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  Return to the Orchard

[image: ]

Kella Greenwood gripped the steering wheel tighter as her tires rolled over the familiar gravel driveway. The old farmhouse came into view first, its white paint chipped and faded under the late spring sun. Beyond it stretched the apple orchard, rows of trees that looked more like wild thickets than the neat groves she remembered from her childhood. She killed the engine and sat there a long moment, the silence pressing in. 
Two years of marriage to a man who called her dreams quaint had ended in a courtroom that smelled like lemon polish and regret. David had wanted sleek condos and dinner parties. She had wanted this, dirt under her nails and the sharp sweetness of ripening fruit. Now at thirty two she was back, divorced, determined, and terrified the bank would take it all before she could prove she could save it.
She stepped out of the car. Her sundress fluttered against her sun kissed thighs, practical boots thudding on the ground. Auburn waves fell loose around her shoulders. The air carried the green scent of leaves and the faint rot of fallen fruit left too long on the ground. Kella walked to the nearest tree and pressed her palm to its rough bark.
"You and me both," she whispered. "A little neglected, but not done yet."
The sound of tires on gravel pulled her back. Three trucks arrived almost in convoy. She straightened her spine, brushed dirt from her hands, and walked toward the cleared space beside the barn where she had told them to meet. This was it. One meeting, three hires, and the beginning of whatever came next.
The first man to climb out was Nate Gershwin. She recognized him from the university extension office where they had crossed paths on research projects. Tall and lean, dark hair slightly tousled, he wore a simple button down rolled to his elbows and field pants that had seen real work. His hazel eyes met hers with quiet recognition. When he offered a handshake his fingers were warm, gentle, the kind of hands that knew exactly how to handle delicate stems.
"Kella," he said, voice low and thoughtful. "It's good to see you again. Sorry to hear about the circumstances."
"Thank you," she answered, holding the grip a second longer than professional. Something in his steady gaze made her stomach tighten. "I'm glad you applied. Your work on soil regeneration is exactly what these trees need."
Before she could say more the second truck door slammed. Brock Tanner unfolded from the cab like a man who had never met a doorway he could not fill. Thirty five, muscular from years of rodeo and ranch work, his sun bleached hair caught the light. Piercing blue eyes locked on her from under the brim of a worn cap. Calloused hands flexed at his sides as he approached. His jeans clung to powerful thighs and his shirt stretched across a chest that spoke of raw strength.
"Ma'am," he drawled, the country accent thick and unapologetic. "Brock Tanner. You said you needed somebody who is not afraid to get dirty and stay late. That's me."
Kella swallowed. The way he said dirty sent an unwelcome flicker of heat across her skin. She shook his hand and felt the roughness of his palm scrape lightly against hers. "I do need that. The barn is falling down in places and the irrigation lines are older than I am. Think you can handle it?"
He did not smile so much as let one corner of his mouth lift. "I can handle a lot of things, Miss Greenwood."
The third man jogged up from the last truck, sandy hair messy in a way that looked intentional, mischievous green eyes already sparkling. James Mercer wore stylish boots that somehow managed to look practical, slim fit pants, and a lightweight shirt open at the collar. At thirty he carried the easy confidence of someone who had built an app empire before deciding farm tech was the next frontier.
"James Mercer," he said, extending a hand. His grip was firm, warm, and he held her eyes with open curiosity. "I brought the latest soil sensors and a drone for canopy mapping. Figured we could skip the part where you wonder if I'm all talk."
Kella felt a laugh bubble up despite herself. "Confident. I like that."
She led them inside the farmhouse kitchen. The big oak table still dominated the room, scarred from decades of family meals. She had set out coffee, a plate of fresh scones, and notebooks. The four of them settled around it. Kella took the head of the table and tried to ignore how the men filled the space, how their combined presence made the air feel thicker.
"Let's be direct," she began, folding her hands. "The orchard is in trouble. My divorce ate up most of my savings and the last two harvests were poor. I need three people who can commit through September. Nate, your botany background pairs with mine. Brock, I need muscle and mechanical know how. James, your tech could be the difference between breaking even and turning a real profit. The pay is modest but it includes housing in the bunkhouse and all the apples you can eat."
Nate leaned forward, hazel eyes thoughtful. "I've read your papers on heirloom varieties. If we can stabilize the rootstock this season we could double yield next year. I'm in."
Brock's blue eyes never left her face. "I left the circuit with enough in the bank that money is not my main concern. I want work that means something. This place has good bones. I can see it. I'll stay as long as you need me."
James flashed a quick grin. "My last startup sold for eight figures. I don't need the paycheck either. What I need is proof that my sensors work in real world conditions. Plus," he added, voice dropping slightly, "I like the idea of getting my hands dirty with someone who actually cares about the outcome."
The words hung there. Kella felt heat rise in her cheeks. She was not imagining the undercurrent. Three sets of eyes watched her with varying degrees of hunger and interest. Nate's gaze was patient, assessing. Brock's was direct, almost challenging. James's danced with playful promise.
She cleared her throat. "Then you're all hired. Welcome to Greenwood Orchard."
They shook on it, hands lingering again. Nate's fingers brushed the inside of her wrist as he pulled away. Brock's grip swallowed hers completely. James let his thumb stroke once across her knuckles before releasing her.
