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Chapter 1

Emma
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THE SKY BLED SOFT HUES of pink and gold as Emma Carlisle-Jacobs stepped onto the porch, inhaling the crisp Georgia morning air tinged with the scent of damp earth and ripening fruit. The orchard stretched before her, endless rows of trees heavy with peaches, of course, as well as pears and apples, their leaves rustling in the faintest whisper of wind. It should have been a sight to calm her, to fill her with the familiar pride and certainty she’d known since childhood. Instead, a knot of unease tightened in her stomach. 

She descended the steps, her boots pressing into the dewy grass as she made her way toward the heart of the orchard. The first blush of peach season was always her favorite time of year—when the fruit swelled with promise, the orchard humming with life. But this year, trouble loomed beneath the surface. The past winter had been harsher than expected, and several trees had developed signs of disease. The curled leaves, the telltale blemishes marring the fruit—it was all a warning she could not ignore any longer.

Emma ran her fingertips over the bark of a nearby tree, her throat tightening as she spotted the beginnings of peach leaf curl. She had known it was coming, had seen the signs creeping in like an inevitable storm. They’d treated what they could, but the damage was still there. And with finances already stretched thin, she couldn’t afford to lose a single harvest.

The bank had been patient—so far. But patience wouldn’t save the orchard.

She closed her eyes and felt the warmth of the morning sun on her face. She inhaled and exhaled slowly.

“There may not have been a storm or a flood, Daddy, but...this feels like it did in ’94. It’s bad, Daddy. It’s bad,” she said.

Her thoughts flitted back to the summer of 1994. It was one Emma would never forget. She was just seven years old, but the memories of that year were burned into her mind—of the thick, humid air before the storm and the endless downpours that followed. The orchard, which had always been the heartbeat of their family, stood silent and still in the face of the relentless rain, its once-proud trees drowning under the weight of it all. Her daddy had tried to keep the water at bay, setting up makeshift barriers to prevent flooding, but nothing could stop the land from soaking it all up. The creek rose too quickly, taking some of their livestock and the north pasture with it.

By the time Tropical Storm Alberto passed through, it wasn’t just the fruit that was lost. The soil had turned to mud, making it impossible for the trees to recover. They’d already struggled the year before with the drought, the cracked earth swallowing up their hopes of a good harvest. The orchard had been the backbone of their livelihood, and now it felt like everything they’d worked for was slipping through their fingers.

Her daddy didn’t show much of it—his worry, his fear—but Emma could see it. She could feel it in the way he moved, in the way his shoulders sagged as he walked the rows of fallen fruit, the ground slick beneath his boots. He didn’t talk about it, but she knew. He sold off what was left of their livestock, the cows that had once grazed lazily on the green pasture now reduced to a memory. He told her it was for the best, that they needed to make do with what they had left.

“I only ever wanted to grow peaches and whatever other fruits and vegetables we could tend to ourselves. Your granddaddy only got the cattle and some hogs in place because he was so scared of having another Great Depression and all of us starving,” her daddy had said. “We didn’t need them anyways. Too much work if ya ask me.”

Emma and Caroline were heartbroken to watch their favorite animals shipped off. 

“Those animals will be just fine, you hear?” Daddy had said. “Family is the most important thing. No money in the world can replace what we got here with you, your sister, and your mama. I will do everything in my power to make certain I leave you girls the legacy of this orchard. Might not mean much now, but it will someday.”

It was afterward that Emma realized that lots more cars and trucks were coming to the orchard than ever before. What Emma didn’t know was that, behind closed doors, her daddy had been making other deals—ones that kept them afloat when the land couldn’t. She never asked why he stayed up late, pacing in the kitchen, or why there were bottles hidden in the barn. She just knew he was doing whatever it took to keep them fed, to keep them from sinking.

It wasn’t until years later that she understood what he had sacrificed—the bottles of homemade wine and liquor he’d been selling to keep the farm running, the quiet nights when he’d slip out to make deals she’d never know about. But through it all, he never let her see the strain. He did whatever it took to keep their world from crumbling. Emma couldn’t help but admire him for it, even as she realized just how much he had shouldered on his own, all so she could still hold on to the dream of the orchard.

“I’m not sure how much longer the orchard can survive financially, Daddy,” she said to the air. “I’m doing my best, but I don’t think it’s enough anymore.”

The wind picked up a bit as if in answer to her words. She smiled softly. If only Daddy could give her some of his old Southern wisdom from beyond the grave; she could really use that right about now.

A sharp whistle pierced the morning stillness and brought her back to reality. It was something her daddy had always done to get her attention, and the boys had copied it from him when they were around four years old.

She laughed as she turned toward the house to see her twin sons, Jaxon and Evan, emerging from the back door, looking half-awake and vaguely annoyed to be up so early. At fourteen, they were all limbs and attitude, their features a constant reminder of their late father—though, where Stanley had once thrived in this land, their boys had little interest in their family legacy.

Jaxon trudged ahead, rubbing his eyes. “Mom. Why are we up before the sun?”

Emma sighed. “Because peaches don’t wait for a reasonable hour to ripen.”

Evan, trailing behind, muttered something under his breath that she chose to ignore. He had never been much of a morning person. Neither had she at their age, but there had been a difference—she had grown up loving this land. She had run through these fields barefoot, climbed these trees, and spent summers picking peaches and whatever else was in season alongside her father. Jaxon and Evan? They saw the orchard as a burden, a tether keeping them from whatever version of freedom they longed for. Much like their Aunt Caroline. Emma couldn’t blame them; this was her life choice, not theirs.

