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			For Cam,

			a world without you wasn’t made for me.

		

	
		
			Fourteen Seasons Ago

			
				[image: ]
			

			I’m considering tying myself to a pear tree in a desperate ploy to stay on this orchard forever, but my mother has a talent for ruthlessly cutting through knots and dreams. When the woman has her sights set on a new move—in this case, Fairbanks, Alaska—she’s like a honey badger in a beige turtleneck. And after today’s phone call in which she informed me of my new fate, and then hung up when I started to cry, I need the comfort of the trees.

			Climbing one will have to be good enough.

			I brace my hands against the flaky bark of a thickly curved bough, mapping my ascent. A strong, steady branch crawls skyward, disappearing into olive-colored leaves and miniature bobbling pears. Casting a final glance over each shoulder, I hitch up my dress and hoist myself aloft, my sandals slipping for purchase. Then, with as much grace as I can manage, I swivel to a seat and throw my arms around the trunk.

			Every ounce of tension dissolves from my chest as I hug tight and the wind carries the leaves in a whispered song. Here, in a tree, I’m not the girl who gets funny looks when she can’t remember her mailing address. I’m not the only high school student with an immaculate yearbook, a naked locker, or blank bedroom walls (because what’s the point of tacking up a poster if you’re going to take it down in a few months?).

			I am a person with a past and a place. I have roots. I belong.

			The wind picks up again, riffling my dress against my bare knees. Next to my fingertips, a caterpillar pauses its ascent of the trunk. It twists to administer a beady stare, like it’s here to report my misdeed to Uncle Martin. As much as my uncle might relate to my love of these trees, he’d still be disappointed to see me risking a branchful of product, particularly given we’re so near picking season.

			Imagining a firm look in Martin’s usually twinkling eye is more than enough to make me consider climbing back down, but then—

			“Ali.”

			Crap.

			I try to spin to see who said my name, but I can barely move my torso, wedged as I am into this U-shaped branch. Thankfully, the voice is male, so it’s not my honorary aunt (and uncle’s forewoman), Val. If Aunt Val found me up here, she’d tell me she doesn’t care that I’m in high school—if I’m young enough to be climbing a tree, I’m also young enough for a good spanking.

			A figure ducks under the canopy.

			My heart stills.

			Because not only have I been caught, but I’ve been caught by him.

			Logan.

			I’m so used to watching him from far away, usually separated by rows of trees or a rolling hillside. Up close, I have to remember to breathe as I take in his face. His serious brown eyes, rimmed by dark eyelashes. His defined chin. The firm press of his full lips, like he’s holding in a secret.

			“Oh, it’s you,” I say, striving for cool and indifferent even though my heart beats out the same words in a different rhythm.

			Oh. It’s you.

			Logan’s eyebrows pull together as he scans my spot among the branches. He must be done with the barn for the day because his T-shirt is damp with sweat around the collar, and he’s got a sketchbook tucked under an arm. It draws my attention to his biceps, where his skin transitions from light to honey tan, accentuating the rough edge of his muscles.

			“You’re in a tree,” he observes.

			I wince and scrounge around for a reasonable explanation for my behavior. But I can barely think. Logan’s presence is like a chemical bloom flooding this tree’s understory.

			Which is probably why my next words are, “I’m looking for caterpillars.”

			Now I want to kick myself. What am I going to say next? I’m planning to run them off with hand-to-hand combat?

			Logan’s gaze brushes past my bare knees to the daisies on my sandals. “Without a ladder.”

			This, I’ve noticed, is how Logan asks questions—without a question mark. Like they are a frivolous adornment at the end of an otherwise perfectly utilitarian sentence.

			“What are you doing?” I ask. “Shouldn’t you be off on a hill somewhere, glaring at the trees while you draw and then rage-erase everything five seconds later?”

			He blinks. “Specific.”

			Warmth glances up my neck. “Just, uh, something I’ve noticed.”

			Logan’s lips work like he’s silently tasting the words before he speaks. Then he says, “Maybe I’m just surprised you aren’t parading through the orchard with that speaker, half shouting, half singing about how you were born this way.”

			Now it’s my turn to blink. “Only the trees are supposed to hear my singing voice.”

			He chuckles. “And deprive the rest of us of those high notes?” Before I can flush or protest, he takes a few steps toward me, that sketchbook still clasped under his arm. “Tell me why you’re really up there.”

			Briefly, I consider climbing down, but this floral-print dress isn’t exactly modest attire, and the only way to embarrass myself further is by showing Logan my underwear.

			“I’m not telling,” I say.

			He crosses his arms. “Now I have to know.”

			Logan does, in general, seem like the kind of person who gathers information in the same way a magpie might amass shiny scraps of nothing.

			“You’ll think it’s silly.”

			My mouth makes these words against my best intentions to remain cool and indifferent. Who am I kidding, though? I’m a puppy rolling around in the summer grass, belly exposed. I’m never cool or indifferent.

			“Try me.” Logan braces an elbow against the trunk. “I won’t leave until you do.”

