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            Chapter 1

         

         The scent of sweet cinnamon lured Aurora Shipley down the hall and up the stairs to the main level of the Orchard Inn. The smell grew stronger, pulling her into the kitchen.

         “Morning, Sleeping Beauty.” Her sister, Beth, bright-eyed and with a big smile across her face, leaned against the counter, drumming her fingers on the back of her tablet.

         Ugh. Morning people. “How much coffee have you had?”

         “None. It’s still brewing.”

         How? Aurora could barely make coherent words happen and her sister was already working on that blasted tablet of hers.

         Aurora plopped down in a chair at the counter and propped her chin on her hand. “Wake me when it’s ready, ’kay?”

         “Will do. Sawyer made cinnamon rolls for us too. They should be ready in about five minutes.”

         Years of working in the food service industry did not a morning person make, and being the current, temporary chef for her family’s inn hadn’t changed that. The inn might serve breakfast at 8:00 a.m., but Aurora kept late hours, prepping food, creating menus, experimenting with recipes, and anxiously contemplating her path in life and what her future may hold.

         Y’know, normal one o’clock in the morning stuff like that.

         The coffee pot beeped its completion and Aurora poured a big mugful.

         She focused on her coffee; hints of caramel laced through every sip. She needed the caffeine to function, but she was particular about a coffee’s flavor profile. Nutty, hints of sweetness, warm notes, and nothing too overpowering. Miss her with blueberry pecan or coconut coffees. No thank you.

         Half a cup down, her brain began to function. She’d been up even later than usual, reading over an email from her boss in California. Her time here in Texas was coming to an end. He’d sent her the menu for next month, which was only two short weeks away, and asked when she’d be free to talk about her return.

         Beth refilled her mug and floated over to sit next to her. “Late night?” she sang.

         Aurora pulled the mug closer. “You need to go somewhere with all that morning cheer.”

         But then, Beth was always cheerful nowadays. Apparently, love did that to people.

         “Pssht.” Her sister patted her head, more than a smidge patronizing. “Drink your coffee. You’ll be fine.”

         Free to talk about her return.

         Aurora sipped her coffee.

         A couple of weeks into the leave of absence that allowed her to return home and help her sisters with the floundering inn, all Aurora had wanted was to get back to L.A. She had a career to pursue, people to impress, ladders to climb. Her goals were in Los Angeles, but she couldn’t leave her sisters in the lurch. So she’d worked with them at the inn the past two months and, together with Beth and Cece, they’d turned the Orchard Inn around.

         In doing so, they’d all grown closer, arguably tighter than they’d been as kids.

         Now, the notion of leaving her sisters again—like she had at eighteen—was more unsettling than back then, or even how it would’ve been two months ago.

         “Smells like breakfast is almost ready.” Sawyer strolled into the kitchen like he’d been up for hours too.

         He rubbed his hands together and took a deep sniff as he opened the oven door. “Oh yeah. We’re in business now.”

         A cinnamon scented fog filled the kitchen, and Aurora’s salivary glands came to life.

         Sawyer cooked only about five things, but the rolls were now his specialty.

         He set a plate of ooey-gooey cinnamon rolls on the counter and dropped a kiss on Beth’s temple. “This ought to help get the day going.”

         Beth turned to kiss him before sliding the plate closer.

         “Hey, don’t hog the goods. Sawyer made them to share.” Aurora tugged the plate toward her.

         Sawyer sat small plates in front of them. “Someone feed this girl, quick.”

         He’d recently leveled up from boyfriend to fiancé, and he was a regular Saturday-morning staple at the Orchard Inn. Her sister had never been happier. Then again, with treats like this, who wouldn’t be?

         Aurora reached for a roll, taking a bite and letting the warm sweetness melt in her mouth, while the glaze stuck to her lips.

         “Shut your mouth,” she said with her mouth still full.

         Sawyer chuckled as he joined them at the counter.

         “These are too good.” She took another bite. “Are you trying to take my job? Because I’d happily let you have the Saturday-morning shift. Let me roll out of bed around ten, as long as you save me leftovers.”

         Sawyer laughed fully then, the rich baritone sound oddly soothing, even in the morning. “I cannot run a kitchen. Filling a request from my sweetheart is one thing.” He shared a smile with Beth. “But multiple things, for multiple people? No way. Besides, I only know how to make these and a steak dinner. Pretty sure your guests prefer a star chef, not a cowboy.”

         “Oh.” Beth set her coffee down with a clunk. “That reminds me. Aurora, the couple who checked out yesterday—here for their anniversary—they went on and on for about ten minutes about your brunch. I thought the husband was going to cry when he started talking about the quiche.”

         Well, in all honesty, her quiche was worthy of tears.

         She’d shed a few of them while trying to impress her then-boss, years ago.

         At first, she’d cried tears of frustration, the head chef being unimpressed with any and everything Aurora did, yet still tapping her to create and prepare the feature menu item for the restaurant’s Mother’s Day brunch.

         Nothing like the mind games of a demanding, brilliant, narcissistic head chef to riddle Aurora with self-doubt and then throw her on center stage and demand perfection.

         Wanting to do more than just a typical quiche Lorraine or veggie, Aurora had tried variations on spinach, artichoke, and even lobster. None of them were just right, none of them up to the level of expectation she held for herself. Finally, she’d found the perfect combination of sundried tomato, spinach, and goat cheese. It wasn’t a ground-breaking combo, but the concentration and quality of each ingredient was what made the quiche perfect.

         It resulted in the first compliment her head chef ever gave her.

         “Not bad,” he’d said.

         Might as well have been skywriting and a parade to Aurora. Later that day, tucked away in the janitor’s closet, she’d wept tears of joy.

         “I bet they leave an amazing review on Tripadvisor.” Beth pulled a small bite of her cinnamon roll off with a fork, having no idea of the emotional roller coaster one quiche had caused.

         “Good.” Aurora’s brain began feeling less fuzzy, her mind fully kicking into gear with thoughts of cheese, heirloom tomatoes, and kitchen trauma.

         Her goal, in returning to the Orchard Inn, was bailing her family out of having no chef after a disastrous wedding reception. Then, helping her sisters rebuild the inn’s brand into something sought-after and admirable. But she’d also gotten a break from the pressure cooker of being a chef in one of Los Angeles’s most popular, and demanding, restaurants.

         Aurora had never, and would never, admit she needed a break. But taking a couple of months to return home and work at the slower pace of the family business had restored some balance to her life. She felt more centered, and she remembered she was darn good at this chef gig.

         Rebuilding the inn’s reputation was well on its way—some might even say complete—but admitting her work here was done meant going back into the fire and facing her future.

         Was she ready for that?

         “Where’s Cece?” Sawyer asked after their youngest sister.

         Aurora turned her thoughts to the here and now. “Sleeping in, probably. We went for a long walk yesterday. She did great, but I think it wore her out.”

         Cece had fallen on a solo hike and hurt her ankle about a month before. She was out of the boot and cleared to get some activity but was wisely taking it slow. Yesterday was the longest walk so far and, while she’d done great, the effort had to have been exhausting.

         Not to mention, she’d stayed up late in the kitchen with Aurora, catching up on gossip and taking dibs on when Beth would marry Sawyer, and how much of a control freak she’d be about the event.

         If their late-night session prevented Cece from getting this breakfast, they’d all be in trouble.

         Motion in her peripheral vision caught Aurora’s attention.

         “What in the— What are you doing to that poor roll?” She stared Beth down.

