. He took a step toward me, and I realized he wasn't done talking.

	"There's something I need to tell you," he said.

	My heart did a little flutter. "What is it?"

	"I've been thinking about the last few months," he said, his voice steady. "About you leaving. About you coming back."

	I looked down at my own mug, afraid to look him in the eye. "I know."

	"I missed you, Em. Every single day. I thought I was just missing my best friend. But when you came back... when I saw you standing in the middle of the orchard... I realized it wasn't just that."

	I looked up. He was watching me so intently, his face open and honest.

	"I realized," he said, "that I was missing my life. Because you weren't in it."

	The words hit me, soft and heavy and true. "Jake."

	"I don't want you to leave again," he said. His voice was rough now, strained. "I want you to stay. I want you here. Always."

	I felt the tears finally spill over, but they weren't sad tears. They were happy ones. "I'm not going anywhere, Jake. I’m right where I want to be."

	He closed the distance between us, his hands cupping my face. He looked at me for a long, searching moment, as if he was trying to read my soul. Then he leaned down, and he kissed me, and this time, there was no hesitation. There was no fear. There was just us, and the warmth of the house, and the promise of a future that started right here, in this room.

	Outside, the first frost finally settled over the hills, covering the orchard in a blanket of white. The cold was coming, the winter was closing in. But inside, it was warm. It was safe. It was love.

	And for the first time in a very long time, I knew exactly who I was, and exactly where I belonged. I was home. I was with him. And the winter didn't stand a chance.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 


Chapter 19

	    **The First Frost ** 

	

	The silence was the loudest thing I had ever heard.

	For three days, the Hughes Family Orchard had been a roar of sound. There had been the clatter of apple crates, the constant hum of the crowd, the live music, and the endless chatter of tourists. Now, the barn was empty. The string lights above looked like little dying stars.

	I leaned against the workbench, my feet aching in my boots. I wiped a smudge of paint from my thumb against my jeans. Outside, the world was turning quiet, too. The wind had died down, replaced by a stillness that felt heavy and sharp.

	I shivered. It wasn’t just the cold. The air had changed. It smelled like damp earth and, faintly, like the first biting edge of winter.

	"The first frost," I whispered to the empty room.

	The heater in the corner sputtered, let out a puff of dust, and went silent. I sighed. Perfect.

	"Emily?"

	I jumped, my heart thumping against my ribs.

	Jake stood in the doorway. He looked tired. His flannel shirt was dusted with sawdust, and his hair was messy, sticking up in places that made me want to reach out and smooth it down. He held two mugs of hot cider.

	"I didn't think anyone was still out here," I said, trying to steady my breathing.

	He walked over, his boots crunching on the floorboards. "I saw your light. You shouldn't be out here alone. It’s freezing tonight."

	He handed me a mug. The ceramic was warm against my icy palms. Steam curled up in the air between us, twisting like ghost-shapes.

	"I just wanted to make sure everything was put away," I said, looking down into the amber liquid. "The festival... it worked, Jake. We really did it."

	Jake leaned back against the workbench beside me. He didn't look at the orchard, though. He looked at me. "We did. You did."

	"No," I corrected him. "We did."

	He took a slow sip of his cider. His eyes were dark, serious. "I couldn’t have done it without you, Em. You came back when I was drowning. You saved this place."

	"I just helped you see what was already here," I said softly.

	He turned his head fully toward me. The silence in the barn felt different now. It wasn’t empty anymore. It was charged, like the air right before a thunderstorm. My skin tingled. I kept my eyes on my mug, terrified that if I looked at him, he’d see exactly what was happening to me.

	"Are you warm enough?" he asked.

	"I'm fine."

	"You're shivering."

	He reached out. His hand hesitated for a second, hovering in the air before he brushed his fingers against my arm. His touch was electric, a jolt of heat that went straight through my sweater. I looked up.

	He wasn't looking at my eyes. He was looking at my mouth.

	My breath hitched. "Jake?"

