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To Adrienne Rubin

My sister of the heart and the best friend I always dreamed of. Your support, encouragement and love mean the world to me. Thank you for all the ways you’ve been there.






Chapter One
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Laurel Stewart was about to ruin family dinner night. They were supposed to be celebrating one year since Gabriel opened his local pediatric practice and her award for Best Starter Pair from  New Hampshire Food magazine, but a recent discovery put a damper on her joy, and she was going to bring everyone down because of it.
Her stomach was in knots every time she thought about what she needed to do, and now that the time had almost arrived to confront her brothers, she was having trouble eating. She managed though, knowing that if she didn’t, someone would ask what was wrong and her news would come out earlier than she intended. She was determined to stay in control.
Because this had been brewing for a long time and she was ready.
Hah, brewing, she thought. Funny how much of her life circled back to her business. And when it came to her business - professional and personal - it was time to make a change.
Unlike most families, the Stewarts had family dinner on Monday, not Sunday, night. Since her parents ran the Stewart Inn and Cabins, weekends were their busiest times. Sundays were filled with guests checking out, followed by putting the place back in order for the week to come. So the thought of managing a big meal for their family of ten was more than her mother, Valerie, wanted to handle. Instead, she’d made it a tradition when the kids were young for Monday’s, the quietest day of the work week, to be family night. 
This had not only worked well when they were young, but continued to after everyone grew up, especially since several of them, including Laurel, had gone into the food and hospitality industry. Laurel’s business, the Seven Brothers Brewery, was closed on Mondays, as were Jeremy’s nightclub, Flurry, and the Bright Spot, Adam’s ice cream shop. The unspoken rule was whoever was available came to dinner. When they were younger, they’d bring friends to join them, and when they were older, a few dates were “tested” by having to experience the whole family. Some had never been seen again.
This week, almost everyone was around the table. Her brother Drew wasn’t since he traveled the country as a corporate team building consultant. A professional fun-maker, he called it. And because Lucas was preparing for a major custody case, he was staying in the apartment he kept in Concord all week. It didn’t surprise Laurel when he chose family law given the turmoil he went through when his parents had been killed in a car accident. That’s when he and his brothers, Jeremy and Owen, came to live with the Stewarts, bringing their family of five kids to eight. Laurel had been three at the time and didn’t remember anything other than having seven older siblings. Cousins or brothers, it didn’t matter. She loved them all equally, even when they were irritating.
Over the years, they’d protected, guided, advised, and supported her. She barely made a decision without getting input from several of them - requested or not. Each was special in their own way. Gabriel always seemed the wisest, not only because he was the oldest, but because he was thoughtful in his answers. He took her seriously, and she appreciated that. Lucas was next in age and completely different. He had a sharp mind and a quick temper. His recommendations usually involved cutting the other person off at the knee — metaphorically, of course — so the problem wouldn’t come back, but she was grateful for the solutions he offered.
Adam loved to make her laugh, which usually led to clearer thinking. Jeremy was the one to go to when she needed a hug. He also had a way of distracting her, giving her much needed distance from whatever was stressing her. Owen never failed to have a tissue handy when he asked just the right questions, and she burst into tears because he got to the heart of what was bothering her. Zack was the best listener and let her talk out her problems until she came to the answer on her own. Drew helped her see where she might be making a situation more serious than necessary, allowing her to gain a new perspective.
And they’d all been there for her when she opened the brewery. She couldn’t have done it without them. Labor, loans, licenses…whatever she needed, they’d been there. Drew had even come home for a few months to pitch in. It made choosing the name for her business obvious. But maybe she’d let them help a little too much and a little too often. 
That ended tonight.
Almost a week ago, she’d learned she might have won her recent award because the magazine editor was in bed — literally — with Jeremy. The editor had come with a photographer from the magazine, and presented Laurel and her head chef, Anya, with a lovely plaque for their house beer, Notch Pale Ale, and beer-battered mac and cheese bites. Hands were shaken, photos were taken, praise exchanged. Laurel was about to text a picture of the award to her friends, when the editor said as she was leaving, “Tell Jeremy I’ll see him Friday night.” Then she added with a wink, “And hopefully Saturday morning.” 
As good as Laurel thought the offerings at her restaurant were, she couldn’t help but wonder whether the restaurant’s pair had actually been the best, or if her brother’s influence had been the reason Seven Brothers had won.
She’d gone home that night to her tiny house in the woods, which had belonged to her mother’s parents, laid in bed, and thought of all the ways her brothers had carried her over the years. And the more she thought about it, the angrier she got.
Being the youngest of eight kids had its advantages and disadvantages. An advantage was no one ever bullied her in school. They wouldn’t dare when there was the possibility of one or more of seven siblings coming to her rescue. They were also there to help her with classes and difficult teachers. 
The unexpected disadvantages started when she’d gotten to high school and wanted to date. Her brothers had an opinion about nearly every boy who showed an interest in her, which kept most of them far away. Added to that was discovering an unfortunately high number of the girls who wanted to be her friend were actually hoping for introductions to her “hot brothers.” 
