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It had never occurred to Penny Larkin that there might be something more embarrassing than having to return to her hometown after crashing and burning at her dream job in the city. And yet, here she was, in said hometown, being set up on a blind date by her mother.

When Penny had shown up on her parents’ doorstep out of the blue less than forty-eight hours earlier, her meagre belongings packed into a singular suitcase, her mom had just smiled and asked if Penny wanted breakfast. Clearly, her mom had been more concerned than she’d let on if this was her solution to Penny’s problems.

Being the good daughter that she was, Penny had agreed to drive into town that morning to take care of a meeting with a vendor her mom had said was giving her trouble negotiating prices.

Point one to Angie Larkin, because the man waiting in Coffee Affair was not, in fact, a vendor playing hardball. Of course, Penny didn’t immediately realize this.

Jake Hopman was two years her senior, with a warm smile and a twinkle in his eye that had spelled trouble when he’d been seventeen and captain of the football team, and hadn’t dimmed one bit in the twelve years since Penny had last seen him. There wasn’t a girl at Magnolia High who hadn’t known his name. Being back in Magnolia Springs and seeing Jake made her feel like she was in some kind of strange time warp, because in no world would fifteen-year-old Penny have been sitting across from Jake in the town coffee shop—though that was mostly because she’d only ever had eyes for one guy in high school.

Maybe if her mom had told her this ‘meeting’ was a date, Penny might have been a little less … aggressive.

Instead, she’d stormed into the coffee shop, thumped a wad of folders on the table so hard it made the surface shake, and leant on the tabletop as she stared Hopman down.

“Jake,” she said, trying for a cool, unaffected tone even as her brain struggled to wrap itself around the idea that she was standing in front of the Jake Hopman. She’d expected some hostility, maybe some hardball, based on what her mom had told her, so she was surprised when he stood and awkwardly wrapped an arm around her shoulders before kissing her on the cheek.

That had been the first clue that something was amiss.

Instead of seeing the move for the warning sign that it was, Penny shrugged it off and assumed Jake was just friendly. Maybe he was trying to soften her up so she’d go easy on him.

Penny narrowed her eyes but sat down in the hard metal chair Jake pulled out for her. The coffee shop was busy, absent-minded chatter in the air that put her at ease even as she speared Jake with her best don’t mess with me look which she’d perfected while working in San Francisco.

“It’s great to see you again, Penny,” he said and the corner of her mouth curled, smug that he’d broken their silence first.

“The pleasure is all yours,” she said and he frowned slightly, blinking his doe eyes slowly. A tray of coffee slid onto their table and Jake smiled at the barista, thanking her, before he gestured to the spare mug on the tray.

“I wasn’t sure what you’d like, so I just grabbed a latte. I hope that’s OK. It’s just so busy in here with the lunch crowd, so I didn’t want you to have to wait—”

Jake Hopman was rambling. That was odd. Not for the first time since returning to Magnolia Springs, Penny found herself wondering if the past week had been a bad dream, that she would wake up at any second still in her bed in the city, still employed in the restaurant where she’d worked her way up the ranks …

Hopman was waiting for a response to whatever he’d been saying while she was lost in her own thoughts, an earnest smile on his (admittedly very handsome) face. Penny sighed, reaching for the mug of coffee and taking a sip. It wasn’t as sweet as she’d have liked it, but it would do.

“Thanks for the coffee,” she said eventually and Jake looked relieved. “Now, tell me, do you like preying on the elderly?”

Hopman, mid-sip, spluttered, choking on his coffee, and the man at the table behind them turned to thump Jake on the back. “W-What?”

“You can’t just raise your prices by fifty per cent and expect us not to look into it,” she insisted and Jake seemed lost for words as he tugged at the sleeve of his red sweater. Penny leant in across the table, fixing him with a glare. “I’m not going to let you take advantage of my parents.”