	"I've been thinking about this for weeks," he said. His voice was gravelly, low. "Ever since you walked back into the orchard that first day."

	"Thinking about what?" I whispered. My heart felt like a trapped bird in my chest.

	"About how much I missed you. About how much I hated that you were gone. And about how much I’ve been trying to act like… like we were just friends."

	He took a step closer. The smell of him—cinnamon, pine, and the crisp, clean scent of the mountain air—surrounded me.

	"We are friends," I said, though my voice sounded weak, even to me. "We've always been friends."

	"Is that all?" he asked. He stepped closer still. Now, there was no space between us. I could feel the heat radiating from him.

	"Jake, don't," I said. But I didn't move away. I couldn't move away. My legs felt like lead.

	He placed his mug down on the bench with a soft *clink*. He reached out and took my mug from my hands, setting it down next to his. He didn't let go of my hands, though. His fingers traced the line of my palm, slow and deliberate.

	"I'm tired of lying to myself, Em," he murmured. "I’m tired of looking at you across the dinner table and pretending I don't want to hold your hand. I'm tired of sleeping in that big, empty house, wondering if you’re ever going to look at me and see something other than the guy who grew up with you."

	My eyes stung with sudden, sharp tears. I looked up at him, really looking at him. I saw the fear in his eyes. He was terrified. He was risking the one thing he had that was constant.

	"I see you," I whispered. "I see you, Jake. I think I’ve always seen you."

	He let out a shaky breath. "Then why are you shaking?"

	"Because I'm scared," I admitted. "If this goes wrong... if we try this and it falls apart... I lose my best friend."

	He stepped even closer. He lifted a hand and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. His fingers lingered against my cheek, his thumb brushing my skin. The barn was freezing, but my skin felt like it was on fire.

	"I’m already losing you," he said. "If I don't tell you this, I’m losing you anyway. Because I can’t be just your friend anymore. Not when I feel like this."

	He moved slowly. He gave me every chance to pull back. He watched my eyes, waiting for me to turn away, waiting for me to shut him down.

	I didn't move. I leaned in.

	His lips touched mine, and the world shifted. It wasn't like the movies. It wasn't explosive or dramatic. It was warm. It was soft. It was like coming home after being lost in the dark for a long, long time.

	He groaned, a low sound in his throat, and pulled me closer. His hands found my waist, pulling me against him so I could feel the steady, hard thump of his heart against my chest. My hands came up, clutching the front of his flannel shirt, bunching the fabric in my fists.

	It was everything I had been fighting for the last few months. It was the apple harvest, the scent of the falling leaves, the promise of the coming winter, and the comfort of the man who had known me since I was a child.

	He pulled back just an inch, his forehead resting against mine. We were both breathing hard.

	"Wow," he whispered, a small, lopsided smile forming on his lips.

	I couldn't help it. I laughed, a watery, relieved sound. "Yeah. Wow."

	"Does this mean..." he started, then stopped, searching my face. "Does this mean I don't have to walk you to your car tonight?"

	"It means you can walk me to the house," I said. "And maybe we can talk about how long you've actually been feeling this way."

	He laughed, a genuine, happy sound that echoed in the quiet barn. "Years, Em. Probably since we were ten."

	I felt a smile tug at my lips. "Ten?"

	"Well," he admitted, pulling me back in for a soft, lingering peck. "Maybe fifteen."

	Outside, the frost was settling, painting the trees in a layer of silver. But standing there in the barn, with his arms wrapped tight around me, I didn't feel the cold.

	I looked at the crates, at the paint-splattered floor, and at the man who had held my hand through everything. The festival was over. The corporate threat was gone. The orchard was safe.

	And for the first time, the future didn't look like a challenge. It looked like a garden. It looked like a life.

	"Come on," he said, taking my hand and lacing his fingers through mine. His grip was firm, solid, unshakeable. "Let’s get out of here. It’s too cold for standing around."

	"Wait," I said, pulling him back for one more second.

	"What?"

	"I just wanted to make sure this wasn't a dream."