Still, she’d learned a lot from them. How to defend herself, hold her own in any situation where a man wanted to dominate or override her opinion, and, she thought, how to succeed. 
But now she had doubts.
The day after the photo shoot, Laurel had called Sheridan Behr and Dani Vaughn — soon to be Hanson — and asked them to come to the brewery for dinner. She would have asked them to drop by for lunch, but Sheridan, her closest friend from college, ran the Just Right Café, which was open from seven to three, so she wasn’t available until after closing. They both stared at her when she told them her suspicions. Dani found her voice first. “Jeremy did what?”
“That jackass,” Sheridan added, although with her Southern accent, it didn’t sound quite as menacing.
She was glad both of them agreed with her, but doubt had been her constant companion for the last day, so she asked, “You don’t think I’m being silly?”
“About you not earning the award, yes,” Dani said, popping one of the winning appetizers into her mouth. “These are amazing. But about Jeremy influencing the judge? I’ve known your brothers most of my life, and, yeah, it’s a definite possibility.” Laurel and Dani met when they were eight, and Dani came to spend summers with her Aunt Rosie and Auntie Helen. Dani had moved permanently to Fable Notch two years before.
“I’m sure they did it out of love, Sugar,” Sheridan added. “I’ve seen how much those boys adore you, but they are protective. Sometimes wanting the best for someone means we do the wrong thing.”
“Well, done out of love or not, I can’t let them interfere with my life to the point where I’m not sure if I can succeed without their help. I could have opened this place somewhere else and almost did.” Her friends wore matching looks of surprise. It was almost comical. “It’s true. After my internships, I thought of going somewhere where no one knew me or my family.”
“So, if your mom hadn’t gotten sick?” Dani asked.
“I might be somewhere else,” she said. Five years earlier Valerie had been diagnosed with stage II breast cancer. Laurel — and all of her brothers — had returned home to help. While working at the Inn and taking her mother to appointments, she spent her downtime researching how to open her own place. By the time Valerie was declared cured, Laurel was ready to turn the old paper mill into what was now the Seven Brothers Brewery. “Maybe that was a mistake, but I’m here, and I’m staying. Going forward, though, I need to do things differently.”
“I think you’re doing things wonderfully now,” Sheridan said as she took a sip of her drink, a blueberry lemon sour Laurel was proud of. Within the next week, they’d finish the last of it and the fall ales would dominate the menu. “But it sounds like you have something in mind.”
She did. While she tossed and turned the night before, she made a decision. “I have to get my brothers out of my life long enough for me to see if I can do any of this on my own.”
“Of course you can,” Dani had said, but her answer was so immediate Laurel knew it came from love and friendship, not any deeper truth. 
“I hope so and part of me thinks so, but I have to know for sure.” Not knowing was gnawing at her. Laurel told her friends about her plan. “They aren’t going to like it, but telling them to back off is the only way.”
“Honey, your family is part of you. I understand you want to make a go of things by yourself, but to cut them off completely?” Sheridan couldn’t keep the shock from her voice. “That’s gonna be tough. On all of you.”
Sheridan was right. Her brothers weren’t only supportive - they were her friends. She loved to argue with Lucas, play video games with Drew, watch movies with Adam… the list went on. If she didn’t see them, there would be a hole in her life, which was why she was going to set specific parameters. “I don’t plan to avoid them completely, and I don’t want to, but I am going to tell them that all offers of assistance — physical, fiscal, or other — are not welcome. And if I find out any of them have gone behind my back and tried to help anyway, there will be bigger hell to pay. Even if I have no idea what that might be.”
She’d considered reaching out to each of her brothers individually to tell them what she wanted, then decided to wait for family dinner to drop the bomb. That also gave her time to tell her parents what she was doing so they wouldn’t be shocked. She worried they might talk her out of it, but she knew things would go easier if she had them on her side.
When she got to the Inn, she found Valerie reviewing a spreadsheet in her tiny office next to the reception area. A lot of businesses hired out their accounting, but Valerie loved it. She said numbers told you the truth. She’d made certain all her kids could read a balance sheet, understood the importance of a budget, and could handle their own finances. Laurel was grateful for the training. 
She watched her mother work, taking in Valerie’s features, some of which mirrored her own. They both had dark hair, although Laurel wore hers long and her mother’s was shoulder length. She envied her mother’s Mediterranean coloring, which allowed her to tan in the summers, where Laurel, who had her father’s fair skin, had to layer on the sunscreen to keep from burning. Laurel’s father and brothers, other than Adam, had broken six feet, but she and Valerie were both 5’5”. When she’d reached that height, Valerie joked they could see eye to eye. Laurel loved that because it was her mother’s eyes she most admired. Brown like Laurel’s, they showed her every emotion. She cried easily and laughed often and had the smile lines to prove it. 
The lines appeared when Valerie sensed Laurel standing at the door. “Pumpkin,” her mother said, getting up and giving her a hug. “Are you early, or have I completely lost track of time?”