         “What?” Beth haphazardly stabbed the roll with her fork again, tearing off a jagged bite.

         “Stop. You’re mutilating it.”

         “Don’t tell me how to eat my breakfast.”

         “You’re not eating it. You’re torturing it. Sawyer, tell her she’s doing it wrong.”

         Sawyer was too busy licking his sticky fingers.

         “See? Sawyer knows.”

         “I don’t like my fingers getting all gooey,” Beth argued.

         “Then at least cut into it like a piece of cake. Don’t stab at it like you’ve got a pickax. You’re killing me. Next, you’ll be putting ketchup on your steak.”

         “No.” Sawyer shook his head dramatically while chewing. “Don’t blaspheme at breakfast.”

         Aurora grinned. “What are you going to do when you serve steak at your wedding reception and some guest asks for ketchup?”

         Sawyer threw his hands up in outrage. “Absolutely not. There will be no ketchup at our wedding.”

         She chuckled at his reaction, and Beth joined in.

         “This is not a laughing matter,” he insisted. “There is nothing we’re going to serve that should need ketchup. Not the steak, not the potatoes. Not with your cooking. It will be perfection exactly as is. Maybe we’ll allow some salt and pepper, but even that’s questionable.”

         Beth stopped laughing and her gaze shot toward the window.

         Aurora set down her coffee. “What’s wrong?”

         “Nothing.”

         Beth was a terrible liar. She was thinking about Aurora leaving for California.

         She and Sawyer had been talking about Aurora a lot lately. Several times, Aurora entered a room only for them to hush immediately, and then awkwardly begin blabbing about the weather or going horseback riding. When really, they’d just been mid-discussion about Aurora, their wedding, and the future without Aurora nearby.

         They’d probably get married in about six to eight months and, by that time, Aurora was supposed to be long gone.

         Back to L.A., back to her dream and the hard work of someday being named head chef at one of the premier restaurants in the country.

         She wouldn’t be here to prepare their wedding feast. Heck, she’d be lucky if she got a couple of days off to fly in and be a bridesmaid, then leave again, not to be seen for months, maybe even years—given a chef’s schedule.

         “I could maybe take some time off and come back long enough to help with the wedding,” Aurora fibbed.

         There’s no way she’d get that kind of time off. She’d used up all her favors by taking this current leave.

         Beth turned to face her. “We both know that’s not realistic. Not if you’re back in California.”

         If.

         That was Beth’s way of saying, “But if you aren’t in California, you could stay here with us and we’d all live happily ever after, so do exactly that, okay?”

         Honestly, Aurora had considered it.

         She’d lie in bed at night, wondering what life might be like if she stayed in Texas and remained the chef at the Orchard Inn.

         But, while the past two months had been a blessing for her and her sanity, being a bed-and-breakfast and wedding chef was not her happily ever after. She didn’t want to be a caterer. Being the inn’s chef wasn’t her culinary dream, and she couldn’t stay home forever.

         Home was the place of her dreams. The past lurked around every corner and reminded her of him.

         The only thing scarier than returning to L.A. and fighting for her future was staying here, letting her dreams die, and having to deal with the past.

         No thank you.

         “I can help you find another chef,” Aurora offered. “I’ll get Cece to help me put something online. We’ll line up interviews. I’m not going to leave y’all high and dry, sis.”

         “I know, I know.” Beth nodded and swallowed hard. “But they won’t be you.”

         Aurora stared down into her black coffee.

         Her sisters had made no secret of their wish for her to stay. They’d been supportive when she left for school and remained supportive during her years of striving and hustling in kitchens across Southern California. Now that she’d returned for a couple of months, and they’d bonded again, sharing the love and challenging one another as only sisters can, they were less enthusiastic about California being the place to make her dreams come true.

         “It’ll all work out in the end.” Sawyer walked up behind them and squeezed them both with an arm over each of their shoulders. “You’ll see.”

         “I hope you saved me one of those cinnamon buns or heads will roll.” Cece joined them in the kitchen, moving better than she had in weeks.

         “You know we did.” Sawyer hopped up and grabbed her a plate. “I’ll even warm it up a little.”

         “You’re my hero.” Cece smiled at him. “I don’t care what Beth says about you.”

         “Hey,” Beth protested.

         Sawyer and Cece had been thick as thieves since the day they met, and it warmed Aurora’s heart. Sawyer was the big brother Cece had never had but had probably always wanted.

         Cece would hate it if she knew, but Aurora worried about their little sister.

         Not the kind of worrying Beth did, but still, she loved the idea of Cece having someone else around who cared. She’d been diagnosed with a very mild case of cerebral palsy when she was born, but Cece had undergone surgeries and therapy, and worked hard to be an independent, capable young woman. She was stronger and more determined than all of them combined.

         Nevertheless, it was always good to have people around who cared.

         The same went for Beth. Sawyer was there for her, supportive and steady.

         Aurora did feel a bit better about leaving with Sawyer there, but only a bit.

         Somebody needed to be there to referee when Beth and Cece butted heads. It didn’t happen very often nowadays, but it would happen.

         Cece grabbed her warm cinnamon roll with both hands and dove right in.

         “See?” Aurora lifted an eyebrow at Beth. “Cece knows how to eat.”

         Sawyer cracked up at the expression on Beth’s face.

         “Okay, fine. Y’all go on, eating like heathens and judging me. But one of us won’t have to wash her face after breakfast. Just saying.”

         They wrapped up breakfast and Aurora and Cece did indeed need to wash the tips of their noses.

         Aurora washed her hands, popped two breakfast casseroles in the oven, and made another pot of coffee while her sisters finished getting ready.

         “Why don’t you let me fix the fruit and put out the casserole while you and Cece go to the market?” Beth offered when she returned to the kitchen.

         “Seriously?”

         “Yes, I’m serious. I know you like to peruse the veggies and you should enjoy going before you leave town. Do you not want to go?”

         “I didn’t say that, but—”

         “Sawyer is here to help me. You’ve fixed breakfast. We can serve it. Plus, if you don’t go to the market early, all the good produce will be gone.”

         This was true.

         She could get in one last trip to the Saturday farmers’ market before it was time to buckle down and find the Orchard Inn its new chef and get ready to head west. Maybe she’d find some good corn, tomatoes, and okra. She could make an old-fashioned southern supper for her sisters and Sawyer. A family meal before their family had to split up, again.

         Aurora shook her head. Her time in Texas was winding down and making her downright sentimental.

         She was taking a trip to the market with Cece, not a walk down memory lane.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Am I good?” Jude carefully made his way to the back of his pickup truck, attempting to see around the three boxes stacked in his arms.

         “If by good you mean about to have an on-the-job injury, then yeah, you’re good.” His youngest sister, Bonnie, stopped him with a hand against the middle box. “I’m taking this top one.”

         With the top box gone, Jude could see the giant pothole a couple of feet ahead. “Thanks.”

         “No problem.” Bonnie followed him to the back of his truck, and they loaded the boxes of dried lavender for the Saturday farmers’ market. They’d already loaded pallets of fresh, potted lavender, rosemary, and fennel, along with sprigs of thyme, sage, basil, and oregano. If they were lucky, they’d sell out of everything, same as last Saturday.

         “I thought we were going to get this fixed.” Bonnie toed at the loose gravel and dirt around the pothole.

         Jude swiped his brow with his bandanna. “I’m working on it. I made the mistake of trying to get Dad to sign off on paving at least the beginning of the driveway, up to the parking lot, instead of constantly filling in potholes with more dirt and gravel.”