	He kissed my forehead, then my nose, then my lips again. It was a promise. "It's real, Em. It’s all real."

	We walked out of the barn, hand in hand, the grass crunching beneath our boots. The air was biting, a reminder that winter was coming, but I didn't care. The sky was clear, filled with more stars than I had seen in years.

	"You know," I said, looking up at the silhouette of the trees, "we have a lot to talk about tomorrow."

	"I have nothing but time," Jake said, and I knew he meant it.

	We reached the porch of the main house, the familiar wooden steps groaning under our weight. It was the same porch where we had sat as kids, talking about everything and nothing. It was the same porch where I had stood, years ago, watching my life drift away.

	Now, it felt like the beginning.

	Jake turned to me, his back against the door. He didn't let go of my hand. "Are you happy, Emily?"

	I looked at him. I looked at the orchard in the distance, dark and peaceful. I looked at the man who had waited for me.

	"I’m happy," I said. And for the first time in my life, I knew it was the truth.

	He leaned down, his lips brushing my ear. "Good. Because I'm not letting you go anywhere else."

	"I'm not going anywhere," I promised.

	He kissed me again, a deep, slow kiss that tasted of cider and autumn. The frost could come. The winter could settle in. The year could turn.

	It didn't matter.

	I was home.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 20

	 ** A Lifetime of Love **

	

	The morning air in Splendid Lake was sharp, biting at my nose and cheeks, but it didn't feel cold. It felt clean. It felt like a new beginning.

	I stood on the back porch of the Hughes family farmhouse, gripping a mug of steaming apple cider. The scent of cinnamon and cloves drifted up, mingling with the earthy smell of damp, fallen leaves. The festival was over. The orchard was quiet for the first time in weeks. The chaos of the centennial celebration—the crowds, the music, the stress—had faded, leaving behind a profound, humming peace.

	I heard the heavy thud of boots on the wood floor behind me. I didn't need to turn around to know it was Jake. I knew the rhythm of his walk, the way he hesitated just for a second before he reached the door.

	"You're up early," his voice was rough, like gravel crushed under soft velvet.

	I turned. He was wearing that flannel shirt I loved—the faded blue one that brought out the color of his eyes. He looked tired, the kind of tired that comes from working hard and loving even harder, but he was smiling. Really smiling.

	"Couldn't sleep," I said, leaning against the railing. "Too much energy, I guess. Or maybe just… too much happening."

	Jake walked over and leaned against the railing next to me. He didn't say anything for a long moment, just stared out at the rows of trees. The sun was starting to peek over the mountains, painting the sky in colors of peach and burnt orange.

	"We saved it, Em," he said softly.

	I looked at him. Really looked at him. "We did. You did."

	He shook his head, brushing a stray apple twig off his sleeve. "I couldn't have done it without you. You know that. The grant, the branding, the way you made people see this place like *I* see it… it was you."

	"It’s a beautiful place, Jake. I just helped them see the truth."

	He turned to face me. His eyes were focused, searching mine. He reached out, his calloused thumb tracing the line of my jaw, light as a feather. It made my breath hitch.

	"I have a surprise for you," he said.

	"A surprise? After all the festival madness?"

	He chuckled. "Yeah. Come on."

	He took my hand, his palm warm and rough against mine. We walked off the porch, stepping onto the soft grass. The orchard was still, the trees heavy with the last of the harvest. We didn't head toward the farmhouse or the barn. We walked toward the old packing shed near the north grove.

	When he opened the door, the smell hit me first. Fresh pine, dried lavender, and… paint.

	I stepped inside and stopped dead.

	The shed had been transformed. The old, dusty shelves were gone, replaced by clean, wooden tables. A massive skylight had been cut into the roof, letting in a flood of morning light. In the center of the room sat my favorite easel, the one I’d used back in the city, but it was surrounded by new canvases, fresh jars of brushes, and a window seat that looked directly out over the mountains.

	"Jake," I whispered. My throat felt tight. "What is this?"