“Just help me check the trees before it gets too hot,” she said, motioning them forward. “An extra set of eyes never hurts.”

Evan huffed but complied, trailing his fingers along a low-hanging branch. “Can we at least do something fun later?”

“Define fun.”

“Not this.”

Emma bit back a smile. “Fine. But you give me a good few hours first.”

Jaxon groaned but didn’t argue. He and Evan moved ahead, poking at the branches, muttering observations that weren’t particularly useful but were better than nothing. It was a small victory.

“Mom, remind me again why we have to do this?” Jaxon groaned, stretching his arms overhead.

“Because the peaches aren’t going to pick themselves,” Emma replied cheerfully, handing each of them a woven basket. “And because I love spending time with my favorite boys.”

“We’re your only boys,” Evan muttered, but there was a small smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

Emma ignored the comment and stepped forward, brushing her fingers over the smooth skin of a particularly ripe peach. “See this? Perfect color, just the right amount of give. That’s what we’re looking for.”

Jaxon plucked a peach from a nearby branch, rolling it in his palm. “So, if I pick enough of these, do I earn my freedom?”

Emma smirked. “That depends on how fast you pick.”

Evan grinned, always eager for a challenge. “Race?”

Jaxon straightened. “Oh, you are so going down.”

Emma chuckled as both boys rushed toward the nearest trees, baskets swinging at their sides. “Wait, wait! No bruised peaches!” she called after them, shaking her head.

“Remember when Granddaddy used to give us a quarter for every fruit we picked?” Jaxon reminisced.

“I miss those days,” Evan cracked. “Whaddaya say, Mama, can we get a dollar a peach?”

“A dollar? That’s highway robbery!” Emma laughed as she shook her head. “It would have been cheaper to hire help at that price.”

“I know what I’m worth,” Evan called over his shoulder with a mischievous grin. 

Emma stopped in her tracks as she grinned back at her son. It was uncanny how they were both the perfect mixture of her daddy and her late husband, Stanley.

Oh, how she missed both of those men dearly.

Emma sucked in a breath slowly, pushing the grief down and following her boys through the peach trees. 

The boys quickly got into a rhythm, plucking peaches and putting them into their baskets. Soon, the competition took a playful turn.

“Okay, new rule,” Jaxon declared. “You have to pick blindfolded.”

“We don’t have blindfolds,” Emma pointed out, plucking a peach with ease.

“Improvise!” Jaxon whipped off his hoodie and tied it around Evan’s head. “There. Now pick.”

Evan laughed, fumbling with the leaves. “Oh, this is not going to end well.”

He reached out blindly, his hands grazing empty air before smacking straight into a low-hanging branch. Jaxon doubled over laughing while Emma shook her head.

“Maybe not the best idea,” she said, helping Evan remove the hoodie.

“Fine. What about accuracy?” Evan suggested. “Whoever can toss a peach into the basket from the farthest away wins.”

Jaxon picked up a peach, aiming for his basket a few feet away. He tossed it underhand, and it landed perfectly inside.

“Ha! Beat that!”

Evan took a step back, launching his peach like a baseball. It soared through the air—and smacked against Jaxon’s shoulder with a dull thud.

Jaxon gasped, clutching his chest. “Betrayal!”

Emma covered her mouth to hide her laughter. “All right, all right. Let’s stick to picking, shall we? We can’t be out here bruising all of the good peaches.”

“Granddaddy would have tanned your hide for wasting a perfectly good peach,” Jaxon told his brother.

“I could hear him now, ‘You waste those apples or pears because all they’re good for is wine, but them peaches, they are perfection,’” Evan said as he changed the timbre of his voice to mimic his grandfather, James Carlisle. 

“That is perfect and exactly what he would have said,” Emma smiled softly. “Although, you boys could get away with anything and everything as far as daddy was concerned.”

“He did spoil us rotten,” Jaxon said as he kicked at the dirt. “Daddy would always get on to him for that.”

“And Granddaddy would say, ‘I raised mine already, Stanley. These boys were born for me to spoil and have fun with. You make the rules and I help them break them,’” Evan added.

“Your daddy used to pretend to be mad, but he’d just laugh about it. He always said it was a blessing that y’all got to grow up with your grandparents.”

“We are pretty lucky,” Evan agreed.  

The three of them continued working, the morning filled with laughter and playful bickering. Jaxon found a peach that looked suspiciously like a heart and held it up. “Here, Mama. A token of my love.”

Emma took it, smiling warmly. “A little bruised, but still sweet. Just like you.”

Evan snickered. “More like overly dramatic.”

By the time their baskets were full, the sun had climbed higher, the air growing warmer. They stood beneath the shade of a broad peach tree, catching their breath.

“Not a bad morning,” Jaxon admitted, wiping sweat from his brow.

“Not bad at all,” Evan agreed, grabbing a peach and biting into it, juice dribbling down his chin.

Emma beamed at her boys, feeling a deep sense of contentment. “See? Told you peach picking could be fun.”

Evan licked his lips, grinning. “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t expect us to admit it too often.”

Jaxon smirked. “Next time, let’s make it even more interesting. Maybe an obstacle course?”

Emma laughed. “We’ll see. Now, let’s get these peaches inside before you two start another food fight.”

“You think Granny will make us a pie?” Evan asked.