			Again, I consider staging an escape, but then I remember that this morning’s underwear selection was neon orange.

			So, instead, I say, “I’m connecting with my roots.”

			Logan holds his expression so neutrally it looks like he might have pulled a jaw muscle to keep everything in place.

			I bury my face in my hands. “See? I knew you’d think it’s ridiculous.”

			“I didn’t say anything,” he protests.

			“You thought it, though!”

			“You can’t hold my thoughts against me.” He nudges a shoulder against my shin. “Besides, I don’t know what you’re saying. You have to explain.”

			“No,” I say, but I tuck my chin so I can look down at him. “I’ve been traumatized enough.”

			“Please,” he whispers.

			And, oh. He’s so close.

			Our conversations this summer have often been interrupted, usually by my uncle who needs me on the mower or Logan’s mom reminding him there’s sawdust to sweep.

			Or they’ve happened entirely from afar, like that time his gaze caught mine over a long wooden board. Or the time I heard him playing tag in the trees with his two much younger brothers, and I paused behind a trunk to listen to his laugh. Or when I was on a ladder thinning and Logan was diligently jotting down measurements as his mom called out numbers from the rafters. Except his face kept lifting toward my ladder, like he was trying to memorize two things at once.

			But now? Now I can see the flecks of gold dancing across his irises. A suggestion of facial hair along his jaw. The rough edges of his worn cuticles against large, flat fingernails. And his expression, so full of studied interest, that the last of my resolve ebbs away.

			“Fine,” I say, but I still brace myself like my tree might topple. “You know how me and my mom move around a lot?”

			“Yes.”

			It was a sticking point of our first conversation at the beginning of the summer. We were standing outside the gravel pad where Uncle Martin introduced me to Logan and his parents, waving his hands like a magician revealing an empty box.

			“Get used to this lot,” my uncle told me, “because they’re building us a new barn this summer.”

			Hands in his pockets, Logan asked where I was from and I said everywhere and he said a person can’t be from everywhere, so I followed it up with nowhere, which seemed just as accurate. Then Uncle Martin patted my shoulder while Logan squinted at me like I was an especially difficult trigonometry problem.

			“Well,” I say, “the summers I spend here, on my uncle’s orchard, it’s the only time I feel connected to anything. Like, four generations of farmers in this valley grew and nurtured these trees from rootstock. And when I was little, I’d climb their branches and imagine they were part of my family. They aren’t going anywhere, and I didn’t need to go anywhere either. So sometimes, when I want to remember that, I climb a tree and I feel…I feel grounded.”

			I don’t admit the rest—the most ridiculous, secret part—that sometimes the trees feel like more than trees. Sometimes they feel like they’re watching me. Listening to me. Breathing with me.

			Even still, Logan is so quiet I can hear the distant growl of my uncle’s mower as he prowls the northern edge of the land. Even still, I’ve said too much.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone say something like that before,” he says.

			I wince.

			“No. Wait,” he rushes to add. “That’s not…that’s not how I meant it.”

			But this fumbled reassurance isn’t enough to stem the sting of angry tears against my eyelids. Not only because I’ve blathered and made a fool of myself. Also because I’ve just remembered why I’m up here in the first place. I don’t want to spend my sophomore year in Fairbanks. I don’t want to, yet again, be the new girl parting waves of attention down a hallway. I don’t want to, yet again, stare at an unfamiliar ceiling in an unfamiliar bedroom as my classmates pile into cars for homecoming. And in three years, I don’t want to graduate surrounded by strangers.

			All I want is to stay.

			Or, at the very least, to push away this crushing avalanche of emotion.

			I’m about to beg Logan to leave me alone when I feel a creak against the trunk. I open my eyes to find his boots and sketchbook discarded on the grass. He push-presses himself upward. The tree groans a low protest, but he adjusts himself onto the branch until his eyes are level with mine.

			“There,” he says.

			Even though my nose is still stinging with repressed tears, I’m stunned to silence. Because I’m me, that silence doesn’t last.

			“Where?” I ask.

			“I’m in the tree with you.”

			My lips crack in the slightest smile. “So I don’t have to feel ridiculous?”

			He lifts a shoulder. “Or so we can be ridiculous together.”

			A soft wind ruffles his hair, carrying the trace smell of cut grass and earth. Everything prickles with awareness: the bark under my thighs, the cool breeze over my knees, and Logan’s eyes across the tree.

			“I’m still the only one,” I say quietly. “Because you’re only humoring me.”

			“Fine,” he says, “you want to hear something ridiculous about me?”

			“Please.”

			“I’ve never left Apple Valley.”

			I gape at him. “You’re exaggerating.”

			His eyes shift. “A little. I’ve been to Maplehurst.”

			“And?”

			“And that’s it.”

			I rest my head against the bark. “I won’t tell you I’m jealous.”

			He mirrors me. “And I’ll avoid saying the same to you.”

			Temples on the trunk, we let that sit between us: a difference so intense it feels an awful lot like it’s the same. The breeze moves over us again, as if the orchard is exhaling its own delicate sigh. I think about the funny look Uncle Martin gets when I point things like this out to him, the way his bobbing sun hat will go still before he changes the subject.

