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CHAPTER ONE

Deputy Sheriff Jacob Sanders didn’t know what he did to deserve this, but it could arguably be the best day of his life.

“Uncuff me.” Ashley Whitman twisted her hands from behind her back. “This is so not happening.” She stood outside the Emerald Springs sheriff’s station in a skin revealing, pink tank top and tight black yoga pants. Her long, wavy blonde hair curved around her neck in a messy ponytail. “You can’t arrest me.”

Jacob stood behind her, trying his best to hide the smile that threatened any minute to overtake his entire face. He’d waited for a moment like this since high school. Now that it was here, he wanted to savor every single, glorious second.

Ashley blew out a breath. “Are you going to stand back there? Say something.”

“Okay, princess.” His voice was deep and in control. “This is how it’s going to work. I’ll escort you inside where we’ll be taking your picture. Then one of those French nails of yours will get a little dirty.”

“You’re fingerprinting me?” She struggled. “This is ridiculous. You can’t arrest me. I’m … I’m … I’m a Whitman!”

Jacob threw his head back and let out a hearty laugh. Watching Ashley squirm was priceless. “Don’t think your pedigree is going to help you out now.” It was typical of her to insinuate that her Whitman status somehow made her superior. He’d grown up with that.

“Whatever. When do I get my phone call?”

“After I hand you over.” Truth be told, he’d already gone ahead and made that call for her while she stewed in the backseat of his squad car. That person should be arriving any second.

As if on cue, Chad Whitman zipped into the parking lot in his Jeep Wrangler. The sides and top had been chucked and an indie rock tune blared from the radio. While Jacob enjoyed riding shotgun along with his buddy every once in a while through the dirt roads of the Skagit Valley, he had busted Chad a time or two for his alternative taste. He was more a country music, boots kickin’ kind of guy.

The youngest of the Whitman boys and his pal since high school, Chad would be the best one to come and get Ashley after Jacob was done messing with her. God knows she probably wouldn’t allow him to drive her home. He’d hinted to Chad it wasn’t anything serious and that he was just teaching her a lesson.

Chad jumped out of his Jeep and greeted them. “I knew this day would come. What’d my beautiful cousin do, deputy?” he deadpanned.

“Nothing,” Ashley responded through gritted teeth. “I did absolutely nothing to deserve this law enforcement brutality.”

Chad looked down at her cuffed hands. “Geez, Ashley, it’s only 9:00 a.m.”

“Just get me out of these.” She nodded behind her shoulder.

“Care to fill me in?” Chad asked Jacob. Ashley couldn’t see the smirk on his face.

“It was all a misunderstanding,” she answered for him.

Jacob laughed sarcastically. “I wouldn’t exactly call assaulting an officer of the law a misunderstanding.”

“Oh, please. I barely touched you.” She turned to Chad. “Some of the girls, including your bride-to-be, were doing stretches in the park. We do a little Zumba a few mornings before work. That’s hardly a crime. I’m certified, for God’s sake.”

Chad raised a curious eyebrow. “That’s where Jen ran off to at the crack of dawn?”

Jacob had forgotten that his buddy was newly engaged. Lucky man. Jen had turned his own head when she first blew into town. He’d never admit that to Chad.

Ashley glared at Jacob. “Some of the girls asked me to help them get in shape for Zoe and Adam’s wedding.”

“Jen doesn’t need it,” Chad retorted. “She’s perfect just the way she is.”

Jacob jumped in. “Um … can we get back to the issue at hand?” He adjusted his deputy hat. It’d been raining in Emerald Springs over the last week, but today the morning sun beat down on his head. “We’ve had some complaints.”

“Complaints?” Chad asked.

Ashley sighed. “So our music was a bit loud. I’ll turn it down next time.”

Jacob smirked. “I’m not talking about the music.” His gaze slid up Ashley’s workout attire, resting on her pink top. Actually, more like workout bra. Wrapped around her chest, it didn’t leave much to the imagination. Not that Jacob thought of her in that way. It was Ashley Whitman, after all. On a good day she got under his skin.

