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Chapter One

Adam Whitman twirled his favorite Mont Blanc Starwalker in his fingers, enjoying the weight, and smiled to himself. This deal and the promotion that went along with it were as good as his. The partnership between Eco Initiatives and Everlight Optics would be the biggest contract he or anyone else at the company had ever brokered, and if he could just get the woman across from his desk to sign on the dotted line, it would be done.

“You’re telling me you were a farmer? As in, you were out there in the field, picking tea leaves?” Christine Grazioli, Everlight Optic’s CEO, shot him a suggestive smile from her spot on the sofa in his office.

He’d seen that look before, and if he played his cards right, the ink would be dry on the contract by noon. “I certainly did, from the time I could walk until the day I left home. My family owns the largest tea farm in Washington. You’ve probably had some yourself. Hold out your hand.” He paused and picked up a crystal bowl on the table, holding it out to her. “Pick one.”

She plucked a leaf from the bowl and handed it to him. He gave her a conspiratorial smile and turned the leaf over in his hand. “Nice choice. It says that an important decision you make will bring you much success.” He dropped the leaf above her hand, letting it float gently into her open palm.

Christine laughed, throaty and seductive. “I don’t think that’s how tea leaf reading works. You’re supposed to brew these and read what’s left behind after I drink the tea.” She glanced at her watch. “Oh, shoot. I’ve lost track of time. I need to get across town for a meeting at Paramount. Can we get in touch later?”

“Absolutely. I’ll have the contract sent to your office; just send it back when you’ve reviewed everything and signed.” He stood and opened the door. Once his client was safely down the hall, Adam fist-pumped the air in silent celebration. All it took was a nice working lunch and some harmless flirting, and he was on his way to closing a six-figure deal and locking in the promotion. This partnership would make the Eco Initiatives higher-ups very happy and guarantee him one fat end-of-year bonus. He laughed to himself; sometimes it was too easy. The tea leaves always did the trick. Women either believed in the magic or allowed themselves to think there was something between them. Who would have thought his upbringing on the family tea farm would still come in handy? He returned to his desk to review the paperwork so he’d be ready when she sealed the deal.

“Mr. Whitman, Richard Whitman is on line one.” His assistant’s disembodied voice came through the phone speaker, and he looked up from the proposal. How long had it been since he spoke with his father? Weeks at least. Far too long.

“Thank you, Lauren.” Adam pressed a button on his phone and answered the call. “Hi, Dad.” He sat back in his chair and relaxed, ready for a long chat. The deal with Everlight Optics would still be there when he finished with his family. He hadn’t given them enough time lately. Or for the last several years, if he were to be honest with himself.

“Hey, son. Is now a good time?” The voice came through the line robust and hearty. It was good to hear him sounding so upbeat. They exchanged pleasantries until his father reached the real reason for his call. “I need you to come home.”

Adam sat up straight. “What’s wrong?” Fear gripped him and his blood ran icy in his veins. His father had asked him to come home once before, and only once. That time his mother’s illness was taking a turn for the worse, and he had barely made it in time to say his goodbyes before she passed away.

His dad laughed. “Relax. Nothing’s wrong. I’m looking to retire, and I could really use your help. Do you think you could get away for a week or two?”

A week or two? He would be lucky to make it through the weekend without getting a call about something. His job at Eco Initiatives left little time for any semblance of a normal life. When he wasn’t busy with his own accounts, he was consulting on others or researching the latest technological advances in environmental sciences. His days were spent helping local L.A. businesses green their operations through technological improvements, training company sustainability officers, and consulting for lobby groups. He enjoyed working for Eco Initiatives so much, he rarely took vacation days and regularly worked sixty-hour weeks. Still, losing his mother taught him that he’d regret squandering his time when his family needed him. Once someone was gone, they were gone forever. If his father was asking him to come home, Adam knew better than to second-guess it. He never wanted to look back and wish he’d chosen differently.

“I could come up for a few days, probably. I don’t know about a week.” If his hunch was correct, his father wanted him to consider taking over the farm. His father had made no secret of the fact he wanted his eldest son to claim his place at the head of the family business, Emerald Tea Farm, to live out his legacy. He had heard it all his life and had resisted the pressure. His dad was getting older, and with no replacement in line, it might be more difficult to work it out this time. There was no chance that could be managed in a week.

“Adam, I need you, and I don’t think we can wrap it up in a few days. I want to settle everything while I’m still able. I don’t want to end up with a situation where I’m forced to hand everything over to the first willing body because I’m too old to do anything about it. Now will you come help me or not?” His voice was strong, determined.