Jake leant back until he was half-leaning out of his seat. “Penny, I think there’s been a mistake—”

“No,” she said sharply and flipped open her folder before spinning it around for him to see. Jake jumped at the speed of Penny’s movements, one large shoulder knocking into the passing barista and her full tray of coffee. Penny watched with wide eyes as the whole thing tumbled toward her in slow motion.

Luckily for the shop, none of it hit the floor.

Unluckily for Penny, it gushed over her white jeans in a hot flood that made her curse. Loudly.

“Oh shit, I’m so sorry. I just didn’t expect—with the folders—” Jake said, visibly flustered.

Around them, the coffee shop had gone completely silent as every head turned toward their table, watching the disaster that was unfolding. Penny was desperately trying to keep her cool, taking deep, steadying breaths, determined not to make a scene so soon after returning to town. Meanwhile, Jake was frantically grabbing napkins from the table beside them and throwing them in her direction in lieu of patting her crotch. Unfortunately, it only succeeded in attaching wet napkins to the spreading disaster of her jeans.

“Worst date ever, I guess. I’m sorry, Penny.”

Date.

Oh God.

She was going to kill her mother.

At the mention of the D-word, she’d given up on maintaining any integrity and instead hobbled toward the door with the eyes of the entire cafe heavy on her retreating back. She hadn’t even bothered to pick up the folder full of research she’d put together to show what the typical price of apple crates was versus the quote her mom had received. She’d clearly been gone for too long if she’d forgotten just how much her mother loved to meddle.

“Excuse me,” Penny muttered as she pushed past a startled barista and made a beeline for the paint-faded door. “Had to be wearing white.” She groaned as the door jingled cheerfully behind her and she emerged onto the sidewalk. But her white jeans were cute when she paired them with her favorite mossy green sweater and knock-off Uggs, perfect for the hint of fall in the early September air. Admittedly, they were less cute now that a brown stain covered her crotch and ran half-way down her thighs.

She’d hoped she might have hit her embarrassment quota for the day but, in true small-town style, of course she would run into one of the last people she’d want to see while covered in coffee and visibly flustered. She couldn’t say she’d have been particularly pleased to run into anyone she knew in that moment, but Shelby Patterson was definitely one of the worst. They’d gone to high school together, and even though it had been ten years since they’d last seen each other, Penny really didn’t want to run into the popular girl from school looking anything but her best—and this definitely wasn’t Penny’s best.

The familiar blonde hair had appeared ahead of Penny as Shelby walked out of the local movie theater, head down as she focused on whatever was on her phone.

Gotta love small towns, Penny thought to herself as her eyes darted left and right, checking for anyone else she knew. If she was quick and careful, she might just be able to avoid having to actually speak to—

“Penny Larkin?” Shelby’s high-pitched drawl was unmistakable across the small square, and Penny sent a stream of curses skyward as she turned, plastering a smile onto her face. “Gosh, it really is you. What’s it been? Ten years? Figured you’d forgotten where our small town was at this point.”

“Shelby, hi! How are you?” Penny tried her hardest to sound sincere but there was no hiding the grimace behind her words.

“I’m fine … Better than you, by the looks of things,” Shelby responded with the hint of a smirk pulling at the corner of her lips as her eyes traveled down to the enormous coffee stain covering both of Penny’s thighs.

“Yep, well, you know me, clumsy as ever!” Penny garbled her words, desperate to escape to the safety of her car. “Anyway, sorry, Shelby, I’ve gotta run but it was so good seeing you.”

“Mhmm,” Shelby barely responded, eyes already returning to her phone as she lost interest in torturing Penny any further.

What a bitch, Penny thought to herself as she hurried away, trying not to think about how uncomfortably cold her damp legs were becoming in the fall breeze. How had Shelby even recognized Penny anyway? They’d moved in very different circles in high school and several long years had passed since then. Penny pushed the thoughts from her mind, focusing instead on avoiding any other awkward run-ins with ghosts from her past.