Chad grew impatient. “Then what did they do? Is Jen in trouble? I should call her.” He reached in his pocket for his cell phone.

Ashley wiggled her hands behind her back. “Um … earth to Chad. She’s not the one in handcuffs. Your innocent cousin could use a little help here!”

Jacob tried his best not to smile at the Christmas present in front of him. Not ready to return it, he grabbed Ashley’s arm and led her inside the station. “There have been some complaints about the women showing off too much skin,” he explained, pointing to Ashley’s top. “They’ve been distracting the men’s running club.”

“Seriously?” Chad raised a more than curious eyebrow. “The men have been complaining?”

Jacob laughed. “More like their wives.”

Ashley rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. It’s not like we’re sleeping with any of their husbands.”

Chad came up beside her and yanked her pony tail. “None of you better be. So why did you hit Jacob?”

Ashley shrugged.

“She wouldn’t leave, so I grabbed her arm. That’s when she went all Fight Club.” Jacob karate-chopped the air.

“I barely touched you. Trust me, Jacob Sanders, there would be a mark if I hit you hard.”

Chad inserted himself between the two, pulling Jacob aside to talk privately. “Okay, you and I know that you are not going to arrest her. Can you take the handcuffs off before she totally loses it?”

Jacob smirked at his buddy. Although the feud between the Sanderses and the Whitmans ran deep since their fathers dissolved their partnership in WhitSand Farm twenty years ago, Jacob had never held a grudge. His sister, Colleen, on the other hand, would rather starve than eat anything containing ingredients from the Whitman farm. Now that she seemed to be craving everything in sight, perhaps her taste buds would cave in.

He’d grown up hanging out with Chad and his two older brothers, Adam and Daniel, and he and Chad had played varsity baseball together in high school. Still friends, they would often catch a game at The Rusty Tap over beers.

“Hey, how’s engagement life?” he asked, prolonging the inevitable release of the blonde spitfire.

Chad grinned. “It’s freakin’ awesome. You should try it sometime.”

“Nah.” Jacob shook his head. That wouldn’t be happening anytime soon. “I think I’m more suited for the bachelor life. No one to bail out of trouble.” His gaze rested on Ashley. “No one to get on your nerves …”

“So, you going to let her go soon?” Chad asked. “I need to drop her off at her condo and then get to the diner. Jen and I have a meeting with the staff to go over the summer menu and update them on the microbrewery.”

“How’s that going?” Jacob asked. As the manager of Emerald Eats, Chad had recently begun renovations to expand the family diner to include a microbrewery. Jen would soon run the restaurant as the brewmistress with him, a job that apparently she was very good at.

“We’ll be opening in five months. Definitely in time for the World Series. Maybe even the playoffs.”

Jacob chuckled. “Smart man. What’s it going to be called again?”

“Emerald Brewing Company.”

“Good name.” Jacob could see Ashley attempting to stretch her arms. The cuffs were probably itching her skin at this point.

“How about I talk to Daniel, and we’ll let the ladies do their Zumba at the resort. Hell, they can do it in the aerobic studio naked if they’d like. No one will see them.”

Jacob ignored the tightening of his groin at Chad’s suggested compromise and shook his head. Typical Whitman. Always had a quick solution that often involved some location around town. Hell, that was easy—they owned most of the businesses in it.

He continued to watch Ashley, who was now engaged in sweet talk with the intake officer, Mack, behind the counter. Dirty old man. Mack, at sixty, would cave to a pretty face, and Ashley Whitman certainly had one.

Mack and every guy in Emerald Springs, for that matter, didn’t know her like Jacob did. In high school, he’d seen right through the egotistical, drama queen she was. There was, however, one incident toward the end of their senior year that he chalked up to a temporary lapse in sanity.