“I think your granny would make you whatever your little heart desires.”

He rubbed his belly as he grinned widely. “I am the favorite grandchild.”

Jaxon scoffed and shoved at his brother. “You wish.”

Emma laughed as she shook her head and herded the boys back toward the house. It was little moments like this with the boys that it was easy for her to forget about all the financial issues, the hard times, and the way her grief of missing their dad hit her in waves. When she was laughing and playing around with her boys, all was right in the world.

She watched as the boys walked ahead of her, their baskets filled to the brim as they teased each other relentlessly. Emma looked up at the sky and smiled.

Maybe, in a way, Daddy was giving her wisdom from beyond the grave without her realizing it.

The orchard’s problems weren’t going to solve themselves, and she knew that. The cost of treatments, repairs, and simply keeping the orchard running was already stacking up. She had been scraping by for years, pushing off expansion and anything that wasn’t absolutely necessary. But soon, she would run out of corners to cut.

It was like plugging holes in a boat that was made of Swiss cheese. It wouldn’t be long before it all collapsed around her, or she found a way out. Just like her daddy, Emma had never been scared of a little hard work.

Emma would never forget the day the sheriff showed up at the orchard to tell her Stanley had been killed by a drunk driver. It was a moment she saw on repeat, five years later. James Carlisle had held her up, and Ruth Carlisle had pulled the boys back into the house. James took care of everything, financially and physically, practically leading Emma along while she dealt with her grief.

Two days after they put her husband in the ground, she found her daddy in the barn, unresponsive. A massive heart attack, according to the coroner. She couldn’t grieve anymore; she had to step into her daddy’s place and take care of everything, and that’s just what she did. Sure, she had a sister who could help, but Caroline Carlisle-Davenport wanted nothing to do with August, Georgia, and Carlisle Orchards.

After her father’s death, Emma had gone back through the family’s finances. It seemed then that the orchard had been doing well and that they had quite a nest egg for a while. A few months before James’s death, there were two large withdrawals from the account. On the morning of his death, he had taken out a loan with extremely high payments that were being withdrawn monthly. It was for that reason that Emma could barely keep the orchard’s head above water.

It was all on her to keep their family legacy alive; she was the only one who had stepped up in its time of need, and she wouldn’t be the cause of its failure. 

Emma was always the one who stepped up when times got tough. Her sister Caroline ran to Atlanta a long time ago. And don’t get her started on her Uncle Glen and his family; they were more burden and trouble than they were helpful.

“Hey, Emma,” Glen said as he came up behind her. “The boys seem to be helping out just in time.”

“Yeah, they’re a big help. What brings you into town from Atlanta, Uncle Glen?”

“Just came by to see if you reconsidered my proposal.”

“You know that I haven’t. Daddy didn’t want this orchard to leave the family, and I aim to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“I am family.”

“But you want to outsource it so that someone else is working it. It’s not the same. You could put that money toward helping me keep this place alive but refuse to.”

“I have a buyer for this place, and they’re offering over market price for this dump. They’ll even keep the Carlisle name attached to it, but you don’t have to do any of the backbreaking work. You can take those boys on a vacation, or let them play sports, or just live a normal childhood that I didn’t get, that you didn’t get. Stop repeating history. Let go of your attachment to it. You’re drowning and pulling everyone under with you, Emma. Even your daddy was smart enough to see that it was sinking like the Titanic. Right before he died, he asked me to find a buyer for this dump. He didn’t want to saddle you and the kids with this with Stanley gone.”

Emma shook her head disgustedly. The first time Glen had told her those lies, she had almost believed him. She’d done some digging into her father’s paperwork but hadn’t found anything to show that her father wanted to sell. 

“This land is our family legacy. Your granddaddy and his daddy worked this land so that the Carlisle name would live on long after they were gone. That’s all I want, too.” James had told her. “Glen wants me to sell, but I never will.”

“Unlike you, I have a loyalty to the legacy Daddy and Granddaddy left us. I won’t sell.”

She pushed past her uncle and walked up the steps to the house. Ruth Carlisle walked outside at the same time. Her colorful red dress with the intricate gold detail caught the reflection of the sun just right, causing a blinding glare to come off her. She hit a pot with a wooden spoon as she glared at her brother-in-law.

“I knew the devil was close,” she said in a low, dangerous voice.

“Ruth,” Glen said with a shake of his head. 

“If you came here looking for a handout, you came to the wrong place,” Ruth stated.

She pointed to the driveway, gesturing for Glen to leave. He nodded his head and chuffed before he went back to his fancy Cadillac. 

Glen and James Carlisle had grown up on this orchard together, both learning the lay of the land and an impressive work ethic from doing so. Glen left the orchard and went to medical school, but James stayed behind to work the land next to his parents and raise his family. When the time came, the orchard and everything about it was left to James and Ruth. And when James passed, he left it to Emma and Caroline.

That didn’t sit right with Glen, and he’d been trying to get Emma to sell him the orchard at an atrociously low price ever since. 

Emma’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Pulling it out, she frowned at the name on the screen: Caroline.

Speaking of, she thought. Maybe she should think about a million dollars being deposited into her bank account since everything she had thought about today had manifested so far.

Her sister rarely called this early—if at all. They hadn’t talked in at least two months. Why would she suddenly need to talk now?

She took a deep breath, staring at the phone as she did. She knew why she needed to talk now, which made it all the more difficult to answer.