“What about Chad and Daniel? What do they have to say about all this?” His younger brothers still lived in Emerald Springs and ran the family’s other businesses. They would never come out and say it, but he always suspected they resented the assumption he would take over the farm, the family’s lifeblood, when he was the one who left. Chad and Daniel remained loyal to the family in ways he simply hadn’t, and they likely wondered why their father wanted Adam to come home so badly.

“Chad is busy with the restaurant, and Daniel has his hands full with the resort. They both say they’re willing to help with the farm, but honestly I don’t think either one of them has the time for it. They’d let the whole thing run into the ground before they’d admit they’re not up for the job.”

He laughed. His father was right; they would drop from exhaustion before they would ask him for help. “That’s true, but what makes you think it’ll do any good for me to be there?”

“Maybe you can talk some sense into them and help them realize they need to leave it to someone else, or maybe you’ll come up with some way they can juggle everything. We might end up hiring someone to oversee operations, someone who doesn’t have other businesses to worry about. That can only happen after we let the boys decide they can’t do it, though. They’ll never accept someone else if they don’t get their fair shake first. Who knows? You might finally decide to join the family business.”

His father rarely brought up the possibility of hiring an outsider to take over, and Adam took notice. If they were addressing the matter directly, Dad might finally be ready to retire for real—and had given up on Adam taking his place. He was surprised to feel the first twinges of disappointment and quickly dismissed them. He didn’t want the farm. He had spent his entire childhood dreaming of leaving town and never picking tea again. He should welcome his father finally moving on, so why did it feel like something was being taken from him?

“I haven’t worked in the fields in years, Dad. I don’t know how much good I could do,” Adam stalled.

“You know how little actual farming I do nowadays, right?” He could hear the smile in his father’s voice. “I’m not exactly out picking tea.”

“Yeah, I guess I can’t remember the last time you really got your hands dirty.” He sat back in his chair and stretched. “All right, Dad. I haven’t taken vacation time in a while, and I suppose I can always work online if anything urgent comes up. I’ll be there. I can probably swing five or six days.” He clicked his mouse and scanned the calendar on his computer to be sure nothing pressing would keep him from visiting Emerald Springs.

“Thank you. This means a lot to me.” Relief colored his father’s tone.

“It’s no big deal. Just give me a couple of days to get ready, and I’ll be there. I’ll let you know when I have a flight to Washington.”

They ended the call, and he tapped his pen on his desk blotter, mentally calculating how much time he’d need before he could leave town with a relatively clear work schedule. The sooner he went to Emerald Springs and got everything squared away, the better. The nagging thought that his life wasn’t tied up as neatly as he thought ate away at his confidence.

Over the past fifteen years, he’d held out hope his brothers would manage to work together to keep the farm in the family, but the other Whitman enterprises must be commanding too much of their attention. Daniel had always preferred the family resort, a perfect match for his attention to detail and appreciation for luxury, although Chad’s work at the family restaurant was surprising, given that he excelled at the art of dodging responsibility. Adam had known tea farming since he could walk, and now he was in the position to take the company to another level. The farm had always been all-organic, but Richard couldn’t fracture his focus enough to commit fully to both optimal farming and green operations. Adam could come in with fifteen years of education and experience and a fresh perspective, ready to revolutionize things.

He didn’t actually want to leave his life and job in L.A., but now that he had time to dissect their conversation, Adam wondered why his father hadn’t tried again to convince him to come aboard? It was probably best this way, best that his family held no unrealistic hopes or expectations of him. This way he could go home for a brief stay, do his part then get back to his life. So why did it feel like he was trying to convince himself? Could it be a small part of him longed for the life he always felt destined to live? No, surely not. He had worked tirelessly to create his new life; there was no way he longed for a return to the farm.

A senior partner stepped in from the hallway and rapped his knuckles on the doorjamb, interrupting his thoughts.

“Hey, Adam, you got a minute?” he asked.

He shut the browser window on his computer and stood, straightening his tie. “Sure, Mr. Campbell. Come on in. Can I get you a coffee or water?”

“Call me Mark, and no thank you, I’m fine. Please, sit.” The partner came in and took a seat opposite him.