“Come on, Jacob.” Chad slapped his back. “Beer’s on me if you let her go. We can watch the Sox murder the Yankees later. I just brewed some Porch Swing last night.”

That got his attention. “The beer with the pear and lime?”

“Grapefruit, ginger, and lime,” Chad corrected, saying each ingredient with pride.

“That’s some good shit.” Jacob had never intended to arrest Ashley, but Chad’s offer sealed the deal. A game and a cold beer or two tonight and catching up with his buddy sounded like a great way to start the week. “Fine. I'll write her up a warning.”

“You seriously can’t be ticketing me?” Ashley turned and faced him. “I was so right to turn you down in high school. Thank God I didn’t go to prom with you. You deserved to go alone.”

Jacob’s body tensed. And there it was. The incident he’d buried so deep in the back of his mind, he thought he’d need one of his sister’s bulldozers to excavate it, but Ashley had dug the painful memory out so easily with her sharp tongue. He turned and walked past her, motioning to Mack as he headed for the door. “Book her.”


CHAPTER TWO

Ashley flipped on the lights to the visitor’s center and rubbed her wrists, still sore where the handcuffs pinched earlier. Once Jacob stormed off, the kind officer named Mack from behind the counter had released her. He laughed the whole time and said she reminded him of a young Katherine Hepburn while slipping her his phone number and asking if she was free tonight. Dirty old man.

She smoothed her sleek, blonde ponytail. What a morning. All she wanted was to get an early workout in with a few friends before her Monday began and look where it got her. Now she was two hours behind. Not the best way to start out a jam-packed week.

As the marketing manager for Emerald Tea Farm, Mondays were always her busiest. She routinely spent the early part of the week in the visitor’s center chatting with buyers and tourists and running the sample tea bar. A people person to her core, Ashley’s favorite part of the job was interacting with the steady stream of Whitman clientele and representing the Emerald Tea brand.

She loved working on the farm and had jumped at the opportunity to be her dad’s marketing assistant five years ago after graduating from the University of Portland.

Now at twenty-seven, her name had begun to generate some buzz among local business leaders.

Just last year, the Emerald Springs Chamber of Commerce had named her to its “thirty under thirty” rising stars roster, where she and the other “stars” were honored at the chamber’s annual spring luncheon. That celebration with her father and extended Whitman family had been one of the best days of her life. Her dad had even purchased two tables for the event for their family and friends to celebrate her achievement. He’d been so proud, beaming all night. She knew she was starting to be taken seriously as a mover and shaker in the tea industry and not simply Sam’s daughter and a Whitman heir.

Now that her cousin Adam oversaw Emerald Tea Farm, she hoped he’d soon task her with new responsibilities. The oldest of the Whitman brothers, he’d recently taken the reins from his dad—her uncle Richard. Everyone knew that Adam was being groomed to oversee the family conglomerate when Richard finally retired soon. It was a decision all the Whitmans strongly supported.

Well, maybe, not all.

Her father struggled with the fact that he now reported to Adam, a man more than half his age, who hadn’t worked a day on the farm in the last fifteen years. He hadn’t actually admitted that out loud, but she knew better. Just last week, she caught her dad muttering a not-so-collegial expletive under his breath about Adam.

As for her, she couldn’t be more excited to have Adam in the driver’s seat. He seemed genuinely eager to hear her ideas for bringing more foot traffic into the visitor’s center, whereas in the past, she had to vet them through her dad, who then might or might not present them to Uncle Richard. Her cousin had made it clear to her that his office door was always open.

Adam’s open door policy couldn’t have come at a better time because as much as she loved all three of her cousins dearly, her competitive side wanted to give them a run for their money, proving they weren’t the only Whitmans who could turn a profit.

She also secretly hoped that Daniel might let her lead new marketing campaigns for his resort. She had a real interest in spa products and cosmetics infused with tea. Sadly, that flicker of hope was snuffed when Daniel announced he’d up and married some spa chick in Australia and now she’d be his right-hand marketing director.