Wiping her hands on her jeans, Emma answered. “Caroline?”

“Hey,” came the response, breathless and sharp-edged. “I, um... I’m coming home.”

Emma blinked, pressing the phone tighter against her ear. “You’re what?”

“I’m coming home.”

“Why?” Emma asked a little too rudely.

“I need to get out of the city for a while. The press won’t leave me alone, and—” Caroline exhaled sharply. “It’s just time.”

Emma closed her eyes. She had followed the news, of course. The divorce had been public and messy, splashed across every tabloid that cared about high-profile real estate moguls and their crumbling marriages. She’d also heard about the legal troubles her scum of a husband had gotten them into. But she hadn’t expected Caroline to actually come back—to Augusta, to the orchard, to the life she had so willingly walked away from years ago.

“For how long?” Emma asked carefully.

“I don’t know yet.” A pause. “A few months? Maybe longer.”

Emma turned, glancing toward the house, where the twins were now half-heartedly tossing unripe apples at each other. She sighed. “Do you... need anything?”

“No,” Caroline said quickly. “Just... don’t make a big deal out of it, okay?”

Emma let out a short laugh. “Caroline, you coming back here after all these years is a big deal.”

Her sister didn’t answer right away. When she did, her voice was softer. “I don’t have anywhere else to go, Em. He’s taken everything from me and...I just need to get away.”

That admission hit harder than Emma expected. She swallowed, pushing aside the resentment she still held from Caroline’s absence. “All right. When should I expect you?”

“Tomorrow.”

Emma nearly dropped the phone. “Tomorrow?”

“Yeah. I have an appointment in the morning, and then I’ll drive there.”

Emma sighed, pressing her fingers to her forehead. “All right. I’ll see you then.”

She hung up and stared at the orchard, the weight of the morning settling even heavier on her shoulders. The trees needed saving, the finances were a mess, and now Caroline was coming home.

Great, just another mouth to feed; that’s just what we need. If her brother-in-law had taken everything from her sister, it meant that she was also broke. 

Her relationship with Caroline had never been great; they’d never been close. Emma was always the one to pick up the slack when it came to the orchard and the family; all of it was on her shoulders. Caroline chose to leave and go into the city for school and then stayed there when she got married. She had abandoned the family legacy, and Emma never forgot it or forgave her. How could she?
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Chapter 2

Caroline
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CAROLINE GRIPPED THE steering wheel so tightly her knuckles turned white. The highway stretched before her, the lush green of the Georgia countryside blurring as she sped past. Her designer sunglasses masked her puffy eyes, remnants of a sleepless night spent replaying the nightmare of the past few weeks.

Her husband—no, her ex-husband—had made a fool of her. A high-profile Atlanta socialite married to a wealthy real estate mogul, she had lived a life of glamour, fundraisers, charity galas, and long weekends in the Bahamas. But beneath the shimmering facade, everything had been crumbling. 

She had done everything for that man. He wouldn’t be Atlanta’s top real estate agent without all the hard work she’d put in for him. She closed the deals, she found the big clients and real estate developers. Without her, he’d still be broke, leveraged to the hilt, and they’d still be living in a studio apartment, eating ramen for dinner.

They were a team, he’d said a million times. What’s mine is yours and what’s yours is mine. It’s our success, baby.

Those were all lies. Just a few of the thousands he’d told her over the span of their marriage. How many other women had he slept with? How many of those were women whom she thought were her friends?

She could still hear the whispers and see the headlines. “Tyson Davenport Caught in Scandalous Affair with Young Radio Heiress.” 

The images had been everywhere—Tyson, smiling like the smug jerk he was, arm wrapped around a woman barely out of college. The betrayal had been public, humiliating, and, worst of all, absolute. He hadn’t even tried to deny it. 

Caroline squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, the flashback striking hard and fast.

She had been at their penthouse in Atlanta, sipping a glass of pinot noir, her silk robe wrapped around her as she scrolled through emails. Then her phone had pinged with a message from an unknown number. 

“You deserve to know the truth.”

Attached was a picture of Tyson in a dimly lit restaurant, lips inches from a brunette’s ear, his hand splayed possessively on her thigh. 

Her stomach had turned to ice. 

She had confronted him the moment he walked through the door. “Who is she?”

Tyson had sighed, exasperated as if she were a petulant child asking about Santa Claus. “Don’t be dramatic, Caroline.”

“Dramatic?” She had shoved her phone into his face. “Explain this.”

He hadn’t even flinched. “You always overreact.”

“Your hand is on her thigh,” she replied in awe.

“You’re being paranoid,” he had said, his hazel eyes gleaming with something that sent chills down her spine. “You always do this. Always looking for problems where there aren’t any.”

Her stomach twisted at the memory. He had been so confident, so convincing. But Caroline wasn’t crazy. She had gone to his laptop and seen the text messages—half-deleted, filled with vague promises and rendezvous. She had smelled perfume that wasn’t hers on his collar. She had noticed the late nights, the way he shielded his phone, the growing distance between them. And yet, he had sat there, spinning his web of lies, making her question her own sanity.

Not this time.

She picked up the wine glass and took a long sip, glancing at the clock on the wall. 10:47 p.m. She had given him a choice—pack a bag and leave tonight, or she would call the cops and have him removed. She wasn’t bluffing. He had underestimated her resolve for the last time.

The sound of his voice filtered in from the living room. He was on the phone, muttering low, urgent words. Caroline couldn’t make out everything, but one phrase made her heart skip a beat.