         Bonnie huffed a laugh. “How’d that go?”

         “About as good as you’d expect.” Jude shook his head. “He’s not okay with spending the money for paving right now, so I’ll just fill these in myself next week.”

         “But we’ve got the money to at least pave the driveway and make it nice. We’re busy and all the traffic—”

         Jude moved one of the pallets in his truck bed, arranging the boxes so they were more secure. “You’re preaching to the choir, Bon. I told him exactly that. Folks don’t need to dodge potholes as they’re pulling into the farm. We get all these retail shoppers now. They don’t want to bump around in their Benzs and BMWs and pop a tire on their way to get their lavender and oregano.”

         “Should I try talking to him?” Bonnie asked.

         “You’re welcome to try.”

         They walked back to the shop, using the part of the driveway nearest the store as their loading area so as not to take up any parking spots. The farm’s retail shop was bustling on a Saturday, and they tried to stay out of the way while preparing to go to the market.

         Before they reached the store, Bonnie stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Is Dad going to the market with you?”

         Jude considered his words before speaking. The last thing he wanted to do was stir up concern with his sister and have her going back to their mom and dad to inadvertently open a can of worms with his father knowing his children had been discussing his health and ability to work. Jude could just hear it now.

         Jude is worried about Dad. Dad doesn’​t go to the market anymore and his energy gives out so quickly, and Jude said he had heart palpitations the other day and…

         “I don’t think so. Not today,” Jude said instead. “He’s going to stay here and help you and Mom and Meredith at the store.”

         “Oh.” Lines formed between Bonnie’s eyebrows. “He’s not up to it, huh?”

         Jude started walking. “I’m not getting into this again.”

         “Maybe we should try talking to him about it.” Bonnie followed.

         “We tried that. He got angry and didn’t talk to me for two days.”

         “Maybe if Jenna talked to him.” Bonnie volunteered their middle sister, as if she had the magic wand that would make John Jones open up and discuss his vulnerability or admit any signs of weakness.

         Jude stopped walking and turned to face Bonnie. “I think you need to accept that Dad isn’t the kind of person we can reason with, using things like logic and general concern, okay? Mom knows he needs to go back to the cardiologist, and she’s trying to get him to eat better. If anyone can get through to him, it’s her. I think the best thing me, you, and Jenna can do is leave it be. Unless you want him to ice you out for a few days, I suggest you let it go for now.”

         Bonnie sighed and rolled her eyes. “I know, but…”

         “It’s aggravating to ignore the obvious? Frustrating to not be able to speak freely about family issues?”

         His sister nodded, looking deflated.

         “I know.” He pulled her into a hug, hoping he could ease some of her worry. Their dad was a bullheaded man, but they loved him. It should be okay to say, “Hey, we want you to live a lot longer, and maybe you should do a few things to make sure that happens, because we love you and don’t want to lose you.” But that wasn’t what their dad heard when they showed concern. He heard some nonsense like he was failing as their patriarch and they wanted him out of the picture. “Listen”—Jude stepped back and met Bonnie’s gaze—“we’re in this together. We’ll figure something out when it comes to Dad, but let’s give it a few days. Let me at least get through the weekend in peace.”

         “Fine.” She shrugged.

         They began walking again.

         “So just you and Jenna are running the booth today?”

         “And Wyatt.” Jude included his one-year-old nephew in the staffing lineup.

         “Oh, Wyatt. He’ll be a huge help.”

         “Hey, he’s our salesman. Don’t underestimate the power of a cute baby when it comes to luring in customers. He gets them in the booth, and we sell our wares.”

         Bonnie laughed as they made their way around to the back of the building to the workroom of the store.

         “So, you going to be okay with Dad today?” Jude asked as they stopped inside the door.

         “He’s not an invalid.”

         “I know. I mean are you going to be okay—not getting annoyed with him?”

         “I’ll be fine.” His sister closed her eyes and held out her hands as though she were meditating. “I’ll be the picture of inner peace and zen.”

         “Uh-huh.”

         “Hey.” Her eyes flew open. “Do you think she will be at the market today?”

         Jude narrowed his gaze before walking away. “I don’t know who you mean, but no.”

         Bonnie quickly followed. “Her sister Cece came by the booth last week. You don’t think she’ll bring Aurora along this week?”

         He tried to focus on the last three boxes of lavender that he needed to load.

         Aurora. His high school sweetheart. She of the golden hair, blue-green eyes, prettiest of smiles, sharpest of minds, and quickest of humors. Part of him would love to see her again, while the other part would rather twist an ankle in one of those potholes.

         He’d broken her heart way back when, she’d run off and headed west, and there was a big, gaping hole where their relationship used to be. Friendship and love—now an empty space.

         If he did see her again, what was he supposed to say?

         Hey. Sorry about breaking your heart and being a selfish prick ten years ago. Friends now?

         He’d like nothing more than to make peace with what they’d left unresolved. But how?

         Aurora Shipley hated him, no doubt. The last thing she’d want to do is swing by the Jones’s farm tent and browse their lavender and herbs.

         “Hello.” Bonnie waved her hand in front of his face. “I said, now that she’s back in town, you don’t think Aurora will ever drop by?”

         Jude met Bonnie’s gaze before hoisting up the three boxes of lavender. “No, I do not.”

         Perhaps he should prepare himself in case she did.

         How was he supposed to do that exactly? He counted the end of their relationship as one of his biggest regrets. Sure, he was just a silly teenage boy at the time, but regardless, Jude had always held himself to a higher standard. He should’ve handled things better, been better.

         He hoisted the last three boxes in his arms and made his way out the store. If he did run into Aurora Shipley, he had no idea what he could say to fix the past. Still, the more he thought about it, the more he realized he wanted to see her again. He wanted to say the things he couldn’t all those years ago, and maybe finally make things right.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Aurora drove them into town. She and Cece debated—some might say bickered—about who would take the wheel. Cece, in typical fierce independence, insisted she should, but Aurora won on principle. Her car was still in L.A., so she hadn’t gotten to drive anywhere lately.

         A bribery of blueberry scones from the Great Bakery booth had also helped Aurora extract the keys.

         As she drove, the winding rural roads turned into the wide streets of the residential area near downtown. The streets were shaded by the trees lining both sides, and they passed in and out of light, as if playing hide-and-seek with the sun.

         Closer into town, the streets became more commercial, with the stone and brick buildings of business, retail, and gift shops. Restaurants. The settling of Fredericksburg by German immigrants showed up in flags on storefronts, the variety of German restaurants and bakeries, and the architecture of the landmarks and churches.

         People strolled the sidewalks, milling about in common spaces and outside shops.

         “Take a left up here and park behind the fabric store. You won’t find any parking closer to the market, and they close down part of Main Street on Saturdays, so pedestrians don’t have to worry about the cars.”

         Aurora did as she was told and parked behind Cece’s favorite store. They took a ten-minute detour so Cece could pop in and see if they’d gotten any new fabric since the day before yesterday.

         They had not.

         “Nothing yet,” Cece declared, leaving the store as she hitched her bag of reusable bags higher on her shoulder. “I keep hoping they’ll get some bolts of autumn-like fabric. Something with orange and yellow. I want to make new pillows for the seats in the gazebo. Freshen it up for when fall comes.”

         “That would be pretty.”

         “Maybe get some pumpkins out there. Decorate it a little for photo ops and stuff.”

         Fall was Cece’s favorite season. Like most addicted hikers, she was drawn outdoors by the changing leaves and cooler temperatures.