	He stood in the doorway, hands in his pockets, looking a little nervous. "You said you needed a place to paint. A place where the light was right. I thought… well, this is the best light on the property. And it’s far enough from the farmhouse that you can have quiet."

	I walked to the window seat, running my hand over the soft cushions. "You did all this? While we were prepping for the festival?"

	"Late nights," he admitted, shrugging. "And a little help from my dad’s old tools. I wanted you to have a space, Em. A real space. Not just a corner of a guest room."

	I turned to him, my heart feeling like it was trying to escape my chest. "You want me to stay."

	It wasn't a question. It was a realization.

	He crossed the room in two long strides. He stopped right in front of me, close enough that I could smell the faint scent of woodsmoke and crisp apples clinging to his clothes. He looked down at me, his gaze intense.

	"I don't want you to go back to the city, Emily. I never did."

	"But the orchard—"

	"The orchard isn't just about business anymore," he interrupted gently. "It’s about home. And you're home. You're the one who makes this place feel whole."

	I reached out, resting my palms against his chest. I could feel the steady, rhythmic beat of his heart under the flannel. It was solid. Real.

	"I don't have a reason to leave," I whispered. "Everything I want… everyone I want… is right here."

	He tilted his head, his gaze dropping to my lips and then back to my eyes. The playfulness was gone, replaced by a deep, quiet hunger that made my knees weak.

	"Are you sure?" he asked. "No regrets?"

	"The only regret I have is that we waited this long," I said.

	He leaned in, his breath warm against my ear. "Me too."

	He moved slowly, giving me every chance to pull away, but I leaned into him, closing the small space between us. When his lips finally touched mine, it wasn't like the sparks I’d imagined—it was like a slow, steady fire. It was the warmth of coming home after a long, cold journey.

	His hands came up to frame my face, his thumbs gently stroking my skin. The kiss was sweet, tasting of cider and autumn air, deep and thorough. It wasn't rushed. It wasn't frantic. It was a promise. It was the feeling of two people who had known each other their whole lives, finally realizing that they were looking at their future.

	When we pulled apart, we were both breathless. He rested his forehead against mine, his eyes closed.

	"So," he whispered, a small smile playing on his lips. "Does this mean I get to buy you dinner tonight?"

	I laughed, a bright, happy sound that echoed in the quiet studio. "I think you’ve done enough, Jake Hughes. Dinner is on me."

	"Deal," he said, opening his eyes and looking at me with such love that I felt my resolve melt completely. "But you have to help me with the cider presses tomorrow."

	"I wouldn't miss it."

	I looked around the studio—my studio. It was bright, it was clean, and it was filled with the promise of tomorrow. I looked back at Jake, the man who had built a future for me before I even asked for it.

	We walked out of the shed, hand in hand, stepping into the golden morning sun. The trees stood tall and still, guarding our secrets, their leaves a carpet of gold and red beneath our feet.

	There was no more running. No more city, no more noise, no more doubt. Just the crisp mountain air, the scent of apples, and the man I’d loved since I was a girl.

	"Hey," he said, squeezing my hand as we walked back toward the house.

	"Yeah?"

	"I'm glad you're home."

	I squeezed back, feeling the solid, grounding weight of his hand in mine. "I'm not going anywhere, Jake. Not ever."

	As we walked up the porch steps, the first frost of the season began to settle on the grass, a thin, silver layer that sparkled like diamonds in the light. But it didn't feel cold. With him, it felt like the perfect beginning to a long, warm season of us.

	We sat on the porch swings, watching the sun climb higher, sipping our cider in a comfortable, easy silence. The world felt quiet, manageable, and full of light.

	"You know," he started, kicking at the floorboards with his boot. "I was thinking about the centennial sign. Maybe we should make it permanent."

	"Permanent?" I asked, raising an eyebrow. "Like, carved in wood?"

	"Yeah. Something that lasts. Something that stays put." He looked at me, a twinkle in his eye. "Something that says this family—this orchard—is here to stay. Through every season."