“They’re closing in.”

What did that mean?

She pushed back her chair and padded quietly toward the hallway. Tyson’s back was to her, shoulders tense as he gripped his phone.

“I told you I’d handle it,” he snapped. “Just stall them. I need time to—”

A deafening crash shattered the air. The front door burst open, splintering off its hinges as men in tactical gear flooded into the house. “FBI! HANDS IN THE AIR!”

Caroline barely had time to process the scene before she was grabbed and yanked backward as her hands were pulled behind her. A zip tie cinched around her wrists, tight and unyielding. She cried out in shock, struggling against her captor.

“Tyson!” she screamed.

But Tyson was already on the ground, face pressed into the expensive Persian rug she had picked out last year. A knee dug into his back as an agent secured his wrists with handcuffs.

“Tyson James Davenport, you are under arrest for conspiracy to commit fraud, money laundering, and racketeering.”

Caroline felt her knees buckle. This wasn’t real. This had to be a mistake.

The lead agent, a woman with sharp blue eyes and a grim expression, turned her gaze on Caroline. “Caroline Davenport, do you have any weapons on you?”

“I—what? No! What is happening?”

The woman motioned to the agent restraining her. “Let her go. She’s not a suspect—yet.”

The zip ties were cut, and Caroline rubbed her wrists, chest heaving. “What do you mean yet?”

“Ma’am,” the woman said, “we have a warrant to seize all assets under Tyson Davenport’s name. Effective immediately, this home, all vehicles, bank accounts, and businesses tied to him are frozen and under federal custody.”

Caroline swayed. “No, no, that’s not possible. This is my house!”

“Actually,” the woman corrected, “the deed is in his name alone.”

Caroline felt the room spin. “But... the cars... our accounts?”

“If they are jointly held or solely in his name, they’re seized.”

Tyson lifted his head, his face a mask of fury. “This is insane! You can’t take everything!”

The agent above him pressed him harder into the floor. “You should’ve thought of that before committing federal crimes.”

Caroline’s stomach twisted violently. All this time, she had been fighting over his infidelity, completely blind to the real disaster brewing beneath the surface. The late-night calls, the unexplained trips, the sudden influx of luxury purchases—it wasn’t just another woman. It was something much worse.

The agents began tearing through the house, overturning furniture, opening safes, and seizing electronics. Caroline could only watch in stunned silence as her life crumbled before her eyes.

“You can’t do this,” she whispered.

The lead agent softened slightly. “Mrs. Davenport, if you weren’t involved, I suggest you cooperate fully. We’ll need you to answer some questions.”

Caroline turned, staring at her husband as he sneered up at her. “You did this,” he hissed. “You had to push, had to dig. You ruined everything.”

A cold realization settled in her chest. She had spent years questioning her own sanity because of Tyson Davenport.

And now, it turned out, she had been right all along.

She had built a dynasty for him. How did it come to this? He didn’t need to steal or launder money; she had set up his real estate business perfectly.

Is this why he had told her that she didn’t need to be his assistant any longer, that he wanted her to concentrate on being a socialite, on becoming a mother? How long has he been involved in this?

The one thing she was able to salvage from all of it was that he had given her a Mercedes GLA as a gift; it was in her name, so she was allowed to keep it. 

Now, miles away from Atlanta, the remnants of that life fading in her rearview mirror, Caroline clenched her jaw. She was broke and humiliated and had no backup plan. Her credit cards were frozen, and her bank account was drained. 

And now she was crawling back to Augusta, back to the orchard she had once been so desperate to escape. 

She pulled off the highway onto the familiar country road, the scent of sun-warmed peaches filling the air. It should have been comforting, but instead, it made her stomach churn. 

She wasn’t ready for this. She wasn’t ready to see Emma. 

It was five years earlier when her cell phone rang. She had been surprised to see that familiar landline phone number for the orchard. She almost didn’t answer it, but something told her she should. 

“Stanley was killed today. You need to come home. Emma needs you,” her daddy practically growled into the phone.

“Is this a joke?”

“Would I joke about something like this?” he snapped. “Emma needs you, the boys need you. She can barely put one foot in front of the other, Caroline.”

The desperation under the sharpness in his tone froze her blood. It wasn’t like Emma to fall apart, and it wasn’t like her daddy to have any emotion whatsoever. This was a problem.

“You can go back to Disgusta, but I ain’t,” Tyson laughed as he used the nickname for Augusta. “Ain’t no point in going back there. You don’t even like Emma or Stanley.”

“She’s my sister,” Caroline gasped.

“Who cares?” 

Instead of returning to Augusta like her daddy had asked, Caroline remained in Atlanta. She only arrived for the funeral and left quickly. She wasn’t there for Emma when her sister needed her, and she was still ashamed of that.

And now here she was, crawling back asking her sister to be there for her. What a hypocrite.

Emma, who had always been the responsible one, the steady one. The one who had never needed rescuing. Caroline dreaded the look of judgment she knew she’d find in her sister’s eyes. 

But there was no turning back now. 

The orchard loomed ahead, the old house standing strong against the afternoon sun. Caroline took a deep breath and pulled into the driveway. 

She was home.
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Chapter 3

Emma
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EMMA WIPED THE SWEAT from her brow, adjusting her wide-brimmed hat as she surveyed the orchard. The day had been long, the sun relentless, and she had been dreading the moment Caroline’s car would pull into the driveway since her phone call yesterday.