         Of course, in Texas, it took a little longer for said cooler temperatures to show up.

         Today, even before noon, it felt like they were living on the sun.

         Aurora grabbed one of the fashionable ties off her wrist and twisted her long hair up into a messy bun.

         “People are all about the photo ops and videos now,” Cece continued. “Between Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, YouTube, and whatever comes next, we need places where guests will want to take cute vids and pics, and post them. It’s free advertising, really.”

         Cece wasn’t wrong, that was for sure. Aurora wasn’t a huge social media fan herself, but she was guilty of watching a few travel and foodie YouTube channels.

         “That’s actually a brilliant idea, Cece.”

         “I know. I’m full of them.” She smiled as they walked toward the market, the live music slowly growing louder. “Like, we need to do more with our branding. We have an IG account, but I’m the only one who posts. You need to start posting images of your food.”

         “We post a lot of the wedding food.”

         “No.” Cece shook her head and whipped out her phone. “I’m talking about the stuff you cook outside of events. When you mess around, creating new recipes. Post them. See this account?” She held the screen up in Aurora’s face. “This lady cooks using only old-fashioned kitchen utensils and old-school methods. She has thousands of followers. You come up with incredible combinations and unique ideas, and you should post them. You’d help your branding and its content for the inn.”

         “Branding and content for the— When did you become such a marketing genius?”

         Cece tossed her hair good-naturedly. “Since forever. Plus, I haven’t been able to go hiking, so I’ve spent a lot of time online. I mean a lot of time.”

         They reached the closure of Main Street and walked another block to the Marktplatz in the center of town. Tents circled the Vereins Kirche, the octagonal building in the center of the market, and dotted the green space around it.

         Produce, baked goods, wildflowers, honey, spices, paintings, pottery, jewelry—you name it, someone probably had a booth for it at the farmers’ market. Originally, it’d begun as a true, produce-only market, but the popularity and draw for tourism over the years helped it grow into so much more.

         Aurora first stopped at a booth with corn and summer squash. She picked up an ear and peeled back a corner of the husk to reveal the kernels beneath. Golden yellow and plump, the corn looked perfect. But did she really want to buy it now and haul corn around the market all morning?

         “You could wait and come back to get some later,” Cece suggested.

         Corn this pretty wouldn’t last until later though. The farm’s booth would sell out within the hour.

         “No, I want to get it now and not risk losing out.”

         “You’re going to make me carry sacks of corn around, aren’t you?”

         “No.” Aurora began picking out the best ears of the bunch. “I’m going to make you help carry sacks of corn around. I’ll get two and you can just carry one.”

         A few minutes later and they were both loaded up with two bags of corn each.

         Aurora scored a deal by buying in bulk, and this was some of the prettiest corn she’d ever seen.

         Better to have too much than not enough.

         “I guess I could take these back to the car while you look around some, and I’ll just find you.”

         “I don’t know, I quite enjoy being strapped down with produce like a pack mule,” Cece quipped.

         “Ha ha, fine. Gimme.”

         “Oh, wait though.” Cece hurried ahead to the next booth down.

         Aurora glanced at the banner stretched across the top of the tent:

         
            STONEWALL PEACH JAMBOREE & RODEO

         

         And a sign on the table in the tent read, PIE-BAKING CONTEST.

         Nope.

         “C’mere.” Cece beckoned her into the tent. “They’re going to have a baking contest this year.”

         “I see that. But I’m all good. Give me your corn. I’ll be right back.”

         “You better get your butt in here right now or I’ll make a scene.”

         She wasn’t bluffing either. No one could pitch a fit like the youngest of the three sisters.

         Aurora dragged her feet into the tent.

         “You should enter,” Cece stated, like Aurora would have no idea this was why they were in the booth.

         “I’m not entering a pie contest,” she murmured.

         Cece smiled at the lady behind the table before turning to Aurora. “Why not?” she asked through her teeth, without dropping the smile.

         “You’re seriously disturbing when you do that.”

         “Answer the question.”

         “Because I don’t want to.”

         “You’d win.”

         “Cece.” Her sister was going to make her say it. Make her have the same conversation she’d already had with Beth earlier this morning.

         “What?”

         “I can’t enter. I probably won’t even be here when the contest happens.”

         Cece’s face fell. “Oh.”

         Aurora sighed, her corn-induced joy fading.

         “I keep forgetting you have to leave.”

         “I know. Let’s just enjoy the day, okay?”

         Cece nodded, but a slight pout remained.

         “Cece.”

         “I’m fine. Really. Let’s enjoy the day. Here.” Cece took the bags from her shoulders and shoved them toward Aurora. “You take the corn and I’ll go get our blueberry scones. Just stay around here and I’ll be right back.”

         “I thought I was buying the scones since you let me drive.”

         “I changed my mind. You’re buying me lunch.” Cece grinned as she strolled away, leaving Aurora in her wake.

         She smiled to herself, shaking her head.

         No one made her laugh and smile as much as her sisters.

         She didn’t have this dynamic with anyone she’d met in L.A., except for her roommate, Sloane. Not that she expected to bond with people the way she did with her sisters, but she had expected to meet more like-minded souls.

         In truth, she’d found only Sloane and one of the guys who’d waited tables at the restaurant forever. They got her humor, and they were genuine, laidback sorts.

         Genuine and laidback didn’t describe most of the hospitality scene in Los Angeles.

         Aurora wandered over to the next booth.

         More like pretentious and tense, she thought with a smirk. The staff wasn’t all bad, but so many of them were vying for the same thing. Everyone had their own agenda and looked out for themselves. She rarely let her guard down, because it could come back to bite you.

         A display of homemade jewelry caught Aurora’s eye and she paused to browse, shifting three of the bags of corn to one arm.

         “Hey there!” The lady who ran the booth greeted her. “Let me know if you need anything, okay, hon?”

         “I will, thank you.” Aurora eyed a pair of wood-cut dangling earrings, stained a deep teal that would be set off beautifully against her reddish-blond hair.

         “Good morning,” the lady said to a pair of customers.

         An ache that shouldn’t exist clenched Aurora’s heart. A longing she couldn’t define, beyond knowing it shouldn’t live inside her, tugged at her soul.

         The day was so lovely. Peaceful. The slow cadence of people talking, the jovial sound of the crowd weaving through the banjo being played on the main stage, she and Cece laughing earlier, the distinct scent of funnel cakes being made somewhere in a half-mile radius—comforting, yet it left her wanting.

         The ache in her heart shifted and changed. It spread to her chest, tightening.

         Not quite anxiety but getting alarmingly close.

         Her heartbeat quickened as her face grew warm.

         She could not long for this place, this town, this life. All this peace and loveliness was fine and dandy, but it came with a lot more baggage than corn and country music.

         This place came with broken promises and a broken heart, memories of a blue-eyed boy who’d meant the whole world to her, before he’d thrown her away.

         She didn’t want to live in this world anymore. She wanted to be Aurora Shipley, world-renowned chef and independent woman. Free of baggage and making a name for herself.

         Aurora took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

         Nostalgia. That’s all her little panicked moment was about. These were the sights and sounds of her childhood. Funnel cakes and hanging out with her sister on a Saturday. Nothing more than that, no reason for alarm. She didn’t want to come home permanently.

         The nostalgia would pass, it always did, and when she made her way back out west, back to the life she’d left behind, the small strands of longing that remained would fray and wear away, and she’d be free again.