Her luck held and by the time Penny reached her trusty old Volkswagen Beetle, parked just opposite the old church, her racing heart had begun to find its normal rhythm. Luckily, she was pretty sure she had a spare grocery bag in the backseat of her Volkswagon Beetle that she could sit on to try and protect her fabric upholstery.

She knew better than most how difficult it could be to stay on your toes amid all the crap life threw at you, but she couldn’t quite believe how awful this first trip into town had been. It was just a relief that she’d made it through this latest shit show without any critical casualties.

Well, mostly, she thought, glancing balefully down at the stained white jeans as she turned the ignition in her car. She was pretty sure it was going to take multiple washes to rescue those.

The roads were largely clear, what with it being the middle of the day. Most of Magnolia Springs’ residents were at school, work, or eating lunch around this time. Though a handful of retired older ladies could usually be found in the park doing tai chi on most weekday lunchtimes and, sure enough, she drove past them stretching under the shade of the magnolia trees on her way out of the old town, toward the bridge that would take her out to the sticks.

Also known as her parents’ place, along with the adjacent apple orchard they ran.

The only other thing that was just as far out of town were the stables across the way from the orchard which old man Colton had owned since she was little. When she was a kid, she’d often strolled across the field and fed the horses any apples they’d picked that were a little too bruised to sell. During her childhood, fall was always filled with the scent of sweet apples, grass and horses, and the occasional vanilla milkshake at Cathy’s Diner in town, which had been like a second home when she was a teenager.

It was funny how quickly time passed.

The trees outside of the window were familiar as she drove by, the leaves still largely green even as a few edged toward turning yellow. San Francisco was an altogether different kind of beast to the small town she’d grown up in; she’d always felt an edge of unfamiliarity to the city, even after she’d lived there for ten years. In comparison, she hadn’t realized just how much of Magnolia Springs was ingrained on her heart and memories until she was driving past old haunts, able to recognize familiar turnings by the shape of tree branches alone as they flanked either side of the bridge up ahead.

In truth, she hadn’t expected that returning to Magnolia Springs would feel quite so nostalgic. Familiar, but not. Small and subtle changes made the town feel slightly off-kilter, like looking in the mirror the morning after you dye your hair and being slightly surprised by what you find—same, but different.

Penny could probably categorize herself that way too.

She knew she’d changed in the ten years she’d been gone, but being back here … it was hard not to fall into familiar patterns. Waking up early for a cup of coffee with her dad, taking extra-long showers now she didn’t have to worry about her water bill, suddenly wanting to rewatch old TV shows that she’d been obsessed with as a kid but had hardly thought about since then (Gilmore Girls was, unsurprisingly, top of the list at this time of year). Clearly her mom was having the same problem, given that she was already sniffing around Penny’s love life.

The car jolted as she made her way up and onto the bridge over the river, the space only big enough for one vehicle at a time. A groan from her car made her wince, the suspension having forgotten the country roads around here after its time in the city. The sound unexpectedly shoved her into a not-so-fond memory of her first driving lesson once she’d got her permit. It had been late summer; the heat was starting to ease off in favor of the cool evenings that marked the approach of fall, so they’d had the windows rolled down. The sound of the water beneath the bridge had been soothing. So soothing, she must have relaxed a little too much. She’d nearly driven off the bridge after applying the gas a little too heavily. The car had lurched forward, her instructor had shrieked and that had made Penny shriek too until they crossed the small bridge and came off the other side, still screaming.

Now, the drive was so familiar it felt like she was on autopilot, like at any moment she’d be turning into her high-school best friend Tasha’s drive to go to the movies or out to the springs at the top of town. Lost in the memory, the rest of the drive back to the orchard passed quickly until she was turning into the narrow dirt lane that led to her parents’ cottage and parking on the pebbles by the side door.