She had no doubt her sister would arrive in a whirlwind of expensive perfume and attitude, making it painfully clear that this place, this life, was beneath her. It had always been that way with Caroline. Even when they were children, Caroline would pick peaches in her Sunday best despite her father’s objections and anger.

A cloud of dust billowed in the distance, and Emma’s stomach twisted. There she was.

The sleek black SUV rolled to a stop in front of the house, looking as out of place as a diamond necklace in a tackle box. The driver’s door swung open, and Caroline stepped out, draping oversized sunglasses over her perfectly made-up face. Even in the Georgia heat, she looked pristine—impeccably styled linen pants, a silk blouse, and a pair of designer sandals that had no business being anywhere near orchard soil. Her natural brown hair color had long been gone, replaced by a blonde that suited this version of her well.

Emma crossed her arms as Caroline strode toward her, dragging an expensive suitcase behind her. The orchard had been their home for generations, a place of work, sweat, and sacrifice, but Caroline had always treated it like a temporary inconvenience, something to escape from as soon as possible.

“Nice to see you too,” Caroline drawled, taking in Emma’s dirt-streaked jeans and dusty boots with barely concealed amusement. “Still living the rustic dream, I see.”

Emma bit back the retort that threatened to spill out. Instead, she exhaled sharply and nodded toward the house. “You remember where your room is.”

Caroline’s lips curved into a smirk. “Ah, yes, the charming little room with the floral wallpaper. Just what I needed.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “If it’s that unbearable, there’s a perfectly good road that’ll take you right back to Atlanta. Or maybe you’d rather stay at Uncle Glen’s? You always did get along with him better than Daddy.”

Caroline looked at Emma over the rim of her sunglasses. Her eyes were narrowed in irritation as she glared, thinking that the dark lenses would hide her emotions. They did not.

“Believe me, I wouldn’t be here if I had any other choice.”

Emma stiffened. “Yeah? Well, welcome home.”

Before Caroline could respond, the screen door banged open, and their mother, Ruth, burst onto the porch, carrying a glass jar in one hand and a dish towel in the other.

“Caroline!” Ruth’s voice boomed across the yard, drowning out whatever tension had just thickened between the sisters. “Look at you, all fancy and thin! Too thin, actually. Do they not feed women in Atlanta? Or did you forget how to cook?”

Caroline barely had time to brace herself before Ruth wrapped her in a tight, breath-stealing hug. She smelled of sugar, vinegar, and home, a scent Caroline hadn’t realized she missed. She was surprised by the hug, as her mom wasn’t one to show a lot of emotion. She showed her love by feeding you, by forcing whatever pickled concoction she’d made that day down your throat, by asking if you ate or showered, or telling you that you were too skinny or too fat, whatever words came out in the moment.

“Hi, Mama,” Caroline murmured, letting herself sink into the embrace for a moment before stepping back.

Ruth held her at arm’s length, scanning her with sharp eyes. “Hmph. You look like you need some good Southern cooking and a reality check.” She shoved the jar into Caroline’s hands. “Blackberry jam. Made fresh this morning.”

Caroline blinked down at it. “Thanks?”

“Don’t ‘thanks’ me like I just gave you a grocery store coupon,” Ruth scoffed. “That’s homemade, with love and patience, two things you could use more of.”

Emma smirked, enjoying the rare moment of Caroline being on the receiving end of their mother’s unfiltered wisdom.

Ruth turned to Emma, squinting against the sun. “And you, tell my grandsons to wash up for dinner. They look like they could use more biscuits and less attitude.”

Emma sighed. “They’re fine, Mama.”

“Well, I’ll be the judge of that.” Ruth clapped her hands together. “Now, let’s get inside before Caroline melts into a puddle of regret and expensive fabric.”

Caroline let out a long-suffering sigh but followed them inside, clutching the jar of jam like a peace offering she wasn’t sure how to use.

Emma lingered at the door for a moment, watching her sister’s carefully composed exterior crack just slightly under their mother’s affection. Maybe, just maybe, Caroline’s return wasn’t only about running away from Atlanta. Maybe some part of her was trying to come home because, despite her teenage rebellion, it had always been the only place she felt safe.

Only time would tell.

Emma followed Caroline and Ruth into the house, her eyes scanning the familiar walls and furniture that had remained unchanged for years. She had spent endless nights maintaining this house and the orchard, keeping it from falling apart since their father had passed, but now it felt as though her efforts were being scrutinized before she even had the chance to say a word.

Ruth wasted no time. “Caroline, what in the world were you thinking?” she demanded, her voice sharp. 

“About coming home, Mama?”

“No, that man,” Ruth said in exasperation. “I never trusted that man, and now look where we are. How deep are you in this mess? Do you even have a separate bank account he didn’t know about?”

Caroline shook her head, her shoulders slumped under the weight of everything that had crumbled around her. “I have nothing,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “Everything was in his name. I’m broke.”

“How many times have I told you girls to get a separate bank account that your husband doesn’t know about...? It comes in handy for moments like this.”

“How was I to know that he was going to be a criminal, Mama?” Caroline sighed.

“I guess you didn’t, because you always want to see the best in people.”

Emma could see the grief and exhaustion etched into Caroline’s face, a shadow of the confident woman she used to be. For a fleeting moment, sympathy stirred in Emma’s chest. But just as quickly, it vanished when Caroline scoffed and took a sweeping look around the house, desperate to get the attention off her.