         “There’s one more bushel in the truck. I’ll get it,” a man called.

         Aurora stiffened. She’d know that voice anywhere. The lilt of it filled her ears, like a song she knew by heart.

         She turned, following the words to their source.

         Jude Jones.

         He stood maybe fifteen yards away, working at the booth for his family’s farm, as though thinking of him had conjured him from thin air. But some part of her knew he might be here. His family owned a farm. This was a farmers’ market.

         She’d managed to avoid running into him for a couple of months now, and she’d hoped she could keep the streak going. So many years had passed and now there he was. She still wasn’t ready.

         There’d been a time he was the love of her life, and she’d spent her nights wondering if he felt the same. Then a time she knew he didn’t love her, and she wondered if she’d survive the pain.

         “Yeah, I’ve got it. You run the register,” he said to someone.

         Ten years disappeared in an instant. She was seventeen again, waiting for him after baseball practice. Joyfully taking crumbs of his time, especially during playoff season. She didn’t have all the after-school activities he did, the pressure of perfection or the expectation to be exceptional.

         Aurora had been just the ordinary girl next door.

         Until she wasn’t.

         “Miss?”

         “Huh?” Aurora snapped back to the present.

         “The earrings in your hand. Would you like to buy them?”

         Aurora had wandered out of the tent with the lady’s goods and hadn’t paid.

         “My goodness. I’m so sorry. Yes.” She juggled her bags of corn around to dig some cash out of her pocket.

         “Would you like a bag?”

         “No thank you.” She had enough bags.

         Jude hoisted a crate and carried it around to place on top of one of the booth’s tables. His white T-shirt stretched across his broad back, tan arms tense under the weight of the crate, sunlight catching in his sandy-blond hair.

         The last decade had been unfairly kind to Jude Jones. He’d aged perfectly, developing from boyishly handsome to, if she was completely frank with herself, smoking-hot grown man.

         What would he think of how the years had treated her?

         Jude had been her everything in high school. All she thought she wanted in life.

         But he hadn’t wanted her.

         At least half a dozen priorities had come before silly little Aurora. He hadn’t chosen her or the future they’d dreamed about, the one they’d talked about until the wee late hours.

         So, Aurora had chosen her other dream. She chose herself and let him go.

         Shaking off thoughts of the past, she shuffled the corn around and tucked her new earrings into a side pocket of a bag, nearly dropping everything.

         Naturally, that was the moment Jude turned around, his gaze locking with hers.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Jude froze in place, a giant bundle of lavender in his hands.

         Aurora Shipley. Right in front of him, just a few yards away. Pretty as you please, in the middle of the Marktplatz green, standing all alone.

         Except for the sacks of corn.

         Aurora couldn’t wave with her hands full. Instead, she gave him a little smile.

         A smile that, even after a decade, was still as familiar as his own.

         He’d spent years missing that smile. But only after a year or so of resenting it for leaving him behind. He’d heard she was in town, albeit temporarily, to help at the Orchard Inn. The idea of her being so close had crossed his mind many, many times.

         He’d thought of visiting her, but only once.

         Common sense had corrected his wayward thoughts, reminding him his presence would be neither needed nor appreciated.

         Better to let the past stay in the past.

         “My word, is that Aurora?” His sister Jenna appeared beside him.

         Jude played dumb and immediately busied himself with sticking lavender in a large, empty pail. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

         Jenna put an arm under her son’s baby wrap and did the bouncing thing she did constantly. “You don’t know? Mmm-hmm, sure. Because you barely know her?”

         He ignored his sister, which was never easy.

         “That has to be her. Look. She’s got it up in a bun, but no one has hair like that except Aurora.”

         This truth jarred him more than it should.

         With golden hair that could look strawberry blond in the right light, fair skin, and a sprinkling of freckles, he’d never seen anyone who looked quite like Aurora.

         Then again, he was biased.

         No one else was Aurora Shipley, and no one else ever would be.

         “I don’t know,” he lied.

         “Fine,” Jenna bit off in that tone she used, and he winced.

         Nothing good ever came from that tone.

         She turned away from him, waving frantically. “Aurora? Aurora Shipley? Hey! I thought that was you.”

         What were the chances he could crawl behind their tent and hide? Now was not the time for some half-cocked reunion with Aurora. Not after how they’d left things. Time didn’t heal all wounds.

         Ten years be damned, there was no way this wasn’t going to be as awkward as a dog in socks.

         “I can’t believe it’s you!” Jenna’s voice drifted as she went down the street to greet Aurora. “I’d hug you but between your corn and little Wyatt here, I don’t think we’d make it.”

         Aurora’s bright laughter tickled his ears.

         “Wait a sec. Jude? Jude!” Jenna called to him.

         He clenched his back teeth together and turned to face his past. “Yeah?”

         Aurora looked like summer sunshine in yellow shorts and a white top, strands of her golden hair falling into her eyes. She followed Jenna toward the booth, juggling four or five bags of corn, one of which was in imminent danger of falling.

         “Hey, Aurora.” Jude held out his hands in an offer to take the corn before realizing it looked like he was offering a hug.

         Aurora would not want to hug him.

         “Let me help you with that corn,” he quickly added.

         Let me help you with that corn. That’s what he’d chosen to say when seeing his high school sweetheart for the first time in a decade?

         Smooth, Jude. Real smooth.

         “That’s okay, I’ve got it,” she insisted.

         Now it was awkward, because she clearly did not have it.

         “How are you?” he tried. “I’d heard you were back home for a while.”

         “I’m good. Just picking up a few things for the inn. We’ve been wanting corn on the cob.” She lifted the bags a little to indicate them.

         Then, silence.

         Somebody put him out of his misery.

         “Is that Old Man McGregor’s corn?” Jenna asked. “Though, he probably doesn’t like being called Old Man McGregor, huh? But now he really is! Remember when we used to call him old man, when we’d sneak through his field on the way to swim? He wasn’t but maybe fifty years old back then. At least now he’s in his late sixties or seventies, but even that’s not as old as it used to be.”

         Thank the good Lord for Jenna and her tendency to ramble.

         “Yes, it’s his corn.” Aurora finally got to answer when Jenna paused to come up for air.

         “Good. His is the best.”

         Jude just stood there, praying someone would need his help with something so he could bow out gracefully.

         “So, things are good?” Jenna asked Aurora again.

         This was going to take a while.

         “Yeah, great. Busy. But more importantly, can we talk about this little one?” Aurora pointed to baby Wyatt, who was currently chewing on his fist.

         Yes, baby Wyatt, coming through in the clutch.

         They could talk about Wyatt and this whole exchange could be cute and pleasant, and painless.

         “That’s right, I haven’t seen you since. This is my son, Wyatt.”

         “Aww, Jenna.” Aurora’s gaze softened and Jude looked away.

         “Here, come to our tent. I’ll let you hold him.” Jenna urged them all forward.

         Aurora went to their tent but protested holding Wyatt. “I haven’t washed my hands and I’ve been handling money and corn.”

         “Are you kidding? He’s a farm baby. He crawls around in dirt half the time, it’s fine. Put those bags down. Jude, do something with her corn for a minute.”

         Aurora and Jude shared a silent understanding. There’d be no arguing with Jenna on this matter. Better for everyone if they simply complied.

         Jude cleared his throat and took the bags of corn, refusing to acknowledge the familiarity of this whole exchange.

         “Hey, Wyatt!” Aurora’s sister Cece joined them. “I thought you were taking the corn to the car.”