She gave her mother an extra squeeze. “I’m early. I need to talk to you.”
“Sounds serious,” Valerie said, going back to her desk. Before sitting down, she asked, “Does this need cocoa?” 
Laurel smiled. Valerie believed that all important conversations needed sweetening. Either that, or she wanted an excuse to drink cocoa. Her mother had a notorious sweet tooth, which Adam and Owen shared. “It might, but my stomach is a little too jumpy.”
“Too jumpy for cocoa. That is serious.” Valerie changed directions, took Laurel’s hand, and walked them to the living room so they could sit together. “Tell me everything.” And Laurel did. From what happened with the award to what she planned to do about it. Valerie listened, asked questions, and when Laurel finished said, “You’re right. You have to do this.”
Laurel didn’t know what she expected, but instant agreement wasn’t it. “You’re okay with me telling everyone to back off?”
“Absolutely. Do I like that you feel this is necessary? Of course not. I always prefer it when my children get along, but I also understand that at this moment, you need to move away from the Stewart shadows. Maybe even Dad and I need to watch when we’re stepping in where we’re not needed.”
Laurel hadn’t noticed her parents’ help as much, but it was true they were always the net beneath whatever leap she took. “They aren’t going to like it.”
“No, definitely not, but they will accept it. Or I’ll make sure they will.” Laurel liked the teasing threat and knew there was truth to it. “If you need this so you can see what I see all the time — which is that you’re amazing and completely capable of succeeding on your own — then go for it. There’s nothing better for a woman to have than confidence in her own greatness, and I want that for you.”
Laurel threw herself into her mother’s arms. “I can still ask for hugs while I’m doing this, right?”
There was a small sniff before Valerie answered, “Anytime you need it, Pumpkin. I’ll make sure your father knows what’s happening and why.”
Dinner was its usual rowdy affair. Her brothers shared news from their businesses and relationships and complained about Boston’s sports teams. Gabriel announced his best friend, Hunter Davis, was home for a few months to help his mother at the family orchard. Laurel couldn’t stop herself from being interested in that tidbit. 
Of all her brothers’ friends, Hunter was the only one she’d ever had a crush on. “How long will he be here?” Everyone kept eating, so Laurel assumed her question sounded casual. Good. The last thing she wanted was for any of them to think she had a special interest in Hunter. Especially since she did.
Gabriel gave a shrug. “I don’t know, but from the level of exasperation in his voice, I think he’s expecting it to take a while. It’ll be good to spend time with him. I barely saw him when he came in for the funeral.” Hunter’s father had died a few months before, but Laurel had been out of town. “Can he come for dinner while he’s here, Mom?”
“As if you need to ask. I’d be upset if you didn’t invite him,” Valerie said.
After dinner, everyone devoured the blueberry cobbler her mother made, covered with ice cream Adam brought. 
As they ate, Laurel cleared her throat to get everyone’s attention. “I have an announcement to make,” she said and looked to her parents for support. They nodded, which Laurel appreciated. “Guys, you know I think you’re all awesome.”
“Uh oh, what have one of you done?” said Zack, who always assumed it wasn’t him. He was the ultimate rule follower, which is probably why he became a cop. There were chimes of “It wasn’t me,” and “Let’s blame Drew. He’s not here,” before Laurel held up a hand for quiet. Silence at a Stewart dinner table was a big deal.
She went on. “You have all been my biggest fans and staunchest supporters, and you know how grateful I am for all you’ve done.”
“We’re grateful you let us drink for free,” Adam said and drained the glass of beer he was enjoying. It was true she didn’t charge her family when they came into the restaurant. But they never took advantage of that, usually leaving money for the bill regardless and always tipping their servers. 
“And now there’s something I need from you. You all have to agree because it won’t work if only a few of you do and the others don’t.”
“Whatever it is, we agree,” Gabriel said, and the others nodded. Good. As the oldest, he had the most influence by default. And if he was willing to go along with this, they all would.
“You haven’t even heard what it is,” she said. 
“Doesn’t matter.” Owen said. “You’ve got our support, no matter what.” 
That’s what she was hoping to hear. “All of you agree?” 
“Absolutely,” Jeremy said. She wondered what he would think when he heard he was the instigator of this decision.
“We believe in you, sis.” That was from Adam. God, she loved them so much. This was harder than she thought.
“Thank you, because it’s my turn to do that.” Five pairs of eyes focused on her, clearly confused. “I need to believe in myself, and that’s only something I can do on my own.” More blank stares. “Without any of you.”
Gabriel spoke first. “What are you saying?”
Laurel took a deep, slow breath. She looked around the table and individually met their eyes. “There is hardly anything I’ve done in my life that all of you weren’t a part of. You’ve coached me so I could make the softball team in high school. You bought my computer for college. Several of you practically stopped working on your own businesses when I opened mine. You’ve even recommended my brewpub to help it get press and publicity.” She looked at Jeremy who had the sense to look down. “I appreciate it and love you all, but it’s time for me to learn if I can succeed without the help of my big brothers. You agreed to help me no matter what I needed. I need all of you to leave me alone.”