“That was fast,” her mom called out of the kitchen window as Penny slammed the car door closed. “Did you get what—” Her eyes widened and suds flew through the air, splattering against the window as her hands flew up to cover her mouth. She choked on the soapy water as she took in the state of Penny’s pants. “What happened to you?”

Penny raised one eyebrow as she ducked under the low-hanging frame and pushed the door closed behind her. Angie Larkin looked a great deal like her daughter, their hair the same shade of chocolate brown, and the heart shape of their faces matching one another. But where her mom’s eyes were brown, Penny’s were a green-gray that changed depending on the light.

Water dripped from her mom’s hands, a puddle quickly forming on the wooden floor as suds continued to slip down the pane of glass that overlooked the garden and makeshift carport.

“I wore white and God laughed,” she muttered and her mom clucked sympathetically as she reached for a cloth to dry her hands and mop up the mess. “And we need to have words.”

“Oh dear, well, go ahead and get changed, honey. Then I want to hear all about your date with Jake.”

Penny bit back her groan and instead nudged off her Uggs before heading for the stairs to her left. The creak under her feet was as familiar to her as the freckle on the back of her hand and she didn’t even wobble when she neared the top and the second-to-last step bent and gave under her foot—the warped wood had been that way ever since she could remember.

The route to her old room was the same, but the contents had changed a lot since she’d left town at eighteen without looking back. It was the second, and smaller, of the two bedrooms in the cottage and her parents had redecorated it about five years ago. Instead of the hot-pink walls and jewel-toned drapes she’d favored as a teen, the room was now bright and airy. Her mom had called it modern farmhouse, whatever that meant.

But it was refreshing and she was glad to have a break from the constant déjà vu being in town gave her.

She peeled off her ruined jeans and sighed as she crumpled them into a ball. They would probably have to be trashed, which was seriously annoying because they didn’t even make this style any more. And even if they did, she couldn’t afford to splurge on them. Not having a job was irritating that way. She had some savings, but she couldn’t justify spending money on jeans when she was back living with her parents again.

After a quick shower and a change into some comfier clothes, Penny knew she couldn’t avoid her mother any longer. Not if she wanted to maintain a semblance of privacy anyway, because her mom could and would come charging into Penny’s bedroom at any given moment that the fancy took her. Plus, they needed to talk about the surprise blind date she had conned Penny into going on.
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“So what did you think of Jake?”

Penny choked on her tea and her dad thumped her on the back in between turning the pages of his newspaper. “Well, mostly I thought that I was meant to be taking a very important business meeting and that surely my mother would have told me if she was trying to fix me up with someone.”

Her mom turned, hands on her hips above her frilly-edged apron, her hair starting to curl around her temples from the heat of the stove.

“Then I was mostly thinking that I wouldn’t be able to replace the jeans that were a casualty of my mother’s meddling.”

A quiet chuckle emerged from behind the paper and Angie Larkin speared her husband with an equally sharp look as the one she’d just leveled on her daughter.

“Jake is such a nice boy,” she mused, as if Penny had said nothing at all. “You could do a lot worse, honey.”

Penny rolled her eyes and opted not to respond. If she gave her mom an inch, she’d take a mile. Instead, she placed a palm into the center of her dad’s paper and pressed lightly so he lowered it. “Did you know about her scheming?”

Philip Larkin was a kind man, but he was not a strong-willed man. At least, not when the whims of his wife were involved.

His green eyes, a reflection of Penny’s own, crinkled at the corners as he gulped his own steaming-hot tea and Penny couldn’t help the twitch of her lips at the sight of his large hands cradling the delicate teacup. “I plead the fifth.”

“Of course you do.” She snorted, her stomach grumbling when she forcefully inhaled a large whiff of the spiced apples her mom was prodding on the stove. Her mom may have her flaws, but there wasn’t much Penny couldn’t forgive in exchange for a slice or two of her mom’s famed apple pie—freshly made with apples from their orchard.