Ashley was dying to meet his bride and see how she would be folded in to the current marketing operation. Her dad had seemed to take the news well, even offered to help train the newest Whitman.

Powering on her laptop, she reviewed the to-do list. There just weren’t enough hours in the day. In addition to her duties on the farm, last fall, she’d been invited by the International Tea Association to serve on the planning committee for the Global Tea Expo in San Diego. The annual three-day conference brought together tea industry professionals from around the world to unveil new products, conference workshops, and lots and lots of networking. Emerald Tea Farm would have a large presence at the event—it always did—where she and her dad would ably represent their products.

She cracked her neck and clicked open her calendar. Typical week. Completely filled with morning, afternoon, and evening appointments.

It didn’t help her schedule that every time she turned around one of Uncle Richard’s offspring was getting engaged. She’d had a hand in planning not one but two engagement parties in the last three months and was now helping Adam with his wedding. At least Daniel had eloped in Australia. She’d have to thank him for that.

Her gaze rested on her large, green conference binder she’d left on the counter last Friday. She’d be completely lying if she didn’t admit there was an added bonus to planning the Tea Expo, and that bonus was tall, dark, and ever-so-handsome.

Graham Carpenter, the CEO of Seattle’s Pure Tea, was chair of this year’s expo. He’d been the one to personally reach out and invite Ashley to serve on the planning committee—a flattering invitation to say the least since she’d received it the day after meeting him at a networking lunch. Her father had introduced them.

She opened her “Graham” folder and smiled. It was her special place to save all of their e-mail correspondence, mostly about the Tea Expo.

But it hadn’t been all work. Five months ago, they had had their first dinner at Blush Wine Bar downtown.

Graham had been back on two other occasions under the guise of conference planning. Sure, they’d worked on the expo, but the time spent together always ended in a casual dinner, talking about other things. He seemed most interested in the overnight success of Emerald Tea. She’d joked that he was her competition and she couldn’t give away all their secrets.

She coiled a long strand of hair around her finger, remembering the kiss they shared the last time he was in town. It hadn’t necessarily curled her toes, but Ashley knew he was a bit reserved. All signals indicated they were going in the right direction.

So she’d invited him to stay at Emerald Paradise on Saturday. With only one week to go before the expo, he was traveling back down from Seattle so they could finalize menus and volunteer assignments. Ashley had arranged a complimentary room for him at the resort, telling the reception desk that her cousin had approved it. Daniel would probably have a conniption when he learned what she did, but she’d remind him that he was her favorite cousin and all would be forgotten. Men were so easy.

If Ashley had her way—and she always got her way—she and Graham would be getting to know each other on a different level this weekend. Maybe they could enjoy one of the resort’s couples spa treatments. That might really loosen him up.

She reached her phone to call the spa and see what appointments might be available but stopped. Maybe she should call Graham first and make sure he’d be up for a massage or mud bath. She swiped through her contacts until she reached his name.

He picked up immediately. “Hey, Ashley.”

“Hi, Graham. Is this a good time?”

“Always a good time to hear your lovely voice. What’s up?”

He likes the sound of my voice. “I’m looking forward to seeing you this weekend. Since we’ll be at Emerald Paradise, I was thinking of booking spa appointments for us.” She paused, not wanting to appear too eager. “If you think it might be something you’d like. Maybe a pre-conference massage … as a reward for all of our hard work. Totally up to you.”

There was a pause on the other end, causing Ashley to bite down on her lip. Maybe this was a bad idea. “Of course, I don’t have to make the appointments. We could … er … just work.”

“No.” Graham finally spoke. “That’s very thoughtful of you. I think that would be a perfect way to unwind a bit before next week. Let’s do it.”

“Terrific.” Ashley fist pumped the air. “I’ll make all the arrangements.”

“I’ll see you Saturday then.”