"Should we take a tour?" she asked, needing air.
They followed her out into the rows. Kella pointed out the problems as they walked. Deadwood heavy in the upper branches. Weeds choking the base of the trunks. Irrigation pipes leaking at multiple joints. The barn roof sagged at one corner. With every observation one of the men offered a solution.
Nate crouched beside a struggling tree, long fingers parting the soil to examine the roots. "Nitrogen deficiency. We can fix that naturally. I have ideas for companion planting that will bring the pollinators back too."
His shoulder brushed her leg as he stood. She caught the faint scent of him, soap and green growing things. Her pulse jumped.
Brock rolled his shoulders, muscles shifting under his shirt as he tested the weight of a low hanging branch. "This one's rotted at the joint. I'll cut it clean tomorrow. Then I'll start on the barn. You got a ladder that does not look like it wants to kill me?"
She laughed. The sound felt rusty. "I make no promises. But I would be grateful."
When he looked at her the blue of his eyes seemed brighter. "Grateful is a good start, darlin'."
James had already pulled out his phone, snapping photos and muttering about placement. He fell into step beside her, close enough that their arms nearly touched. "These trees are talking to each other through the root network. My sensors can translate. We'll know exactly which ones need water, which need nutrients, even which ones are putting out stress pheromones. You'll never have to guess again."
His enthusiasm was infectious. Kella found herself smiling up at him, noticing the way his green eyes crinkled at the corners. "You talk about data like other men talk about football."
"Data gets me hard," he said without hesitation, then winced. "Sorry. That was supposed to stay inside my head."
The crude word landed low in her belly. She should have been offended. Instead she felt a pulse of pure want. Nate glanced over at them, one eyebrow raised but not disapproving. Brock chuckled low in his chest, the sound warm and rough.
They continued down the row. The sun filtered through blossoms that were just beginning to open. Petals drifted down like pale pink snow. Kella's sundress caught on a branch and she reached to free it. When she turned back all three men were watching her with unmistakable focus.
She felt it then, the first real stirrings. Not just professional relief. Something deeper. The possibility that she did not have to carry this alone. That these three very different men might want more than a summer paycheck. Her body responded with a slow, liquid heat she had not felt in years.
David had made her feel small for wanting too much. These men looked at her like she was already enough, like they might enjoy helping her discover exactly how much she could take.
"The bunkhouse is behind the barn," she said, voice a little huskier than she intended. "It's basic but clean. Two bedrooms, one bathroom. You'll have to figure out a schedule for showers."
"We are good at sharing," Brock said, the drawl wrapping around the words like smoke.
Nate shot him a look but his mouth twitched with amusement. "What he means is we will be respectful of your space and your time, Kella."
James leaned against a tree trunk, arms crossed, grin wicked. "Unless you ask us not to be."
She should have shut it down. Instead she met each of their eyes in turn. "Good to know. I expect hard work. The rest... we will see how the summer goes."
The breeze picked up, carrying the sweet scent of blossoms and warm male skin. Kella felt her nipples tighten against the thin fabric of her dress. She did not bother hiding the flush on her cheeks. Let them see. For the first time in years she did not want to shrink from being wanted.
They walked the perimeter together, discussing schedules and priorities. Nate suggested a pruning plan that would maximize fruit production. Brock outlined the structural repairs in blunt, capable terms. James described how his sensors would feed data straight to an app she could check from her phone.
Every few minutes their eyes would catch hers. Nate's gaze lingered on her mouth. Brock watched the sway of her hips with open appreciation. James found excuses to brush past her, letting her feel the heat of his body for brief electric seconds.
By the time they returned to the farmhouse the sun sat lower in the sky. Kella's heart beat faster than the mild exercise could explain. She stopped on the porch steps and faced them.
"Tomorrow we start at dawn. Nate and I will begin the first pruning pass. Brock, the barn needs your attention first. James, set up whatever sensors you can before lunch. Any questions?"
Brock adjusted his cap. "Just one. You got any rules about mixing business with pleasure around here?"
The question landed heavy between them. Kella's breath caught. She thought of her empty bed inside, the years of careful restraint, the fear that wanting too much had cost her everything once before.
"I am done living by other people's rules," she said slowly. "But I am also not jumping into anything blind. We fix the orchard first. Everything else has to grow at its own pace."
Nate nodded, hazel eyes warm with understanding. "Slow is good. I like learning the rhythms of things."
"Slow can still be thorough," Brock added, voice dropping.
James just smiled that mischievous smile. "I am excellent at reading data. I'll know when the conditions are right."
Kella felt the promise in their words settle under her skin like sunlight. The neglected orchard stretched behind them, full of potential. So did she.
She watched the three men walk toward the bunkhouse, shoulders broad, strides confident. Nate glanced back once, Brock twice. James blew her a playful kiss that should have been ridiculous but instead made her laugh out loud.
Inside the quiet farmhouse she leaned against the closed door and let out a long breath. Her body hummed. For the first time since the divorce she did not feel hollow. She felt hungry.
The summer stretched ahead, heavy with blossoms and possibility. Kella touched her lips, remembering the way each man had looked at her mouth. She smiled in the dim hallway.
"Grow at your own pace," she whispered to the empty house. "But grow."
Outside, the apple trees rustled as if in agreement.
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