It was nice being back in her parents’ cottage; it felt more comforting than nostalgic, unlike the rest of the town. Maybe that was because it had looked pretty much the same for her whole life … barring the fiery drape incident of ’05 that had prompted a swap to blinds in the kitchen windows.

Her parents were the one constant in her life, like rocks the waves of life parted around, and their cottage felt the same, too. Like a place out of time. The floor was the same aged wood it had always been, though the ornately patterned mint-and-pink rug that sat in the middle of the kitchen floor was new, as was the matching rug in gray that sat under the large coffee table in the living room. Sunlight streamed in through the open blinds, touching the cream and wooden cabinets and countertops. The beams of light caught in the crystals of the suncatcher that hung from the open shelves near the fridge, sending a pastel rainbow over the white walls and wooden ceiling beams. Her dad had actually built and fitted all of the cabinets himself before Penny had even been born. In fact, he’d done most of the decorating in the cottage—under her mom’s strict direction and oversight, of course.

But, as much as Penny might wish it, her parents weren’t invincible. In fact, part of the reason she’d felt a little better about coming back to Magnolia Springs was that she could help with the apple boom that this time of year presented. Her parents couldn’t manage it by themselves any more, and they couldn’t afford to hire more help than they already had, so Penny had come to the rescue.

Well, that was how she preferred to think about it anyway.

The alternative was admitting that she’d crashed and burned at her job in the city after finally snapping and screaming at her pig of a boss, which had left her no choice but to come running back to mommy with her tail tucked between her legs.

Oh yeah, Penny to the rescue, she thought, eyes twitching as she fought the urge to roll them. It was one of her mom’s biggest pet peeves and if she caught Penny doing it there’d be no peace at the kitchen table. And Penny really wanted some of the pie her mom was making.

Besides, with everything that had happened to her recently, she deserved pie. She’d been trying hard to focus on the positives, to keep busy helping her parents, since she’d been back in her hometown, but whenever she sat still for longer than a minute the doubts came creeping in. Being back here would mean being judged by people she’d known for most of her life, and she couldn’t help but feel like they would be disappointed. Or worse, pitying, that she’d failed in the city and had to come back to the place she’d been so desperate to leave. If she was being realistic, she knew that people probably weren’t thinking about her one way or the other. Still, though, she couldn’t help feeling like returning to Magnolia Springs was a massive step backwards, especially after she’d worked so hard to leave and pursue her dreams in San Francisco.

“You ready for your big day tomorrow?” Philip folded his paper and grinned at her, his smile making him look ten years younger than his graying hair would have you believe. “Been a while since we had you out there pickin’. Pretty sure the last time you were at the orchard you dragged along that boyfriend of yours. It’ll be just like old times.”

She laughed. It was true, the last time she’d been out on the orchard she’d been seventeen and her biggest problem had been worrying whether her high-school boyfriend, Ethan Blake, was going to ask her to prom. Spoiler alert: he did.

At the same time, though, Penny couldn’t help a little pang of guilt at the reminder that she’d left her parents on their own for so long to run everything. Even though there’d been no reproach in her dad’s words and her parents had never complained, she felt shitty about it nonetheless.

“I’m excited for it,” she said and her dad nodded while Angie stirred the apples and added in cinnamon and other spices. “It’ll be good to be out in the fresh air, using my muscles. Like you say, it’ll be just like old times.”

“You’ll be a pro in no time,” he said, standing from the table and pressing a hand to her shoulder as he passed her chair on his way to the fridge. “By next year’s season, it’ll be like you never left.” With his back to her, he didn’t see how her face dropped.

She was happy to help out, but she’d promised herself when she came back to Magnolia Springs that it was temporary. She’d help her parents during their busy period and figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life after that. One thing was certain—staying in Magnolia Springs wasn’t on the cards. Not if she wanted to follow her dreams of being a chef for a big restaurant in the city. Although, technically she had done that already. It just hadn’t worked out like she’d imagined—and she definitely hadn’t predicted she’d be back sleeping in her childhood bedroom, even if it did look different now.