	I leaned my head on his shoulder, breathing in the scent of his wool sweater. It was the best smell in the world. "I like that. I like that a lot."

	He put his arm around me, pulling me close. "We have a lot of work to do, you know. The winter pruning, the planning for next spring…"

	"I know," I said, smiling. "But we have time."

	"Yeah," he said, his voice dropping to a low, intimate murmur. "We have all the time in the world."

	And as I sat there, looking out over the rows of trees that had survived storms and droughts and uncertainty to stand tall and strong, I knew he was right. We had the orchard. We had each other. And we had a lifetime of autumns to look forward to.

	I closed my eyes, listening to the wind rustle through the branches, a soft, whispering sound that seemed to welcome me back, over and over again. I was home. Finally, truly, I was home.

	"Em?"

	"Yeah?"

	"I love you."

	The words weren't flashy. They weren't grand. But they were the truest things I’d ever heard.

	"I love you too, Jake."

	And that was all that mattered. The orchard was safe, the future was ours to paint, and the candy apples were sweet. But nothing was as sweet as the way his hand tightened around mine, holding on, promising that no matter what winter brought, we would face it together.

	The sun continued to rise, turning the sky a brilliant, clear blue. It was going to be a beautiful day. It was going to be a beautiful life.

	I took a sip of the cider, warm and spicy on my tongue, and watched the trees sway gently in the breeze. Everything was exactly as it should be. The chaos was gone, the heartbreak was a distant memory, and the only thing left was the quiet, steady beat of our hearts, moving in perfect rhythm.

	"Ready for breakfast?" he asked, standing up and offering me his hand.

	I took it, standing up and smoothing down my skirt. I looked at the shed one last time, my heart full. "Ready for anything," I said.

	He pulled me into him, stealing one last, quick kiss before he led the way to the farmhouse. And as we walked, side by side, leaving the orchard behind for a moment, I knew I was walking toward everything I’d ever wanted.

	The frost continued to glitter on the grass, but I didn't feel the chill. I was too warm. I was too happy. I was finally, after all this time, exactly where I was meant to be.

	And as the door to the farmhouse closed behind us, blocking out the world, I knew this was just the beginning. The story of us was only just starting to unfold, and I couldn't wait to see every single page.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 


Epilogue 

	The first frost of the year had finally arrived. I stood by the big kitchen window of the Hughes family farmhouse, pressing my fingertips against the cold glass. Outside, the world was dipped in white. The orchard, once a riot of autumn gold and red, now looked like a painting made of ice and silver.

	It was quiet. Not the empty, lonely kind of quiet I used to know in the city, but a full, heavy, peaceful kind of silence.

	The back door creaked, and the smell of woodsmoke and crisp, freezing air followed Jake into the kitchen. He was wearing his heavy flannel jacket, the one that smelled like pine needles and damp earth. His cheeks were bright red from the cold, and he had a smudge of dirt on his chin.

	He didn't say a word at first. He just walked up behind me. I could feel the heat radiating off his chest before his arms slid around my waist. He rested his chin on my shoulder, his rough beard scratching my neck in that way that always made my heart flutter.

	"The frost is here," he whispered, his voice low and raspy from the morning air.

	"I see it," I said, leaning back into him. "It’s beautiful, isn't it?"

	Jake tightened his grip on my waist, pulling me a little closer. "It means the season is officially over. No more harvest. No more running around like we’re losing our minds."

	I turned in his arms, careful not to knock the mug of apple cider sitting on the counter. "Are you sad? That it’s over?"

	Jake looked down at me. His eyes, usually so focused on the business, on the threats, on the bank loans, were soft now. The shadow of the corporate giant, the panic of the centennial—it was all gone. He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

	"I'm not sad," he said. "I’m tired. But I’m happy. I’ve got the best view in the house right here."

	I felt the heat climb up my cheeks. "You’re a smooth talker, Jake Hughes."

	He laughed, a warm sound that made the kitchen feel smaller, safer. "Only for you, Em. Only for you."