“Well,” Caroline said, her tone turning critical, “I see nothing has changed around here. This place could use some serious updates. And a deep cleaning, if we’re being honest.”

Emma stiffened, her hands curling into fists at her sides. The nerve of her. She had been breaking her back for years, making sure the house stayed standing, paying the bills, sacrificing her time and energy to keep their family home afloat—and Caroline had the audacity to waltz in after five minutes and complain?

Her pulse pounded in her ears, and she forced herself to take a steadying breath. “Funny,” Emma said coolly, crossing her arms. “Some of us have been working to keep this place livable instead of running off and only showing up when there’s trouble. But by all means, let me know what else I’ve done wrong.”

Caroline turned, clearly taken aback by Emma’s response, but Ruth quickly came in between them.

“Now, now, none of that. We’re not going to squabble over anything right now, ya hear? I’ll be...you two girls never change,” Ruth clucked her tongue as she shook her head and walked over to the oven. 

Emma went to the pantry, knowing that her mother had forgotten to get another bag of sugar out. She opened the doors and sighed inwardly.

Her mom had taken over nearly half the pantry, the basement, and a section of the barn with her endless jars of pickled everything—peaches, watermelon rinds, green tomatoes, even things that don’t seem like they should be pickled, like grapes and cornflakes. When asked why, she simply waved a hand and said, “You never know when the world will go to hell, and we’ll have to survive on pickled goods alone.” 

“We ain’t poor, Ruthie. There ain’t no need for you to prep for another depression. I swear, you and daddy both just live in fear of that,” her daddy had always said on repeat when he went to the pantry and found it loaded down with Ruth’s mason jars. 

Emma bit back her complaints, knowing that it wouldn’t do any good. She grabbed the container of sugar, turned around, and walked back over to the island where her mother’s ingredients were spread out. She put the sugar down and walked to the kitchen table.

“Mama, do you care if I just go to sleep? I’m exhausted,” Caroline asked.

Ruth turned around, looking at her daughter’s sad, exhausted face, and nodded.

“I’ll have the boys bring you up dinner later.”

“Thanks, Mama,” Caroline said slowly before she stood up and crossed over to where her mother stood. She needed another hug, but Ruth wasn’t having it. She turned and went back to the pots that were simmering on the stove as if she were avoiding Caroline.

Caroline nodded and went to grab her suitcases, but Emma cleared her throat.

“The boys took them to your old room for you already.”

Caroline nodded again, avoiding eye contact with her sister as she did. They had a lot to talk about, but Emma could tell her sister needed space, and she was willing to give that to her.
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Chapter 4

Caroline
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CAROLINE WAS TOO TIRED to fight with Emma and too tired to hear the judgmental comments she would surely make.

She just wanted to go into her childhood bedroom and sleep for days; maybe when she woke up, this nightmare would be over. She climbed the old, rickety wooden stairs. They seemed so much bigger when she was a child; the entire house did.

Caroline stood in the doorway of her old bedroom, gripping the handle as if it were the only thing keeping her upright. The room was smaller than she remembered, or maybe she had simply outgrown it, outgrown this place. The scent of aged wood, faded perfume, and something vaguely sweet—apple blossoms, perhaps—wafted in the air, a cruel reminder of the past she had left behind. She stepped inside, the floorboards creaking beneath her weight, and closed the door behind her. It was just as she had left it, yet nothing felt the same.

Her gaze swept across the room, landing on the bed pushed against the far wall. The same floral quilt, slightly faded and worn, covered it. The wooden dresser stood untouched, the top still cluttered with trinkets from a life she had abandoned. The old corkboard above it bore remnants of another time: curling photos, yellowed notes, and concert tickets from teenage years that now felt like someone else’s memories. It was as if the room had been waiting for her to return, frozen in time while she had changed beyond recognition.

She let out a shuddering breath and moved forward, trailing her fingers along the edge of the desk where she had once spent hours scribbling in notebooks, dreaming of a life beyond the orchard. And she had gotten out—she had built a life, carved out a space for herself in the world. But it had all come crashing down, leaving her with nothing but the broken pieces she carried back home like shattered glass in her pockets.

She barely recognized herself in the mirror above the dresser. The woman who stared back at her had shadows beneath her eyes and lines at the corners of her mouth that hadn’t been there before. She looked tired, defeated. Her stomach twisted with guilt as she thought about how long she had stayed away. The orchard had been her childhood, her foundation, but she had let the years slip by without a second glance. Her nephews were fourteen now—old enough to be practically strangers to her. She had missed so much. Birthdays, holidays, and everyday moments she could never get back.

“Family is everything, Caroline,” her daddy would say. “Don’t ever forget that. It don’t matter if some boy doesn’t like you, or some girl is mad at you and doesn’t want to be your friend. You and Emma, you got a special bond and that’s all you need to get through anything in this world. Me and Glen...well, we didn’t have that. Our daddy pitted us against each other, but you and Emma, it ain’t like that with you two. Make sure you remember to always be good to each other.”

She swallowed hard, trying to push away the overwhelming sense of failure. The walls around her felt closer than they had before, pressing in on her, caging her like an animal trapped in a place that no longer fit.

Caroline sat down on the edge of the bed and ran her fingers over the quilt, feeling the fabric wear beneath her touch. She had wanted so badly to make something of herself, to prove that she could be more than just a girl from a peach orchard on the outskirts of Augusta. But now, after everything, she was right back where she had started. The bitter irony of it burned in her chest.