“If you start flagging out there tomorrow, you can always ask Ethan—”

Penny shushed her dad. “That definitely won’t be happening.” With any luck, she wouldn’t bump into Ethan at all while she was home for the next few months. Especially after the way she’d left things—she couldn’t imagine he’d be happy to see her. Better to steer clear of him as much as possible.

“Honey, quick, taste this for me.” Angie didn’t wait for an answer, just shoved a wooden spoon at Penny until she was forced to open her mouth or end up with apple-pie filling all over her face.

It was tart and tangy, with the right balance of sweetness that made her mouth water. It was the flavor of her childhood and fall, of warm summer evenings spent in the garden with her parents or her friends. It tasted like her first kiss with Ethan Blake and hope and regret all wrapped up in a complicated swirl of sticky sauce.

“It’s perfect,” she said, voice tight with emotion, and her mom beamed.

“Good enough to outsell Ellen’s lemon loaf at the Halloween Orchard Fest?”

Penny smiled to herself at the thought of the festival. She’d missed a lot of the small-town events that ran every year in Magnolia Springs, particularly because there was no real equivalent in the city. The Halloween Orchard Fest was Penny’s favorite, had been since her parents started it up when she was seven and she’d discovered the joy of candied apples, but the bonfire in mid-October and the Christmas markets were a close second and third in her book. There was just something about being out in the cold evening air with a warm drink in hand, surrounded by people she knew, that made her feel at ease. The pace of the city didn’t leave much room for languid evenings sipping cider by the bonfire.

“Your apple pie eats Ellen’s lemon loaf for breakfast,” she reassured her mom and then frowned. Try saying that three times fast. “Or doesn’t eat it for breakfast? I don’t know. Basically, Ellen’s lemon loaf sucks.”

Angie waved Penny off, a pleased gleam in her eye even as she said, “Oh, honey, let’s not be cruel. Ellen tries her best, I’m sure.”

Only Angie Larkin could make a compliment sound like the opposite.

Fresh cup of tea in hand, Philip sat back down and glanced between the two of them before shaking his head. “I had no idea the competition was so intense. I’d have thought it would be a piece of cake. Get it? Piece of cake?”

Penny shared a look with her mom before forcing out a weak laugh. She’d been home for just over forty-eight hours and the dad jokes had already started. Though, if she was being honest, she’d missed hearing them when she’d been living on her own in San Fran. Not that she’d ever tell her dad that.

“Oh! You’ll never guess who I ran into at the grocery store.” When Penny waited in silence her mom sighed before continuing, “Tasha! You remember Tasha, don’t you, Phil? Such a nice girl. You should call her. Let her know you’re back.”

Penny hid her grimace behind a gulp of her tea and bit her tongue so she wouldn’t yell out I’m not back! This is temporary.

Instead, she nodded vaguely and tried to remember the last time she’d seen Tasha. Ethan wasn’t the only one she’d left behind when she’d rushed out of Magnolia Springs like her hair was on fire. Tasha had been a good friend and they’d been virtually inseparable during high school; Penny had often found herself thinking about her former best friend and what she might have made of her life while Penny had been gone. But, much like Ethan, she wasn’t sure Tasha would want to see her after all this time. It was one of the biggest regrets she had, leaving the way she did ten years ago, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it now. Besides, the last thing she wanted was to reopen old wounds.

Now, Penny wasn’t sure she even had Tasha’s number. Or what she’d say even if she could call. Would Tasha want to talk to her? Ten years was a long time to go between phone calls and, where girlfriends were involved, Penny was out of practice. Sure, she’d had work friends that she sometimes went for drinks or food with, but with the way she’d left things in the city she couldn’t see any of them picking up her calls either. It seemed like she had a gift for poor departures. She could only hope that when it came to leaving Magnolia Springs this time around, she would do it right.