Chapter Two
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What surprised Hunter Davis most since arriving back in Fable Notch was how much he liked — and maybe even missed — the smell of home. It was only the end of August, but with the cool breezes cutting through what remained of the New Hampshire summer and the first apples being picked, fall was definitely in the air. 
Stepping out of his RV, he took a deep breath. The temperature was in the low sixties and would go up about ten degrees as the day went on, but it was cooler than he was used to, having spent most of the last eighteen years in Southern California. It was nice not to have to run the air conditioning constantly. 
He was up early — same as he was back west — and went for a jog, then fed his cat, Barnum, before taking a quick shower in the tiny trailer stall. After making a protein shake for breakfast, he drove from the campground to Davis Orchard and Market to start another day of figuring out what he needed to do to sell his family’s business and give his mother what she wanted. Maybe for once she’d be proud of him. 
He doubted it, but he couldn’t help but hope.
He should have known his mother would use his father’s death as a reason to sell. Gloria had nothing but complaints about the business created by Arnie’s family. But even though she didn’t like the place, he’d assumed she’d allow Carl Hynes, the orchard manager, to continue running things and pay her whatever his father had been taking as a salary. He’d been wrong.
The call came a little more than a month after the funeral. Without any preamble, she said, “I want to move to Arizona to live with my sister. You claimed you earned some kind of online business certificate. If that’s true, I need you to put it to work for me.”
His “certificate” was a bachelor’s in business administration. Several years before, he’d taken advantage of the rise in online degree availability and, using his downtime on set and between movies, he’d finished the requirements quickly. Stunt work was a risky business, after all. One bad fall or accident could end his career. 
He didn’t relish the idea of spending time in Fable Notch or with his mother, but he figured he could do this one last thing for her. Once she’d moved, chances were she’d never need him for anything else. That alone was worth the trip. “I need three more weeks to finish the project I’m working on. Then I’ll have a few months off before my next job. I can be there by the last week of August, maybe the beginning of September.”
As soon as his part in the movie wrapped, he hitched his RV to the dark red truck he’d spent more on than most people made in a year and drove east, taking as long as he could before getting to the orchard four days later. His mother told him he was welcome to stay in the house with her, but the place held so few good memories — and so many bad ones — he was more than happy to pay for a space in one of the area campgrounds. One reason he’d bought the RV after a few years in Hollywood was so that no matter where he filmed in the country, he could have his own space. Besides, he had Barnum to take care of so this worked out better for everyone.
Before leaving California, he called his sister, Zoe, letting her know he was heading east, and the Orchard was being sold. She was three years younger, but unlike his role as the family fall guy, the one put down and ridiculed by their mother, she’d been Gloria’s little princess. She worked as a flight attendant, mostly on international flights, and was based in Chicago. They didn’t see each other often, but they called and texted occasionally and if she had a day layover in a city where he was filming, they got together. 
She’d had no interest in returning to New Hampshire, so he was surprised when she said she might come see if there was anything she wanted to keep from the house. That might be helpful. Zoe could keep their mother distracted while he worked. Because he’d been there less than a week and it was clear there was much more to do than he’d expected.
For years, Hunter’s father told him everything with the business was fine. That had been a lie. As far as Hunter could tell, his father hadn’t paid taxes the year before, there were two mortgages and a lien on the house, and a pile of unpaid bills from distributors and suppliers. He’d called the lawyer who managed the estate and asked him to come out to talk about the state of things. It didn’t look good. His mother expected a certain amount of money, but creditors would need to be paid out of the proceeds of the sale before she could receive anything. 
Gloria had been furious when he told her it was going to take longer than expected, and she might get less than she wanted. “I’ve been approached by two developers who have an interest in the land. I’m sure they’ll pay plenty. Draw up the papers and let them have it.”
The offers didn’t surprise him. There was very little commercial or residential land available in Fable Notch due to much of the area being designated as a National Forest. The nearly one hundred acres occupied by the orchard were worth a sizable amount. And his mother wanted him to sell the house, too. It was valuable land, but only if he could pay off what they owed.
In the time he’d been back, he’d not only been going through piles of paperwork, but he’d been getting a feel for the place. After two days in the office — most of it spent cursing — he went into the fields with Carl, who showed him the crops along with the plans he had for rotations and hybrids. Hunter nodded and took in the information, not wanting to share that it didn’t matter. All of it would be gone within the year.
It was early in the season, but the place was already busy with the first round of harvesting. Seasonal help came from high school students along with tourists coming to pick their own. The Orchard offered almost a dozen different apples, more than any supermarket ever would. As he picked a Gravenstein apple, warm from the tree and took a bite, he marveled at its taste, a mixture of tangy and sweet. For all the amazing produce he could enjoy in California, he’d never had apples better than the ones grown here.