         “I didn’t get that far. You’ve met Wyatt already?” Aurora asked.

         “A few times.”

         Truth was, Cece came by their booth almost every Saturday. She’d chat and pick out some herbs. Every time Jude had considered asking about Aurora, and every time, he’d held back.

         Their time together was so long ago, but that hadn’t made their breakup any less severe or painful. That time in his life had changed him, irrevocably. Aurora left him and left Texas, making it clear she wasn’t interested in having anything to do with him. He’d never had anyone leave him like that.

         Asking her family about her felt like prying. She’d had her reasons for cutting him out of her life. He could just imagine the conversation between Cece and Aurora if he’d nosed into her business.

         “Guess who asked about you today at the market. Jude.”

         “Ugh. Why does he even care? It’s been years. Move on already.”

         “I didn’t know you’d been by here.” Aurora’s tone with her sister sharpened slightly, holding the faintest bit of edge.

         “You didn’t ask,” Cece replied, while Wyatt was clutching her finger in his chubby wet fist.

         “Don’t worry. I have wet wipes and hand sani a’plenty,” Jenna assured everyone.

         The local musician providing this weekend’s live entertainment chose that moment to start strumming her guitar on center stage.

         While they were all distracted by the music, hand sanitizing, and Wyatt, Jude slipped behind their tables and through the back of their tent.

         He took a deep breath to steady himself. This was fine. He and Aurora were water under the bridge, yeah? Ages ago. They were different people now. Once he was done setting up the farm’s selection of herbs, he would make small talk.

         No problem.

         He busied himself with the basil and rosemary they’d brought to sell. He worked quickly, not wanting to come across as rude, but the Jones family’s herbs weren’t going to sell themselves. Besides, Aurora would be put much more at ease without him hanging around.

         The last of the herbs were in the cab of his truck, including some Mexican tarragon he’d been working with and had finally grown into something worth selling.

         “You really think you can hide back here?” Jenna popped her head out the back of the tent.

         “I’m not hiding. I’m retrieving the tarragon.”

         “Really? Because it looks like you’re avoiding your ex, like a big ol’ chicken.”

         “I’m not a chicken.” But that’s exactly what he was doing. “I’m trying to get everything set up in the next five minutes, because we were running behind and got here late. We’re missing critical sales right now. All the serious buyers are in the early crowd.”

         “I know that. Have you heard anything from Dad?”

         In the past, their father was the first one here for setup.

         “His back is at him today. He’s a little slow going this morning, but he’ll be by later.”

         Unlikely, even if Jude wished it were true. Their dad had pulled a muscle in his back only two days ago and was struggling to get around, never mind lift anything.

         Jenna rocked on the balls of her feet. “You don’t have to cover for him with me. I know he’s not coming.”

         “But when people ask where he is”—and they would—“tell them he’s on his way or something.”

         “You need to talk to him. It’s not the first time he’s overdone it and hurt himself. He’s ill as a hornet right now, but he’s got nobody to blame but himself. Trying to move those boxes all alone. What was he thinking?”

         “Who knows? But I’ll talk to him. I just…I need to find the right way to broach the subject.” Jude grabbed the last of his tarragon and returned to the tent.

         Aurora was holding Wyatt in her arms as he stuck a little bundle of lavender up to her nose.

         Wyatt, the future lavender salesman, and Aurora, the cover of Town & Country magazine. Fresh-faced, even more strands of hair falling out of a haphazard knot on the top of her head, cheeks warmed pink. Behind her, a canvas of flowers and herbs. Greens and purple, a little yellow, a smattering of orange.

         She’d always been pretty, but the years had turned the cute girl into a stunning woman.

         “How much?” She looked up at him, her gray-blue eyes like steel.

         “What?” He didn’t remember her eyes ever being that cold before.

         “For a large bundle of lavender.”

         “Oh, um, eight dollars.”

         “That’s it?” She looked at Jenna to confirm. “I’m used to paying almost fifteen for this.”

         “You’re a long way from Los Angeles.” Cece plucked the sprig of lavender from Wyatt’s hand. “Now, gimme that baby. It’s my turn.”

         Aurora handed over Wyatt and gave Jude a ten.

         As if he would take her money. “It’s on the house. Let us know what you create with it.”

         “I insist.” She held the money out farther.

         She could keep stretching that arm all day, he was not going to charge Aurora for a little lavender. “I insist you take it as a friendly gesture.”

         “A friendly ges—” An expression, completely foreign to him, crossed Aurora’s face. She clenched her jaw, her pink lips pinched together, her eyes shaded impossibly colder.

         As if on cue, to stop whatever storm was gathering inside Aurora, a noise exploded from the neighboring booth. Something that could be described only as a holler, then a cacophony of crashes.

         “Dang it, Roscoe!” someone yelled.

         The Wattersons’ seventy-pound German pointer barreled out of their tent, hauling off down the street, followed by a stream of at least a dozen tiny yellow chicks.

         “Oh no!” Cece flapped her free hand toward Jude. “Baby chickens are loose.”

         Jude blinked twice, taking in the full situation before him.

         “Stay here,” he told Jenna, his brain kicking into gear. He grabbed the nearest empty basket and took off after the chicks.

         “Y’all go that way, we’ll go this way.” Cece waved him on and followed Mrs. Watterson in the other direction.

         He hurried down the walk that circled the center of the Marktplatz, scooping up a straggler as he went. He wasn’t as fast as when he was eighteen, but he still had more speed than most.

         “Grab those two!” Aurora ran a few feet behind him, a baby chick in each hand.

         He nabbed the two on her radar and slowed down so she could gently place her escapees into his basket.

         “Some went this way.” She headed between two tents and he followed.

         “I saw some headed toward Main Street too.”

         “We better go after them when we catch these. Mrs. Watterson will never be fast enough.”

         They scooped up several chicks that had run into the obstruction of a curb. The spacing between tents was intentionally tight, and they jostled one another as they tried to turn around. Aurora’s arm rubbed against his chest, and his hip bumped her side.

         He was diligently ignoring all of this, of course.

         “Okay, this way,” she directed.

         He turned, a tight grip on the basket of baby chicks as they moved swiftly into the crowd.

         “Hurry!” Aurora urged.

         He was already going as fast as he could without bowling people over.

         “Hurry,” she repeated. “They might get stepped on.”

         She was no longer the quiet, meek girl he’d known in school. The Aurora of his youth never shouted directions or commanded him to do anything. This development suited her. He’d always wished she would’ve spoken up more back then, but he didn’t want to admire changes in her. What good would it do to like things about Aurora now?

         He’d had his chance. They’d had their moment as a couple, and it hadn’t worked. Their time had come and gone, and he’d be smart to remember that fact.

         “I see them.” He spotted a cluster of chicks by a tent where cookies were being sold and hurried ahead.

         He needed to focus on finding the baby chickens, and not worry about the past. His hasty immaturity had put the nail in the coffin of their relationship, but there was nothing he could do to change what’d happened between them. He’d promised himself, long ago, to move on.

         Aurora caught up with him and gently picked up a chick as he set the basket down. He scooped up another two and placed them inside.

         “I don’t know if that’s all of them,” she said.

         “Yeah, I think I saw more than this scurrying out of the Wattersons’ tent. Let’s get on Main Street and look around.”

         They reached Main Street, his basket of wares cheeping and chirping delightfully.

         “They’re adorable.” Aurora peered down to check on them.

         “Cute little fugitives,” he agreed. “Did you happen to see which way Roscoe went?”