“See you.” Ashley clicked off her phone and did a little jig. Getting the CEO in a relaxing spa room was a small victory. Would he be open to side-by-side massages? Both of their bodies slathered in oil, soft music playing in the background, flickering candlelight all around …

The doorbell’s familiar chime yanked Ashley reluctantly out of her fantasy.

“Good morning, Ashley.” Adam breezed in with his fiancée, Zoe Miller, by his side.

“Hello. What brings you two lovebirds in?” She grabbed her clipboard and turned to inspect the tea inventory. Since she’d lost two hours thanks to the town’s deputy dog, she’d have to talk and work at the same time.

“Heard you had quite the morning.” Adam snickered. “I’m thinking an orange jumpsuit would look good on you.”

Ashley swiveled off her stool, determined to downplay her earlier visit to the Sheriff’s department. “It was all a misunderstanding.”

“Stop teasing her,” Zoe said, shooting Adam a devilish smirk. She set a small, brown box on the counter that Ashley knew contained either scrumptious muffins or a breakfast cake from her bakery. She could always count on her friend for a tasty treat when she stopped by. Zoe did own the most amazing bakery in Emerald Springs.

Adam pulled up a barstool and took a seat. “So, Ash, or should I say slugger?”

“Oh, please. I barely touched him.” Ashley grabbed a pitcher of iced tea and poured two glasses. “What I don’t understand is why this town, let alone county, would put their trust in Jacob Sanders to protect them when he’s going around wasting time harassing innocent residents. There’s no way I will vote for him if he runs for sheriff.” She offered a glass to Zoe. “Try this.”

Zoe grabbed the tea and took a sip. “Ohhh … I love Cherry Berry Spice.”

Adam pulled her in. “Let me taste.” He brushed his lips over hers.

Ashley rolled her eyes. She wasn’t used to seeing her reserved, straight-laced cousin display his affection so publically.

Daniel … maybe. Chad, definitely. But Adam …

She reached below for forks for them to enjoy the treat. “All right, you two. Maybe you should go up to the farmhouse. I’m sure the master bedroom’s available.”

Adam stood. “Who says we didn’t come from there?”

“Adam!” Zoe playfully punched him.

He stole one more kiss. “I’m headed to the airport at five p.m. to pick up Daniel and Rochelle. Want to join me, Ash?”

“Oh, my gosh. It’s today, isn’t it?” She grabbed a travel mug from behind her and filled it with iced tea for Adam. In all of this morning’s brouhaha, she’d completely forgotten Daniel was coming home. “Of course. I’d love to go.”

It’d be nice to have Daniel back. They’d always bonded over their sense of style and city chic sophistication. Drinking Front Porch—or whatever Chad was calling his latest brew—really wasn’t her thing. She was definitely more of a Riesling type of girl who would take a Saturday night at a wine bar in Seattle anytime over watching a game at The Rusty Tap.

Ashley watched Zoe and Adam embrace. They really did look so cute together. What she wouldn’t give to be in a relationship with her own Adam Whitman … just not a Whitman. She wrinkled her nose. That would be so wrong.

“So, Ashley.” Adam chuckled. “Stay out of trouble, I’m a little light on cash,” he teased, opening the door to leave.

“Very funny. Don’t you have a tea farm to run?” She waved him off and settled back onto her stool to catch up with her best friend. “It’s good to see you both so happy.”

Zoe smiled and gave one of her infamous dreamy sighs. Ashley knew the sentence that always accompanied it.

“I can’t wait to be Mrs. Adam Whitman.”

Yep, that one. Ashley giggled. She’d heard it a thousand times.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.” She motioned for Zoe to take Adam’s vacated stool while she grabbed a note pad and something to write with. “Okay, so this week we’re trying on your wedding and bridesmaid dresses, picking out flowers, and tasting wedding cakes.” She waved her pencil in the air. “Now that Daniel’s back, we can finalize the dinner menu with him and his chef this week.”