Adam sat but didn’t relax as he waited for Mark to speak. He tried for an expression that said he was loose but confident. “I wanted to talk with you about your future at Eco Initiatives today. We’ve been watching you for a while, and you have an excellent record here. You’re innovative, personable, and efficient. We appreciate your commitment to the environment and to the clients, and we feel that nobody else would be better suited for the position of accounts management for all of California.”

He leaned back, ran his fingers through his hair, and blew out a long breath. “Wow. This is quite a surprise.”

Mark laughed. “It shouldn’t be. You’ve worked hard, and we think you’re ready for the next level. Of course it comes with a lot more responsibility, but the compensation package will reflect that.”

“I am flattered, really. This is an amazing opportunity. Would you give me a little while to think it over?” With this promotion, his dream job really, so close within his grasp, Emerald Springs seemed miles away. Strange how things could change so drastically. Just moments ago, he had almost allowed himself to consider taking over the farm.

Mark put his foot back on the floor and looked Adam in the eye. “Sure, of course. Take your time. I’ll send over the details so you can see what you’d be getting yourself into, and you let me know what you think.”

Adam stood as Mark did, and they shook hands. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your faith in me.”

“You earned it.” Mark left, and Adam paced the length of his office, jingling change in his pocket, shocked by the news.


Chapter Two

Adam rented a car once he landed at Sea-Tac—it was better to maintain a bit of freedom during his visit than be at the mercy of his family to drive him around. The more he depended on them during his stay, the harder it would be to disentangle himself from Emerald Tea Farm. His life was in L.A., not here. The fact he continually reminded himself of this didn’t escape his notice, but he would tuck that away for later. He would drive in, help his father figure out the best way to handle his retirement, and drive out. He could catch up with the family and enjoy the visit, but he wouldn’t get caught up in their lives, and he wouldn’t stay any longer than he had to. He’d spent his high school years wishing he could be his own person, not just another Whitman boy. Getting snared by the town and family name again would mean that his years away hadn’t done any good.

• • •

Springtime in the Pacific Northwest was absolutely breathtaking in its beauty, something Adam tended to forget after spending so many years in the city. As he drove into Emerald Springs, the air became sweeter, lighter, and everything was cleaner. It was refreshing to drive through areas with more land than people, to get away from L.A.’s hectic congestion. He flew past fields of green stretching out across the landscape, lush flower gardens, and farms both large and small. For someone so committed to good environmental stewardship, he certainly didn’t spend much time in nature. All the green initiatives he designed for companies were launched from within the confines of conference rooms and the occasional employee retreat. Between hunching over plans and being stuck in meetings, he was lucky if he could even take his lunch break outside.

Emerald Springs had changed since he’d left for college, but so much of it was the same. Homes and businesses had sprung up like mushrooms after a rainfall, yet many of the neighboring farms and familiar establishments from his youth were still standing right where he left them. He turned down the road to his family’s farm and rolled down the windows, letting the fresh air and his last moments of peace wash over him. He loved his father and brothers fiercely but had come to prefer the solitary order of his life in L.A. There, he was a competent businessman, someone who solved problems and made the world a better place. There, he wasn’t the oldest Whitman kid, the one who’d wrecked his dad’s tractor when he was ten years old, or the one who got so muddy during a fight with his brothers that his mother wouldn’t let him in the house before she sprayed him down with the water hose. He wasn’t the one who broke the heart of the only girl he’d ever loved.

The more distance between him and the farm, the better. That way, it was easier to forget the pain he’d caused.

He passed the farm where his childhood home sat at the front of acres upon acres of green fields of tea. No one had lived in that house for several years. Now, his father lived in town and had converted much of the home to usable office space. The master bedroom remained ready for use on those nights when Richard stayed at the farm late or when out-of-town visitors needed somewhere to sleep. The big difference, the one nobody mentioned, was that the bed in that space was new. Adam’s mother had spent long hours in their old bed, wanting to be close to Richard when he worked but unable to sit up for long periods of time toward the end of her life. When she passed away, Richard erased all traces of her illness from the house, preferring instead to remember her as the beautiful, vibrant woman he married.

The farm had grown so much, it scarcely resembled the place Adam remembered; in his youth, his father and the three boys tended the fields, developing their love of nature and forging bonds of brotherhood that years and miles couldn’t break. Now, the business required a fleet of workers to keep everything running smoothly. Acres flew by as he drove on, until Split Acres Farm came into view. His father’s former partner, Joe Sanders, started it as his own place when they dissolved their relationship twenty years ago, and Joe had struggled ever since. Even in L.A., Adam heard of the troubles facing the Sanders place.