         “No.”

         They began methodically making their way past the outer market booths, peeking under tables, but finding nothing.

         Jude was about to give up hope when someone behind them screeched.

         As he turned, a lady lurched in their direction, all but diving past Aurora and shoving her toward the ground.

         He couldn’t drop the chicks, but he couldn’t let Aurora fall either.

         Jude kept the basket in his left hand and reached for Aurora with his right arm, wrapping it around her and pulling her close.

         She stumbled, but his body blocked her fall. Aurora bumped against him and ricocheted off just as quickly.

         “Oh!” She tottered on her feet, trying to hold her balance. “Sorry.”

         “It’s oka—” He barely had the words out as Roscoe barged past, skidding into Aurora’s calves.

         “Oh!” she said again, her hands flying out to brace against Jude.

         He caught her. Not in an embrace, because he knew better, but in a hold.

         “What in the world?” She pulled away again, her hair now in a side bun, as about half of it fell loose.

         “Roscoe is on the run. Must’ve seen more chicks.”

         “More chicks,” they repeated in unison.

         They turned together and ran after the dog.

         Sure enough, up ahead, three little chicks wandered innocently into a green space at the end of the market.

         “Here.” Jude shoved the basket at Aurora. “I’ll catch Roscoe, you get the chicks.”

         He was the faster between the two of them, and had experience hemming up rambunctious dogs.

         “Roscoe!” he yelled, the dog barely looking back as he cleared a hedgerow, closing in on the chicks.

         There was nothing for it but to dive for the leash, so that’s what Jude did.

         Like diving into home, he propelled himself forward, over the perfectly manicured bushes, arms stretched forward. He landed hard and skidded a little, the smell of earth and grass filling his nose, but, more importantly, the feel of nylon in his hand.

         “Gotcha!” Jude exclaimed, his lungs protesting the words when the wind had just been knocked out of him.

         For his part, Roscoe rounded on him and planted both front feet on his back, licking him eagerly.

         Somewhere, off to his right, he heard giggling. Giggling that grew and grew until it was uncontrolled.

         He knew that laughter. A laugh that had made his heart sing as he could only laugh in return.

         God, he’d missed the sound of it.

         Managing to dislodge Roscoe, Jude rolled over and sat up, only to receive more kisses.

         “Enough.” He tried to hold the dog back.

         “At least he’s lost all interest in the chicks. Now he only has eyes for you.”

         Jude glanced up. Aurora stood above him, surrounded and backlit by sunlight, her hair a lost cause and a basket of baby chickens in her arms.

         She looked like someone’s overworked guardian angel, or the rumpled patron saint of chicks.

         “Lucky me.” Jude pushed himself up and Aurora offered her hand to help.

         The gesture surprised him, but he was glad of it.

         “You’re filthy,” she said.

         “Huh?”

         “Your shirt and jeans.” She pointed.

         His once white T-shirt was now streaked with green and brown. “It’s okay. I always keep a change of clothes in the truck. Getting dirty is part of the job.”

         “Yeah, I remember.” Aurora smiled as she nodded, and their gazes locked.

         Something in his chest twisted at the sight of her smile. He wanted to cling to this moment a little longer. Just the two of them—a crazy dog and a dozen chickens. They were standing there together, after all this time.

         He’d often wondered if he’d ever see her again. Aurora was so different, but still so much the same. And one thought grabbed him.

         He’d messed up.

         He’d known Aurora was unhappy in their relationship near the end. They’d started bickering a lot, but she wouldn’t talk about what was bothering her and he couldn’t handle the angst on top of everything else he had to deal with. When he ended their relationship, she’d quietly accepted his decision—and then disappeared.

         He’d never understood, and it made him wonder if he’d ever really known her at all.

         Regardless, he’d gone about things all wrong back then. He’d handled their breakup awfully, but by the time he realized it, she was leaving town. Heck, leaving the state. She left their hometown for good, and that was it. They never spoke or had the chance to hash it out. She was just gone, and he wasn’t about to intrude upon her new life.

         Aurora deserved happiness, and it was best if he let her be.

         “I should— Here.” She handed him the basket and turned to go. “I need to get back.”

         Jude shook off the trail of his thoughts. “Yeah, I should get back too.”

         To his job, and many responsibilities. Back to the present, and back to reality.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         Did y’all get all of them?” Cece asked, passing Aurora her water bottle.

         She took a long drink. “I think. I hope so. Jude is taking the basket and Roscoe to Mrs. Watterson.”

         “You’re all flushed.”

         “It’s hot.”

         Cece lifted one eyebrow.

         “What?” It was already about a million degrees outside, and a stream of sweat trickled down her back.

         Jude returned to the tent, glistening like a golden god in his dirty, clingy T-shirt and ruffled hair, damp at his temples.

         “Sure is.” Cece smirked.

         “Zip it.”

         “That was crazy.” Jenna bounced Wyatt as she finished twisting a wrap around her. “The market isn’t usually this exciting. Must be you.”

         Jude dipped behind the tent and out of sight.

         “I doubt it.” Aurora ran her fingers through her hair before pulling it back and up into a bun again.

         “It really has been good to see you. It’s been forever. I know…” She waved both Aurora and Cece toward the front of the tent and lowered her voice. “I know I should’ve reached out to you weeks ago, when I heard you were in town, but I didn’t know if things would be weird.”

         “Why would they be weird?” Aurora asked, as if she didn’t know.

         “Because of you and Jude.” Jenna was as straightforward as ever.

         “That was years ago. It’s fine.”

         No, it wasn’t, and they both knew that. She’d loved Jude’s family like her own, but when they broke up, she felt like she had to break up with his family too. Teenage Aurora had no clue how to navigate the web of an ex-boyfriend’s family, especially not once she decided to move away for culinary school. So, she’d talked to no one in his family about leaving for Colorado and hadn’t reached out to any of them until years later.

         Cowardly? Maybe. But she’d been reeling from the breakup, and the sudden decision to go to school in Colorado, instead of in-state. She’d done the only thing she knew how to in the moment. She ran away.

         “I know. It was all a long time ago, but I’ve heard from you maybe twice in ten years—and that was online. It’s different than in person. I was afraid it might be awkward if I reached out or dropped by. But now you’re here.” Jenna’s smile was warm and genuine.

         And Aurora felt like crap for not extending an olive branch weeks ago. “No, I should’ve called you. That’s on me.”

         Jenna’s smile widened. “Then how about we make up for the lost time?”

         “Okay?” Nerves fluttered in her stomach.

         “Come by the farm tomorrow. See what we’ve been working on and check out the full collection the farm has to offer.”

         “This isn’t the full collection?”

         “Are you kidding? Not nowadays. This isn’t half of it. There’s so much more since you were last out there. You’ll see what I mean. We’ve even started supplying a few restaurants in town.”

         “Wow, really?” Aurora tried to temper her reaction, but she was impressed. Her family had done the same, taking their home and, first, turning it into a bed and breakfast, then expanding into weddings and events. They’d turned the scandal of their dad leaving into something beautiful.

         “Yep. You never know, you might even find some inspiration when you visit.”

         “Can I come too?” Cece chimed in. “I haven’t been by in a while.”

         “Of course. Tomorrow afternoon okay?”

         “It’s perfect.” Cece answered for them. “We should probably get home now though. Beth will send out search and rescue if I miss our afternoon appointment.”