	He let go of me just enough to pick up a small, hand-painted sign that was sitting on the table. It was one of the designs I’d finished late last night—a sign for the spring reopening, something for us to look forward to. He ran his thumb over the paint.

	"You really did it," he said, looking at the wood instead of me. "You saved us. The festival, the social media, the grants… this place is still standing because you decided to come home."

	I shook my head, grabbing his hand and pulling him toward the kitchen island. "No, Jake. We saved it. I just held the brush. You held the heart of it."

	I poured him a cup of the hot cider we’d made from the last batch of apples. He took it, his fingers brushing against mine. That tiny touch sent a spark through me, just like it did the first day I came back. Some things never changed.

	"We need to talk about the spring," he said, taking a sip and grimacing because it was still too hot.

	"The spring?" I asked, leaning against the counter. "Isn't that a long way off?"

	"It’s closer than you think." He set the mug down and looked at me, really looked at me, with an intensity that made it hard to breathe. "I was thinking about the empty plot. The one by the creek. The one we cleared out last month."

	I nodded. I knew exactly which one he meant. It was my favorite spot.

	"I want to turn it into something else," he said.

	"What kind of something else?"

	He took a step closer, leaving no space between us. "A studio. A real one. With big windows that look out over the water. So you never have to worry about finding an excuse to pack your bags and leave again."

	My breath caught in my throat. I looked at him, searching his face. There was no hesitation there. Just a promise.

	"You want me to stay?" I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

	Jake reached out and took both of my hands in his. His palms were calloused, warm, and steady. He pulled them to his chest, right over his heart, and I could feel the rhythm of it—strong, steady, and entirely mine.

	"Emily," he said, his voice dropping to a serious, tender register. "I’ve spent half my life waiting for you to come back, and the other half hoping you’d never leave again. I don't want a business partner. I don't want a guest. I want my best friend. I want my life."

	He didn't need to say the words 'I love you.' They were written in the way he looked at me, the way he’d made space for my art in his home, the way he’d fought for us when everything was falling apart.

	I smiled, and I felt the tears prick the corners of my eyes. Not sad tears. Not scared ones. Just the feeling of a puzzle finally clicking into place after years of being scattered.

	"I’m not going anywhere," I said. "The city is too loud. The coffee is too expensive. And the people… they aren't you."

	Jake grinned—that lopsided, boyish grin that used to drive me crazy when we were kids. "Good. Because I have a lot of work to do this winter. And I’m going to need help testing the new recipes."

	"Apple pie?" I teased.

	"Apple everything," he promised.

	He leaned down then, slow and careful, giving me every second to pull away if I wanted to. I didn't. I moved into the space he made for me, closing the gap until his lips pressed against mine. It wasn't a movie kiss. It was a cozy, Sunday-morning kiss. It tasted like cinnamon and apple cider and home.

	Outside, the first few flakes of snow began to drift down, dusting the frost-covered trees with white.

	"Should we go for a walk?" I asked, pulling back just an inch, my forehead resting against his. "Before it gets too cold?"

	Jake grabbed his coat again, holding it open for me. I stepped inside the jacket with him, feeling the warmth of his body shielding me from the chill creeping through the window panes.

	"Let’s go," he said, opening the back door.

	We stepped out onto the porch together. The cold air hit my face, sharp and biting, but I wasn't cold. With his arm around my shoulders and his hand tucked firmly into mine, I knew I was exactly where I was meant to be.

	The orchard stretched out before us, a quiet, sleeping giant ready to wake up in the spring. But we had the whole winter ahead of us. Just us. Just the fire, the cider, and the promise of a lifetime.

	"Hey, Jake?" I asked, looking up at the gray sky.

	"Yeah?"

	"I think this is going to be the best year yet."

	He squeezed my hand. "I know it is."

	We walked toward the trees, leaving our footprints side-by-side in the fresh, clean snow. The world was quiet, the harvest was done, and for the first time in my life, I wasn't looking for the next adventure. I was already home.

	

	