As he navigated through town, Adam felt the stirrings of nostalgia. Everything in L.A. was so sophisticated and jaded compared to life in his hometown. Coming home was hard on his conscience, but it soothed him in a way nothing else could. He turned down his radio and rolled up the windows as he pulled into his father’s neighborhood, surprised to find his heart pounding in anticipation of reuniting with the family.

He parked in the driveway and pulled his bags from the trunk. Lugging the heavy load, he made his way over the cobblestone path his father had poured because his mother had always loved them, past the riot of red and yellow tulips blooming in the flower beds, and up to the front door of the house. He knocked, not sure if he should wait or just walk in.

“Just a minute!” a feminine voice called from within. Adam heard bustling behind the door, and Patty, the family’s long-time housekeeper, greeted him. Her eyes lit up with delight as she swung the door wide open and pulled him inside. “Adam! I thought it was the postman. Why are you knocking? Get in here.” Patty embraced him, and he was engulfed in the scent of chocolate and sugar, overwhelmed by her affection. She pulled back to hold him at arms’ length and looked him up and down. She let out a low whistle and said, “You get more handsome every time I see you.”

“And you haven’t aged a day, Patty. It’s so great to see you again.” He let her close the door behind him but kept his bags in his hands. “Which room can I take this time?”

“I put fresh sheets and towels in the guest bedroom. You should have everything you need, but let me know if I can pick anything up for you.” She followed him across the craftsman style home’s living room to the hallway. “Can I get you something from the kitchen?”

“I’m fine for now. I’ll take care of myself while I’m here, so don’t feel like you need to worry about me.” Patty worked for his father, and he wasn’t about to take advantage of the sweet woman during his visit, though he knew she would likely dote on him and try to coddle him at every opportunity. After living alone for so long, the relentless attention could be jarring when he first arrived, but he found himself enjoying it once he settled in.

He dropped his bags on the king-size bed that dominated the guest room. Not much had changed since his last visit. The Whitmans were a decidedly masculine group, farmers who worked with their hands. But even without the benefit of his mother’s feminine influence, Richard Whitman enjoyed creature comforts. Patty was a tireless worker, even though she was close to retirement age, so the house was always spotless. She’d been with the family as long as Adam could remember, though when he was a kid, the Whitmans were only one of many families she cleaned for. When his mother became ill, she’d moved in and increased her hours, dropping all her other clients. After his wife’s death, Adam’s father found that he needed Patty more than he thought, and had asked her to stay on until he got back on his feet. Their temporary arrangement had stretched out over five years, and they showed no signs of changing anything. She wasn’t much younger than his dad, and it had to be getting close to time for her to retire as well. How would he manage without her?

“I’m making tea, dear, would you like some?” Patty appeared in the doorway and interrupted his thoughts.

He turned to her and nodded. “Sure, that sounds great. I’ll join you in a minute.” Satisfied, she turned and left him alone again. Patty was never happier than when she was busy caring for others.

He made his way into the kitchen where she’d set out cups for each of them and a plate of cookies, undoubtedly freshly baked. He pulled out a chair and sat beside her. Patty poured him a cup of tea and passed it to him. He murmured his thanks as he blew over the top and inhaled the familiar aroma. If his childhood had a fragrance, it would be of tea. He could close his eyes and recall the aroma of fresh leaves, those drying on the massive trays in the warm, peaceful drying rooms, and the freshly brewed pots of it his family always had at the ready.

“It’s great to see you again, sweetheart. We really miss you around here.” Patty sipped her own tea and pushed the plate of oversize oatmeal raisin cookies closer to him. Her long, brown hair was pulled back into a low bun, giving her a serious look, but her sweet and generous personality always shined through. No lines marked her face; her skin was as smooth as that of a much younger woman.

He picked a cookie off the plate and took a small bite, enjoying the familiar warm cinnamon flavor. “It’s good to be here. I’m definitely due for a break, though if I remember correctly, life on a farm is anything but a vacation.” He laughed and sat back in his chair. “Chad and Daniel will never let me get away with resting while I’m here.” He could just see them coming by and demanding that he get off his lazy butt and get to work over at the family’s resort or restaurant. Operations at the farm were covered, but Adam wouldn’t be surprised if he were called upon to get his hands dirty outside, either.

“They’ll certainly be happy to see you, but I’m pretty sure Chad and Daniel have everything under control,” said Patty gently.