         Aurora should take the easy out and leave right now, without saying goodbye to Jude. Maybe it was guilt over not saying goodbye to Jenna ten years ago, or maybe it was because she wanted to see Jude one more time today. Whatever the reason—or complete lack of—Aurora went behind the Joneses’ tent on her way out.

         “Jude?” she called, wishing to simply be polite and prove they could be normal, neighborly people to each other.

         “Yeah?” He popped up from behind several boxes. Shirtless.

         “Oh.” Aurora immediately stared at the sky, the side of the tent, anywhere except him.

         “Sorry.” He shrugged a clean T-shirt on quickly, but not quick enough that she couldn’t get a look at him.

         Jude hadn’t looked quite like that in high school.

         Sure, he was an athlete then. Baseball kept him fit and muscular. But farm work? Farm work did him justice. Manual labor was a good look on Jude.

         “I just wanted to say bye.” Aurora stared at the tent again. She shouldn’t have come back here, and she probably shouldn’t go by the farm tomorrow. What good could come of them spending any more time together? They’d both moved on with their lives, right? And the past should stay there.

         “Y’all are leaving?”

         “Yeah. We have a potential client coming by at one, and I smell like chickens.”

         “Okay, well, um. I guess I’ll…see you around?”

         “Sure. I’ll see you.”

         “Aurora?” He paused after saying her name.

         “Yeah?”

         “I have my shirt on now. You can look at me.”

         “Oh.” Her laugh came out all nervous and twittery. She hated herself for sounding like that. “I wasn’t not looking—” Yes, she was. “Anyway. I will see you around.” She waved and spun around, returning to Cece as fast as her legs could carry her.

         “Okay, we can go,” she said to Cece as she whizzed by.

         “The corn,” Cece reminded her.

         “Crap.” Aurora backtracked and grabbed the sacks of corn. “Bye, Jenna. Bye, Wyatt.”

         “Bye,” she heard Jenna’s voice trail off as she passed Cece on the way to her car.

         “Good gosh, would you slow down?” Cece called behind her. “I’m not back to full speed yet.”

         Once she was a block away from the market, and safe, Aurora stopped around the corner and waited. “Sorry. I know we need to get back, so I’m hurrying.”

         “You’re all flushed again.” Cece grinned.

         Aurora made a face at her sister. “Just get in the car.”

         On their way home, Cece leaned her seat back a bit, reliving the morning. “How funny was that with the chickens?”

         “Yeah. Funny.” Aurora shifted in the driver’s seat, trying to relax her grip on the wheel. “I wish you’d mentioned seeing Jenna and everyone at the market before.”

         “By everyone, do you mean Jude? You wish I’d warned you that Jude is usually at that farmers’ market.”

         “Not warned me, exactly. It would’ve been nice to have a heads-up though, and to know that you’ve been in touch with them.”

         “I know. I should’ve said something, but I thought you knew he’d be there.” Cece sat up, turning toward her. “They do own a farm, and it is a farmers’ market.”

         “I know, but…” But what? She’d known chances were good she’d see Jude there this morning.

         “And I should’ve mentioned I talk to them from time to time.” Cece’s voice softened. “But it’s a small enough town, it’d be weird not to talk to people. Plus…” Her sister let the sentence drift.

         “Plus, what?”

         “It’s a touchy subject to bring up. I didn’t want to make it weird.”

         Too late.

         “It’s not a touchy subject,” Aurora lied, denying the weight and impact of Jude Jones and his family upon her life.

         Cece scoffed. “Who are you trying to kid here, me or you? I’m not some casual California friend of yours. I’m your sister. The subject is touchy. Always has been, always will be.”

         Aurora took a deep breath and had to relax her grip, again.

         Cece was right, and annoyingly so in that way only little sisters could be. “Okay, whatever, it’s touchy. You still should’ve told me.”

         “Fair enough.” Her sister leaned back in her seat. “I should’ve told you. I can tell you now though. Anything else you want to know?”

         “No,” Aurora answered too quickly. She wanted to know everything about Jude and Jenna, and their parents and Bonnie and—

         “It’s going to be okay.” Cece’s voice went soft again. “Going to the farm tomorrow? Might not be the easiest thing you’ve ever done, but it’ll be fine. Everyone seemed fine today.”

         Fine. Right.

         She and Jude had said maybe a dozen words to each other, while alternating between awkward proximity and careful politeness—a far cry from how they’d been years ago.

         Back in the day, she and Jude had been so comfortable in each other’s presence. She’d sneak off at night and drive around with him, talking into the wee hours. Sometimes they’d fall asleep while talking on the phone. She’d loved Jude with everything she had, and he made her feel the same. Even though he was the guy almost every girl wanted, he made Aurora feel like the only person in the world.

         If not for biology lab, in the spring of their junior year, they might not have ever gotten close. They knew each other, distantly, before, but ran in completely different circles.

         Dissecting earthworms together made you fast friends.

         Friendship flowed into flirting, and Jude had the kind of confidence that allowed him to ask her out within just a couple of weeks.

         Even when jealousy brought out the cruel side of a few girls, Aurora weathered their snide comments with Jude’s affection. And, when the school’s queen bee, Erica Burr, started a nasty rumor about her, Aurora held her head high, knowing it wasn’t true.

         What Erica and those other girls thought didn’t matter. All that mattered was her and Jude. What they had could survive anything.

         Except it didn’t.

         “Are you going to stay in the car and roast, or what?”

         Aurora looked around. She’d gotten them back to the inn and put the car in park, all while her thoughts were years and years away.

         Cece was standing by her car with bags of corn, staring into the open passenger door. “We’re home. Snap out of it.”

         Well, they were at the Orchard Inn. Could she still call this home?

         She was a visitor here now. Her home was her apartment in L.A. All of her stuff was still there, her job that she’d worked so hard for, and, most notably at the moment, her car.

         “I’m coming.” She grabbed the last bag of corn and the small bag of herbs from the back seat. “I cannot believe I’m going to their farm tomorrow.”

         Aurora waited for her sister’s quick retort, but Cece was already halfway to the house.

         What if Jude’s parents came around and wanted to talk to her? They had to hate her. She loved his folks, but she hadn’t seen or spoken to them since the breakup. She didn’t want to deal with any ill will from them. She’d always felt comfortable around Jude’s family. Accepted.

         With a grumble, Aurora plodded around the back of the inn, the door to their private residence hanging open in Cece’s wake.

         “Leave the corn on the table for now. I’ll help you shuck it outside later if you want,” Cece yelled down the hall.

         Aurora set everything on their table and flopped onto the sofa. She could use a moment to relax before washing up for their appointment.

         A few minutes later, her phone pinged from inside her purse, startling her from her impromptu nap. Hauling herself up, Aurora dug around her bag and grabbed it from the bottom as it pinged again.

         The texts were from Sloane. Roommate, work bestie, knower of all gossip, and keeper of all confessions. Sloane was junior chef at Brio, the restaurant where they worked, and she’d been keeping Aurora updated on all she’d missed while away.

         Aurora rubbed her eyes, forcing them into focus on Sloane’s text.

         
            What’s new in Texas? It is all going down out here rn. Jonah and Lark broke up and OMG the work drama. You’re missing it! When are you coming back?! I’m booooooooooored without you.

         

         I miss you too, Aurora messaged back.

         Sloane responded. One of the restaurant group execs came in last week and asked about you. [image: ]

         A partner of the restaurant group was asking about her.

         She replied to Sloane, Asking in a good or bad way?

         
            I think a good way. He wanted to know when you were going to be back.

         

         It was time to go back to California. Maybe past time.
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