Maybe it was the distance she’d now gained after leaving San Fran, but, in retrospect, she couldn’t help thinking the life she’d built for herself sounded awfully lonely, with work eating up all her time and leaving little room for friends. At the very least, if there was one thing you could count on in Magnolia Springs, it was that you were never alone—whether you wanted to be or not.
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“Gloves,” Mrs. Ashley reprimanded as Penny walked past and dipped to grab a bendy plastic bucket.

She winced but pulled the gloves out of her jeans pocket and waved them at the older lady. “Got them.” Though it wasn’t Penny’s first time helping with the harvest, it seemed like old Mrs. Ashley had somehow forgotten this, if the way she kept berating Penny was anything to go by. But Penny hadn’t forgotten everything about apple picking. For one thing, she’d remembered to wear layers, knowing she’d quickly warm up while picking. So she’d opted for her stretchiest jeans, a tank top, knitted sweater, and a coat as a top layer. By the time the afternoon rolled around it would likely be a little warmer too, and this way she could strip as needed and not worry about that horribly cold but sweaty feeling she’d get if she went the whole day in just her sweater.

Mrs. Ashley nodded stiffly, brown eyes narrowing. “You’ll be thanking me for the reminder when you get caught on a particularly stubborn branch.”

Penny smiled and hurried away before the other woman could say anything more. It had been this way ever since Penny had arrived at the orchard for her first shift that morning. Sure, she hadn’t done this in a few years now, but it was apple picking—not rocket science. Plus, the longer she stood in the orchard, the more it all came flooding back to her.

The orchard was a sea of browns, greens, and orange leaves against the pale sky. She’d arrived earlier than her parents, wanting to make the most of the dry weather. Apple picking in the rain was not her idea of a good time, so the more she could do now the better. Her parents would be in later, working in the shop that was located at the very front of the orchard in a small barn-like building. A large gate sat behind and to the left of the shop, supposedly for keeping out trespassers but Penny wasn’t sure she’d ever seen it closed. Her parents had always said that if someone was desperate enough for food that they came to the orchard then they’d rather they have the fruit than go hungry. It was a lesson Penny had taken with her to the city too, inspiring her to sometimes volunteer as a cook at a homeless shelter downtown. It was probably the only thing about San Francisco that she missed.

Gloves firmly in place and the wind trying to blow her hair in all directions, Penny walked through the central row that split the orchard into two sides for the different types of apples they grew. Penny had often thought that the long walkway between the trees would make a fantastic wedding aisle, but her parents felt it was too much work to open the orchard up as that kind of venue. Now, of course, Penny realized that they most likely didn’t have the time to take anything else on.

Guilt stabbed at her with the thought. If she’d stuck around after she’d graduated then maybe they could have had more chances to experiment and push the business.

I’m here now.

They’d been assigned different corners of the orchard to work and her hopes of some peace and quiet were short lived when Mrs. Ashley walked to the far end of Penny’s segment, the purple of her bodywarmer catching Penny’s eye.

“Thought I’d stay close in case you needed help on your first day,” she said and Penny wasn’t sure if her grimace could pass for a smile.

“Oh, that’s very kind but not necessary. It’s not really my first day.”

Mrs. Ashley’s brows drew together. “It’s not?”

Who did she think Penny was?

“Mrs. Ashley, you do realize I’m Penny? Phil and Angie’s Penny?”

The plastic bucket in Mrs. Ashley’s arms hit the ground as she gaped and an expletive fell from her mouth, making Penny’s eyes widen. “I didn’t realize! Little Penny Larkin, all grown up. I thought you were away in the city?”

San Fran was the last thing she wanted to talk about, but she forced a smile anyway, relieved that Mrs. Ashley wasn’t being rude on purpose. To be fair, despite the fact that she’d known Mrs
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