“Aye-aye, captain.” Zoe paused, “About the wedding cake …”

Ashley put her hands on her hips. She knew what was coming, and the answer was still no. As Zoe’s maid of honor, she had to put her foot down. “Do not even say it, Zoe Miller. You are not baking your wedding cake. I’m sorry. I know it would be amazing, but this is your day. I’ve lined up some upscale bakers to come down from Seattle to do a tasting for us here on Wednesday.”

“I guess that will be okay,” Zoe reluctantly gave in. Ashley suspected her persistent friend would try again tomorrow. She wouldn’t be Zoe if she didn’t. Still, with so much to do, Ashley needed her to focus on being the bride, not a wedding cake maker.

“So let’s dish, Ash.” Zoe reached for her iced tea and took a sip. “What happened after Jacob hauled you off?”

“I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Did they take your picture and fingerprint you?”

“No.” Ashley looked down at her perfect French manicure and grimaced at the thought. “Honestly, I think it was a big joke to Jacob.” Although, that wasn’t exactly true. There was that moment he had stormed out of the police station in a huff. He didn’t seem to be laughing then. What was his deal?

“You know, I never realized it before, but Jacob really fills out that deputy uniform rather nicely.”

Ashley wiggled her nose. “Zoe! You’re practically married.”

“I’m just saying …”

“Well, I hadn’t noticed.” Jacob Sanders was the one single guy in Emerald Springs who Ashley had never considered eligible, or interesting for that matter. He’d been a jerk to her ever since Pixie White’s class in second grade.

And it only escalated in high school. Asking her to the prom the way he did had been the most humiliating day of her life. She suspected his, too, but he deserved it.

Zoe continued talking, jarring Ashley’s trip down memory lane. “Well, word around town is Jacob’s been spending quite a lot of time with Kimi Prevost.”

“Who?”

“Kimi Prevost,” Zoe repeated. “You know. Colleen’s husband’s sister.”

“Oh, right. She’s the one who got caught up in the fight at Emerald Eats. That family is just weird.”

“I heard Colleen’s pregnant.” Zoe looked down at her watch.

“Well that explains it.” Ashley laughed and moved her hand up and down in a swift motion, pretending to load a revolver. “Shotgun!”

Zoe smiled. “Let’s not spread that gossip. I’m still holding out hope that one day Colleen will order something from my bakery.”

“Don’t hold your breath. Now that you’re going to be a Whitman, I’m pretty sure she’ll be boycotting Everything Nice bakery, too.”

“I can’t wait to be a Whitman.”

“You already said that.” Ashley set her notepad aside with their wedding “to do” list and opened the box Zoe had brought. Inside was a mouthwatering apple crumb cake. Ashley handed Zoe a fork to share the treat. “You know. You may have snagged the last wonderful guy on the planet, or at least in Emerald Springs.”

Her friend blushed. “Adam is pretty perfect, isn’t he?” She raked her fork through the crumb cake. “So what about you?”

“What about me?”

“Any prospects on the horizon?”

Ashley shrugged. “No, not really.”

“Then Jacob could be a contender?”

“Never going to happen. I’d rather pick every tea leaf on this farm in the hot summer heat, wearing a parka.” Ashley paused. “There might be someone …”

“Who?”

“Do you want to see?” Ashley reached over and grabbed her laptop, all giddy thinking about Graham. Not wanting to jinx it, she hadn’t told any of her friends that they’d kissed, not even Zoe. “I’m pretty sure his headshot is on his company website.”

“Who is it?”

“Graham Carpenter.”

“Who?”

“He runs a tea farm in Seattle.”

Zoe raised an eyebrow. “You’re dating a competitor?”

Ashley considered the last word in that sentence. It did cross her mind a time or two, but their business relationship was nothing like the one with Split Acres where Uncle Richard and Joe Sanders still avoided each other like the plague. “We don’t really talk about our work—at least not much. We’re both on the planning committee for the Global Tea Expo.”