Walking through the rows, memories of working with Carl and his dad came back. Other than the times he’d fallen or gotten hurt — which earned him the loving nickname Trip and Fall Guy from his mother — this was the place where he’d been happiest. He liked seeing the results of their work and how the people who visited the farm enjoyed being there. Carl always offered him praise and encouragement, and Hunter drank it up like the crops took in water.
After a day with Carl, he shadowed Janice, Carl’s wife, in the market part of the business. She was the manager of the kitchen, where they produced the best fruit pies in the area. The apple pies — crumb, Dutch and mile-high deep dish — were Hunter’s grandmother’s recipes, but all the others had been created by Janice. They also served cider donuts, turnovers, and other baked goods. She talked to him about their customers and vendors, all the while feeding him to the point where he could hardly move by the end of the day.
Hunter couldn’t help but feel a little bad as he met with the Hynes’ and talked with employees. He’d never been in a position where he had to tell people they were going to be out of a job, but he told himself there were other orchards and businesses in the area. Hunter would give them all strong recommendations, maybe see if he could get Gloria to agree to give bonuses if the sale was large enough.
He was staring at an old spreadsheet he’d found and thinking about breaking for lunch, hoping food would help the headache growing at the base of his skull, when there was a knock at his office door. He almost didn’t want to answer, wondering what problem would be waiting for him next. 
Bracing himself, he called, “Come in.” He was pleased to see Gabriel Stewart entering with a smile. 
Gabriel was his closest friend. Years apart hadn’t changed that. They didn’t connect often, but it wasn’t necessary considering how much history they shared. They’d become friends in middle school and were all but inseparable in high school. Gabriel was also inadvertently responsible for Hunter’s professional success. It was while helping Gabriel move into his New York City college dorm that Hunter had gotten his first movie gig. 
They were getting the last boxes out of the car, bracing themselves for one more trip up four flights of stairs when a woman came up to Hunter, put a hand on his sweaty chest and said, “Please tell me you are free for the next forty-eight hours.” 
He didn’t understand why she was talking to him or what she wanted. It almost sounded like a proposition. He managed to say, “Excuse me?” as she handed him a business card. 
“I’m Meredith George. I’m a casting director with a problem I’m hoping you can help me solve. You bear a remarkable resemblance to Hugh Jackman. If you are as strong as you look and can take a punch, I may have a job for you.”
It had to be a joke. Yes, he could see what she meant about looking like Jackman and after joining the wrestling team his senior year, he was good at fighting, but he couldn’t imagine this was a legit offer. He was about to turn her down when Gabriel said, “Go, man. See what it’s all about. This is what’s great about New York. You never know what can happen.”
“Please,” she went on. “You’d be doing me a real favor, and even if they don’t hire you — which I doubt since you’re perfect — we’ll pay you. A hundred dollars an hour.”
That piqued his interest. The only thing Hunter wanted to do while he was in New York was visit the Strand Bookstore. A couple of hundred dollars could buy a lot of books. With another nod from Gabriel, he agreed. 
Three hours later, he was hired as a body double to run, jump, and fall for one of Hollywood’s leading men. It really was like being on the wrestling team. After the first day of filming, he made it to the Strand and picked up everything they had by Jeff VanderMeer. There was more free time than work time making a movie, something he didn’t expect, and he was glad to have the books for company. 
When the shooting was complete two weeks later, he was a member of SAG-AFTRA and the Stuntmen’s Association. Meredith had submitted footage of his work to someone she knew and gotten him hired for his next job, this time in California. He’d gone back to New Hampshire only long enough to pack his things and cancel his community college enrollment.
His mother had laughed when she heard what he’d be doing. “I can’t believe you’ve turned your clumsiness into a career. When you break your neck doing this stupid work, don’t think you can come back here, and we’ll take care of you.”
As if he ever wanted to come back.
Except here he was. Back.
Fortunately, so was Gabriel. Hunter got up and hugged his friend, glad for the distraction. He had an inch on his friend’s 6’1” frame, but because for most of their time as kids, Gabriel had been taller, Hunter was still surprised to be the taller one.
“Good to see you,” Hunter said. “I was wondering when we’d have the time to get together.” He’d texted Gabriel when he decided to drive out and again when he’d arrived, but they hadn’t seen each other until now.
“I don’t have to tell you, but running your own business adds an unexpected amount of time to your day.” Gabriel took a seat in the visitor’s chair on the side of the desk, stretching his long legs in front of him. 
“But you’re liking it?”
“I am. I’m working with two other doctors and a good team of nurses. It’s better than the bigger practice I was a part of down in Concord but comes with a few more responsibilities than I’m used to.”
“I was about to get lunch. We sell sandwiches from that Just Right Café place. They’re good. Wanna join me?”
“Definitely. Sheridan knows what she’s doing.” At Hunter’s confused look, Gabriel told him, “She runs the café. She and Laurel were roommates in college, which is how she ended up here. You should meet her — a southern belle mixed in with us Yankees.”