She lay back, staring at the ceiling, her mind a whirlwind of regret and exhaustion. The house was quiet, and the distant hum of the wind through the trees was the only sound. She could hear the boys and the rest of the family downstairs trying to be quiet, but it didn’t matter; it was still too loud.

Everything was too loud.

She closed her eyes, willing herself to sleep, but the memories pressed in on her, relentless and unforgiving. The past was here, in every corner of this room, in every breath she took. And there was no running from it now.

She woke sometime in the middle of the night to loud clanking downstairs. 

She laughed to herself, rolling her eyes before she rolled over in her bed. It was never unusual to hear clanking jars and the hiss of a pressure cooker at two in the morning. Her mother has always insisted that “some recipes can only be made under the light of the moon,” much to everyone’s frustration when the house smells like vinegar for days. 

*
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THE NEXT EVENING, CAROLINE sat at the dinner table, feeling as though she were watching from afar. She pushed a piece of roasted chicken around her plate, barely listening as her mom and Emma discussed the upcoming Peach Festival, something she’d long forgotten about.

How long had it been since she’d even thought about the festivals that were a huge part of her life growing up?

She looked down at the dinner table, focusing on anything but the conversation that surrounded her. The table was the same as it had always been—sturdy, well-worn, a centerpiece of family gatherings. Yet, Caroline felt like a guest in her childhood home, an outsider who had been gone too long to belong.

“We still need volunteers for the festival setup,” Emma was saying, her fork tapping lightly against her plate. “The orchard needs prepping, the booths need arranging, and, of course, we need extra hands for the baking.”

“The Peach Festival is the biggest event of the year for the orchard,” Ruth added. “It’s what keeps us afloat after the slow winter months.”

Caroline swallowed, suddenly feeling even more useless than she already did. She had spent years away from this life, chasing a marriage and a lifestyle that had crumbled beneath her feet. What did she know about orchards or festivals? She wasn’t even sure she had properly baked a pie since she left town.

Emma turned to her with a raised brow. “You’ll help, right?”

Caroline hesitated. “I don’t know... I’ve never really—”

“Oh, come on,” Emma interrupted, her tone teasing but firm. “You’re not getting out of this one. We need all hands on deck. Besides, it’s time you got reacquainted with how things work around here.”

Ruth smiled warmly. “You might even enjoy it, dear. The festival is a tradition. And tradition has a way of making us feel like we belong.”

Caroline forced a smile, though she wasn’t convinced. The weight of years away, of missed moments and faded familiarity, pressed against her chest. But what choice did she have? She was here now, like it or not.

“All right,” she said, exhaling softly. “I’ll help. Just tell me what to do.”

Emma grinned. “Perfect. Tomorrow morning, we start bright and early. Don’t be late.”

Caroline sighed, stabbing a piece of chicken with her fork. She had a feeling she was in for more than she bargained for.

The conversation around her carried on, flowing seamlessly between discussions about vendor permits, stall arrangements, and weather predictions. Caroline only half-listened, the words blurring together in the background. Her mind drifted to the years she had spent away, the life she had built beyond the orchard. The life that had fallen apart, forcing her back to the one place she had never intended to return to for more than a visit.

“You all right?” Ruth’s voice pulled her from her thoughts.

Caroline blinked and looked up to find her mother studying her, a gentle concern etched into her features. “Yeah, Mama,” she said, offering a halfhearted smile. “Just a little tired.”

“I can imagine,” Ruth said kindly. “Coming home after so long must feel... different.”

Different. That was one way to put it. Caroline glanced around the dining room, noting the faded wallpaper, the same wooden chairs, and the tiny chip in the corner of the table from when she and Emma had once gotten into a fight over a board game. Everything was the same, and yet it all felt completely foreign to her.

“Yeah,” Caroline murmured. “Different.”

Emma huffed in amusement. “Well, you’ll have plenty of time to settle in. And since you’re helping with the festival, you’ll be right in the thick of things.”

“Lucky me,” Caroline muttered under her breath, though Emma caught it and let out a short laugh.

“You’ll be fine,” she said. “We’ll start with something simple tomorrow—probably sorting fruit or helping with the decorations.”

Caroline arched a brow. “And if I completely mess it up?”

“You’ll be fine, Aunt Caroline,” Evan assured her.

“Yeah, we’ll teach you the ways,” Jaxon giggled.

Emma smirked. “Then we’ll make you bake pies instead.”

Ruth chuckled. “Oh, I’d love to see that.”

Caroline groaned, shaking her head as the two women laughed. Despite herself, she felt a tiny thread of warmth weave through her chest. She was still an outsider in so many ways, but at least for tonight, there was something familiar in their teasing.

As the meal wound down and plates were cleared, Caroline lingered for a moment, listening to the sound of dishes clinking and the faint creak of the old wooden floors. She inhaled deeply, the scent of home—cinnamon, peaches, and warm bread—wrapping around her like a memory. It was overwhelming and comforting all at once.

Tomorrow, she would wake up in her childhood bedroom again and step back into a world she had left behind. Whether she liked it or not, she would have to find a way to fit in again.
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Chapter 5

Emma
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IT WAS MONDAY MORNING, and Emma wiped the back of her hand against her forehead, her skin slick with sweat under the relentless afternoon sun. She had been working since dawn, and yet, the orchard still demanded more. There was always something—peach trees to inspect, orders to fill, bills to sort. 
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