“Wait. You’ve been planning that conference for months. Why am I only hearing about him now?”

“Well, you’ve been kind of busy with your own love life.”

“Still …” Zoe sounded hurt. She lunged for the laptop. “Let me see his picture.”

“Hold on a second.” Ashley opened up her browser and typed in the URL. After a couple of clicks, she spun it around. A laugh escaped her best friend’s lips.

That wasn’t quite the reaction Ashley had expected. Okay, maybe Graham didn’t have Adam’s fine bone structure, but he was definitely handsome. “What’s so funny?”

“That’s him?”

Ashley leaned over to double check. Maybe she’d clicked on the wrong profile. One look confirmed she had the right one. “That’s him. Why are you laughing?”

“You don’t see it?” Zoe pushed off of her stool, pointing to the screen.

Ashley shrugged.

“Come on. You really don’t see it?”

“See what? You don’t think he’s cute?” A tiny amount of irritation began to creep up the back of her neck. What could possibly be so funny about this gorgeous man rocking a business suit?

“No, it’s not that. He’s very handsome.” Zoe spun the laptop back so it faced Ashley. “And looks exactly like Jacob.”


CHAPTER THREE

Jacob pulled into Split Acres Farm and shut off his ignition. Even off duty, he was allowed to drive his squad car. The sheriff’s department had deemed it necessary to make him more visible to the public twenty-four seven.

With five minutes to spare, he’d arrived to pick up Kimi Prevost, Colleen’s new sister-in-law. Always happy to see Kimi, he wasn’t excited about where they were going. The beautiful South African bombshell was headed back to North Carolina, where she’d spent some time earlier this summer, and had asked him for a ride to the Sea-Tac airport.

He jumped out of his squad car and looked around. The farm buzzed with activity—a scene he wasn’t quite used to. Colleen and her new husband, Alan Prevost, had initiated their plans to turn the once fledgling operation around.

It had been her goal all along to move away from farm-to-consumer sales, while focusing on value-added goods, selling things like apple butter and salsa online. She’d done her homework and, with Alan’s backing, would be working double time to establish a national brand. They’d also be investing in floral trade and honey production. His sister had recently worked out a deal with Chad to sell him honey for his microbrewery.

Colleen was eager to try her hand at greenhouse farming, moving most of their harvest indoors. Her plans were smart, innovative, and economical.

From the looks of things, his sister and Alan were well on their way to resuscitating Split Acres, bringing new life to the farm. They evidently made a good team.

He felt the familiar twinge of guilt as he rested his eyes on the old farmhouse they’d grown up in. Not once growing up did he ever take a real interest in his farm chores, yet sometimes felt he’d cast his birthright aside. Just as his father had turned over farm operations largely to Colleen so he could follow his political ambition and run for state senator, Jacob had chosen public service, too. In college he’d chosen a different path, studying criminal justice. He enjoyed his work and took pride in the fact he contributed to the safety of Emerald Springs’ citizens.

He’d never felt that pride on the farm. Not when it symbolized his father’s failure compared to Richard Whitman’s success.

While the Whitman kids had grown up with designer clothes and fancy wheels, Colleen and he wore second-hand clothes and had shared ownership of a beat-up truck their dad had gotten in an auction.

Things had started to turn around when their dad was elected state senator. Still, Jacob wasn’t sporting a Rolex watch, the traditional graduation present Richard gave to each of the Whitmans.

Though his father and Richard Whitman avoided each other, he had no beef with any of the kids. Except for Ashley, who’d always walked around town like she owned it. He couldn’t help but grin at how nice it was to put her in her place this morning.

He glanced over at the greenhouses bustling with activity. His sister could turn things around. That passion just didn’t run in his blood the way it pumped through Colleen’s. She was Split Acres’s best chance to be seen as more than a joke in Emerald Springs.
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