Hunter smiled but said nothing. He didn’t have time to meet anyone and, with any luck, he’d figure out how to sell this place and leave before he did. No sense making friends. They went to the Market, picked up sandwiches, chips, and drinks, then took their food to one of the outside tables.
After a few bites, Gabriel said, “I noticed you had more than a few stacks of papers on your desk. How goes it?”
With a roll of his eyes, Hunter said, “It doesn’t. The more I look into what’s been going on around here, the more I’m amazed the place has stayed open at all. I don’t know what it’s going to take to get all the paperwork in order so we can sell, but I’m thinking it’s a good thing I don’t have another movie scheduled until after the new year.”
“Sell?” Hunter explained the plan to close the business and sell it to developers. “I had no idea. I’ll be sorry to see it close.”
Hunter shrugged. “There are plenty of other orchards.”
As they finished their sandwiches over talk of work and recent books read, Gabriel said, “I have an ulterior motive for coming to see you today, beyond your sparkling company. I need your help.”
Hunter already knew his answer. Gabriel was like a brother to him, and the Stewart family had been an oasis in the midst of his mother’s disappointment and criticism, and his father’s constant and unsuccessful attempts to keep her happy. The last thing he needed was something else to do, but he wouldn’t turn down his oldest friend. “Whatever it is, you’ve got it.”
Gabriel gave him a tight smile that held no mirth. “Be careful. I’ve recently learned you shouldn’t agree to things before you know what the request is.” Not the response Hunter expected. His confusion must have shown on his face because Gabriel said, “Laurel pushed all of us out of her life. At least for now.”
That was a shock. It wasn’t that the Stewart siblings never fought. He’d been present for more than a few arguments over the years, but, overall, they were close and supportive. And protective of Laurel. “What did you do?”
“Nothing.” When Hunter didn’t respond, Gabriel continued. “She claims we interfere too much. She wants to make a success of things on her own and told us to back off for a while. And here I thought we were helping.”
Hunter gave a small smile. Laurel always had a lot of spirit and drive. Part of that came from trying to keep up with her older brothers. Part of it was her own determination to be seen as more than just the ‘little sister.’ “So, what do you need from me?”
“I need you to check on her. You know she runs the Seven Brothers Brewery.” Hunter nodded. They carried a few of her beers in the Market. He’d expected to hear Jeremy or Drew ran the place. He’d been amused when he heard it was Laurel. “You could casually drop in to see her. Make sure she’s doing okay.”
“Don’t you think she can manage on her own?” Laurel had always seemed plenty capable to Hunter.
“Of course,” Gabriel said immediately and rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s more of a just in case. I can’t help worrying.” That wasn’t a surprise. Even as kids, Hunter had seen his friend take on the weight of worrying about his siblings. “I’m sure she’ll be fine, but because she’s told us to leave her alone, if something does go wrong, she won’t ask for help even if she needs it. She can be stubborn.”
“Yeah, like that doesn’t run in the family.”
Gabriel laughed. “True, but I’d feel better if I knew someone was looking out for her. So, will you keep an eye on her? There’s no one I trust more.”
Hunter appreciated that. He’d always received warmth and care from the Stewarts. Very different from his own family. There was only one answer. “I will. I’ve been hearing good things about the beer there, and she and I always liked to talk books, so it won’t be odd if I stop by.”
“Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.” Gabriel’s phone went off before he could say anything else. He looked at the message. “Duty calls. Come by for family dinner when you get a chance. Still on Mondays.”
“I’d like that.” The madness of Stewart dinners was a wonder. His family ate in near silence most nights, no one wanting to say something to set Gloria off. 
They hugged again before Gabriel left and Hunter went back to the papers on his desk. But after talking to Gabriel, it was hard to concentrate. His thoughts kept going to Laurel. She hadn’t been at the funeral, so the last time he’d seen her was when he’d come in for Gabriel’s college graduation party. Laurel had been sixteen, all promise and energy. He could see what a beauty she was going to be, but more than that, he remembered her quick mind and ready smile. She’d always been easy to talk to.
It could be nice to pick up their friendship while he was here. His focus needed to be on selling off the pieces of the business, but he could do that and keep his word. How much trouble could occasionally seeing Gabriel’s little sister be?




Chapter Three
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It had been a week since Laurel told her brothers to leave her alone. She’d clarified for them that this didn’t mean they had to stay away from the brewery or avoid her, but they couldn’t do anything to help. When Gabriel asked if it was okay for him to continue ordering lunch for his staff on Fridays, she’d asked why wouldn’t it be? He’d been doing it since he’d opened the new place in Fable Notch. When he sputtered and turned red, she knew. He’d been doing it as much to support her as to treat his co-workers. 
There were more ways than she realized where her business was entwined with her family. Guests at the Inn got a discount for a meal at her place. If people didn’t order dessert at the brewery, they were given a coupon for 10% off their order at Adam’s shop, the Bright Spot, where one choice was the stout ice cream he created from her strongest brew. Jeremy’s club, Flurry, carried at least two of her beers on tap. There was no getting away from them, but they were making an effort. She almost missed them, but she wasn’t going to share that.