“I’m sure you’re right.” He drained his cup. “So, do you know where Dad is? Is he planning to come home or should I head over to his office?”

“Richard will be home in a bit; he was planning to be here before you arrived, so he’s probably just running a little behind. I think he wants to take you to the office to show you around and get your opinion on some things.” Patty rose from her chair and busied herself with clearing the table. He took his cup to the sink and rinsed it out while she filled a rough-hewn hickory bowl with fruits likely pulled straight from the family’s gardens.

“Thank you for the tea and cookies. I’m going out for some fresh air.” She nodded, humming to herself as she cleaned, and he left through the front door.

He stepped out onto the wraparound porch and was struck by the quiet of his father’s suburban neighborhood. Back at home, his life was filled with noise. Chatter, movement, and crowds. At work, everyone bustled around between meetings, running from office to conference room, calling, emailing, and chatting, always chatting. Even at home, people were always coming and going. The silence on his dad’s street was deafening, and Adam’s hand twitched before automatically reaching for his phone to check email. The sound of a car engine grew louder as it approached, cutting through the quiet. Adam watched the driveway. His father pulled up in a small, black pickup truck, the windows rolled down, his elbow hanging over the driver’s side door, and classic country music rolling out of the cab.

“Sorry to keep you waiting. I thought I would beat you home,” he called out in greeting. His smile was wide, his excitement at seeing Adam evident. He parked and slid out of the truck, hurrying to meet his son.

The older man, the spitting image of Adam’s late grandfather, pulled him into a hug, slapping him on the back a couple of times. “Hi, Dad.”

“How was your flight? How have you been?”

“Great. Things are good, really busy, but good. It’s nice to get away, though. I didn’t realize I needed a break until I got out of the city. Patty’s already trying to take care of me, and her cookies are good enough that I might let her. I’m not sure six days here will be enough.” He had missed his father more than he realized; it was so good to stand beside him, to see him.

“Things are pretty much the same since last time you were out here, but I wanted to take you out to the farm because I don’t know how much you’ve seen since we expanded. Let me just head in and let Patty know.” He squeezed Adam’s arm and bounded up to the front door, his speed and enthusiasm that of a younger man.

He came back out with a cookie in hand and a grin on his face.

• • •

Rows of tea plants spread out as far as they could see as they drove past the fields and toward the offices. Beyond the tea, there was a small pear orchard, and to his left were buildings that held processing equipment. Just past the buildings beyond his vision were even more gardens where the family grew produce for their own use and to supply their restaurant and resort. The two pulled into the driveway and hopped out of the truck. Adam was immediately struck by how quiet it was, even though the farm was operating at full speed. It was amazing how a hundred workers could be outside attending to the very busy work of farming without making more noise than a buzz of conversation and the slightest rustling on the breeze as they moved around. Tea leaves were too delicate to be harvested by machine, so everything was done by hand on the farm.

His dad led him away from the small parking lot, his stride brisk. Running such a huge enterprise was an exhausting job; it was no wonder he was ready to hang up his hat. Farming was hard, back-breaking work, a young man’s game. Richard Whitman had earned his rest.

They walked down the path to the first building that housed the marketing department office space and storage area. His father opened the door, and a light whoosh of sweet air greeted them. “We’ve got some new blends, new packaging, things like that. Come on in.” He entered a surprisingly modern space, and his shock at the changes must have registered on his face. “Ashley has been hard at work over here. She has a lot of ideas about the brand and thinks that since this place is where most of our local buyers come, it should reflect Emerald Tea Farm in a more sophisticated way. If it were left to me, we’d still have the same old wire shelves and plain paper bags.” Dad trailed off as he looked around the space.

Adam took in the gleaming, spotless hardwood floors, the inviting shelves full of neatly organized, beautifully packaged tea products, local artists’ work hanging on the walls. His first cousin was right. The old supply building had been barebones and purely utilitarian. The new space was a brilliant showcase for the family products, one that encouraged a leisurely visit. Everything from the soft music playing to the subtle but tempting aroma of the teas begged people to come in. Ashley had even taken the new design a step further, adding a sample bar. He could picture buyers coming in to stock their shops and lingering as they browsed, probably picking up more than they came for. Hell, he knew everything about the tea his family produced but still found himself interested in trying the new blends when they were presented in such a pleasing way. Ashley was a goofy kid growing up, but she had obviously grown into a capable woman. Once again, Richard Whitman demonstrated that he knew how to nurture individual talent by finding the best place for her to shine in the family business.
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