On Wednesday before the dinner rush started, Laurel was working on her laptop at the back table. It was designated as the owner’s table and only used for customers on Friday or Saturday nights if the place was packed. As she reviewed inventory, a familiar voice interrupted her.
“Excuse me, is this seat taken?”
Laurel looked up to see Dani standing there with a smile and a bag of what Laurel assumed was dinner. She got up and gave her a hug. As they sat, she asked, “What brings you here?”
“Can’t I come visit my friend?”
Laurel closed her laptop. “Always and of course, but you usually tell me when you’re stopping by.”
“Spur of the moment. I got home and nothing I had in the refrigerator was appealing. Since Nick is working in New York this week, I figured I’d call in a to-go order and take a few minutes to visit.” 
Laurel loved that her friends came to see her. “You wanted to see how I’m doing since dropping a bomb on family dinner.”
Dani gave her a smile and a shrug. Laurel didn’t mind when her friends worried about her. Funny how different it felt from when her family did the same thing. “We haven’t talked much since the ‘big break-up.’ And besides, Otis and I both love your Shepard’s Pie.” Otis was Dani’s dog. The Great Pyrenees mix was usually with her, making an impression wherever they went as he weighed almost one hundred pounds and came up to Dani’s waist. “So, how are things?”
“I think they are struggling more than I am, which is, I admit, kind of nice. Sometimes, I get a text with things like, Just saying hi. I know they want to ask more, but I appreciate that they’re giving me space. Adam had dinner one day last weekend - and I think he picked up someone at the bar. Lucas stopped in to confirm if what he’d heard was true and to apologize for any hovering he might have done.”
“Lucas apologized? Wow, you made a big impression with this request.” Laurel smiled. Dani was right. Lucas never apologized. “I suppose you won’t know if they keep their word for a few more weeks.”
Only time would tell if they honored her request, but she was enjoying the change. “It already feels different to me. I’m glad I took a stand. I mean, yes, everyone is nearby and if I need them, they’ll come running, but having them step back and let me do this on my own has got me all excited about trying new things. I found the notebook I kept in college when I first had the idea of opening my own place.”
“I remember that,” Dani interrupted. “You called me from Johnson and Wales, all excited about the brewing certificate you were going to get as part of your bachelors. Didn’t you want to make a beer called Johnson and Ales?”
Laurel laughed. She’d just come across that page a few nights ago. “I did. That course changed everything. I’d always imagined I’d open a breakfast and lunch place, like Sheridan, but there was something about brewing that just clicked for me. It’s creative in a way I didn’t expect.”
“And delicious,” Dani said. Although she wasn’t drinking anything other than water, Laurel knew her friends loved her beers. 
“But once I opened, a lot of that ended up taking a backseat to the more practical needs of the business. Creating enough variety, building the brand, getting customers.” It had been a long process to get the place going. “Had to hit my goal of being in the black by year three.”
Dani mimed a toast. “Which you did.”
“Which I did. But now I want to expand to some of the fun things I’d originally thought of. I couldn’t believe how many ideas I’d written and forgotten. Wait, I’ll show you.” She ran upstairs to her office, getting the notebook from her desk. When she returned, she sat next to Dani and showed her the pages of notes and drawings. It had felt like fate when she discovered it the other night while looking for something to read. Instead of falling into a book, she fell into the beginning of her dream, which had been magical as well. “I want to do events here on Wednesdays and maybe Thursdays during the slow season.”
“You don’t have a slow season, Laurel.”
Laurel bumped Dani’s shoulder with hers and knocked on the table. “There are a few quieter months, but, yeah, in the last year, things have been good. But there’s more to be done. Look at all these ideas for beer names I had. And with harvest season starting, I’m thinking it’s time to have a signature hard cider. When I mentioned it to Anya, she came back to me with an idea of using it in a braised chicken dish she wants to serve with roasted root vegetables. She also mentioned something about a pumpkin-cider soup.”
Dani put a hand on her stomach and moaned. “Oh, that sounds yummy. Sign me up. You two are a great team. There are definitely more awards in your future - even without your brother’s help.”
She hoped so. “I’d like to enter a few more competitions with my ales and sours. I’m really proud of them.” That was something else she’d been doing recently. Making lists of places to enter her beers. And she wasn’t telling her brothers about any of them. The next accolades would come without their help.
“So, apples, pumpkins. Sounds like you need a trip to Davis Orchards,” Dani said. She paused, and Laurel had a feeling she knew what was coming next. “And I’ve heard Hunter is back in town to help his mother.”
Nothing much happened in Fable Notch without everyone knowing, and the return of someone who normally worked in Hollywood was bigger news than most. Not quite as big a deal as when Cole Hanson, the former lead singer of the rock group Emporium moved back, but it came in at a close second. 
She didn’t want to blush at the mention of Hunter, but she couldn’t stop it. Dani knew of Laurel’s crush on her oldest brother’s best friend, and that it hadn’t changed even as she’d met and dated guys over the years. She couldn’t help but compare them to Gabriel’s bookish and kind friend, who always took time to talk to her and who made her a promise years ago that Laurel wished he’d been able to keep. But she wasn’t ready to talk about that, so she simply said, “Yes, I heard that, too.” 
Before Dani could ask more, her order was ready, and Nick called. She gave Laurel a hug and left. After she was gone, Laurel’s thoughts kept turning to Hunter. She’d seen him regularly when they were growing up. They shared a love of reading, and for a long time she’d thought of him like another brother - when you had seven, what was one more? But when he’d come to Gabriel’s college graduation party, everything changed for her. 
She’d been fifteen and noticing boys more, even if they didn’t notice her. Hunter had been in Hollywood for three years and came back with a beard - because he’d needed one for his most recent movie - and a body covered in muscles. The first time Laurel saw him like that, her heart had almost stopped. For years, she’d greeted him with a hug. This time, she could barely look at him without wanting to run to another room. He’d changed, but more importantly, she had, and she didn’t see him the way she used to. Not when everything about him gave her unfamiliar and wonderful tingles.
On the day of the event, he came early to help with setup and Laurel did everything she could to stay busy and avoid him. It wasn’t too hard. There was plenty to do, and, once the party started, there were people to talk to. 
Her parents scheduled it as a nearly all-day event in the large backyard their house shared with the Inn so no matter what folks were doing during the day, they could stop by. Because it was summer, Dani was there for several hours, which was a good distraction, but as the night went on, Laurel had her fill of talking and smiling and slipped away. She wouldn’t be missed, and she liked it like that. She grabbed a book from her room, a light blanket from the couch in the living room and went to relax on the side porch swing where she wouldn’t be bothered. 
Until Hunter stepped out of the house, lit a cigarette, and took a long drag. She never thought smoking was sexy, but on him it worked. He stared out at the night, looking toward the woods surrounding the Inn and the ten cabins that were a part of the property. She marveled at his quiet stillness. How he seemed comfortable with the silence. He didn’t notice her until he’d taken a second drag and turned.
Instead of being annoyed to discover he wasn’t alone, he grinned at her, and she felt the warmth through her whole body. “Hey there, Stewlette.” She smiled at the nickname he’d given her when she was six, although she hoped he didn’t see her that way anymore. She was a woman now, after all. Or nearly. He dropped the cigarette, stepped on it to put it out, then picked up the stub, presumably to throw out later. He’d always had manners. “I didn’t know you were there. Whatcha doing away from all the fun?” 
She held up the book. “Escaping.”
He nodded. “Too much peopling?” She nodded. “I get it.” He walked over to where she was stretched out. “Room for one more?”
Heart hammering, she bent her legs up to her chest so there was a space for him at the end. He sat and gave the swing a push, letting them sway in the night. She couldn’t stop staring at him. The year before, she heard he’d been in 300 as the stunt double for one of the movie’s leading men. When she’d seen the film, she’d tried to picture Gabriel’s friend in the role, but couldn’t. That was because she only remembered the man who’d left when she was eleven. Four years later… well, both of them had changed, and she couldn’t stop herself from picturing him bare chested and sweaty. She was going to have to watch that movie again.
“What are you reading?” Reading? She couldn’t think of what words were, let alone how to read them with him so close. She put her finger in her place and closed her book to show him. He leaned forward to look at the cover, and she had to restrain herself from moving closer to him. “Cassandra Clare. I don’t think I know her books. That looks awfully adult for you. Shouldn’t you be reading Diary of a Wimpy Kid or Harry Potter?”
Now she found her voice. “I’m not a child. I finished the Harry Potter books last year. And I’m too old for Diary of a Wimpy Kid. I’ll be sixteen in September.” She was tired of everyone seeing her as too young for things. She wasn’t.
He held up his hand. “For the record, I finished the Harry Potter books a few months ago and read Wimpy Kid on set recently because one of the young actors in the cast was reading it, and it looked fun. I enjoyed it. A good book is a good book.”
She agreed and was sorry she snapped at him. “Sorry. It’s just that everyone treats me like I’m a little kid, and I’m not.”
“By everyone, I’m guessing you’re referring to your family?”
“Who else? You have no idea how hard it is to be the youngest, especially when your brothers refuse to accept that you’re in high school and have new interests.”
“I assume those new interests are boys.” She dropped her eyes and said nothing. “Are they giving you a hard time?”
She should have kept her mouth shut. She thought of shrugging it off and opening the book, but Hunter was waiting for an answer, and she didn’t want to ignore him. “They always give me a hard time, but this is worse. I have seven older brothers, and even though only four of them are at home, they’re all weird with any guy I meet. I had someone come over from my history class to work on a project, and Adam gave him the third degree. The guy almost ran out of the house as soon as we were done. After that, he insisted we have all our meetings in the school library.”
“Did you like this guy?”
“No, but that’s not the point.” He’d just been the person the teacher assigned her to work with, but Laurel knew it was only the beginning. “What’s going to happen as I get older? What if every guy
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