			“Do you ever think—” I start. Cut myself off.

			Logan tilts his head. “What?” he encourages.

			I look into his eyes, feeling like I’m edging up to the side of a cliff. And then I let myself fall. “Do you ever think there’s something different about this land?”

			“Different?”

			I nod, trying to find the right word. Strange feels too negative and so does unnatural. Special doesn’t seem strong enough. “Remarkable, I mean.”

			He rubs at his jaw. “Other than the fact that it’s the only pear orchard in Apple Valley?”

			Apple Valley was given its name for a reason. It has the ideal soil, weather, and climate for (you guessed it) apples. It’s always been strange that only pears flourish on our land, while our neighbors can never grow any of their own, a fact that has garnered whispers and stories. Some people claim my great-great-grandfather had a feud with a neighbor and, out of spite, my ancestor pulled up every apple sapling in reach. Other people say we Reids grow pears because we have a flair for novelty and anything dramatic. And once, in an ice cream shop, I saw a girl point at my uncle and whisper to her mom about the ghost who inhabits a felled apple tree. Yet whenever I repeat these stories to Uncle Martin, he only tweaks my nose and winks before Val barks out that microclimates do weird shit.

			“Other than that,” I press, letting my feet swing. “Even more than that.”

			On the next arc of my legs, Logan’s foot catches my ankle. Doesn’t let go. “I can only think of one other thing that makes this place remarkable.”

			My scalp tingles. “Oh?”

			He nods slowly. All the heat in my body has gathered at the point where Logan’s foot is hooked around my ankle. A butterfly wanders between our noses. Its wings catch the light with an iridescent sheen before it trips upward toward the dark canopy. And I have this feeling of infinite expansion, like maybe I could hang, suspended, in this moment forever.

			“Want to hear a secret?” Logan asks, foot still unmoving, like we’re just accidentally holding on to each other, neither of us fully aware of the contact.

			Even though I can barely think about anything else.

			“Always,” I whisper.

			“This job—building the barn for your uncle this summer—it’s supposed to be an apprenticeship. My parents want me to follow in their footsteps. Start working with them. Become a carpenter, too.”

			“Is that the secret?”

			He shakes his head. “The secret is I’m going to leave.”

			I watch him, half perplexed and half mesmerized by the reverential way he’s talking about wanting to do the exact thing my mother is forcing on me. “When?”

			“After we finish this fall. I’m turning eighteen in a couple of weeks. Though I don’t know exactly where I’ll go. Portland, maybe? Seattle? I’ve found these communal living places for artists. I want to see if I can get someone to let me trade woodworking labor for room and board.”

			“You want to be an artist,” I say. “Like for real.”

			His mouth lifts into a smile. “Or at least rage-erase something other than fruit trees.”

			The tiniest part of me feels confused by the idea that Logan would want to leave this beautiful, perfect place. But another, much bigger part of me is awed by this forming picture of him: a boy with the hands of a carpenter, the heart of an artist, who will soon have the freedom to break away from the limits imposed by his parents. Grounding himself in the life he wants.

			But maybe I consider it for too long because Logan releases my ankle. “You think that sounds like a bad idea.”

			“No,” I insist. “I think that sounds like a remarkable idea.”

			His lips part before spreading into another smile, this one full and eager. It gives me a kick of pleasure as a second butterfly lands on the trunk between our faces. Its wings are transparent, but for a series of black geometric lines edged in auburn and silver. It’s beautiful, like a scrap of heart-shaped stained glass.

			“That’s no sawfly,” I whisper as the butterfly flits upward.

			We tip our faces to follow its flight. And let out twin gasps.

			Above our heads, a sea of tiny wings ripples, pulsing open and closed. They’re cascading over the branches and leaves, winking in every possible color and pattern: bright streaks of cerulean, stripes of seafoam green, whispers of harvest gold. Their antennae dip and rise, punctuated occasionally by sudden flutters.

			“Oh my god,” I say. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

			“Never.” Logan’s voice is tinged with awe.

			I reach up as if to brush the closest pair of wings with my fingertips. They are far too high, but the movement still disturbs a few of the creatures perched on the trunk.

			Suddenly, they all take flight. Wings beat in a flurry that scatters across the leaves. In the next breath, we’re surrounded by a shimmering, swirling mass—a vortex of color that runs and falls like kaleidoscope glass. I shouldn’t be able to hear them, yet the rustle of wings roars like far-off ocean waves as the cyclone spins and morphs.

			Eyes wide, Logan reaches out. A butterfly perches on his open palm. It’s the most unusual one I’ve seen yet, with electric-blue wings rimmed in flecks of silver. He lifts it toward me as his lips unfurl in an unbridled smile.

			And that smile? It’s just as beautiful as the iridescent wings.

			His full, round lips. The way his mouth folds around the edges. The glow in his eyes. It’s…

			“Remarkable,” I whisper.

			He catches one of my curls between his fingers, then tucks it behind my ear. “Not just the butterflies.”

			And my heart can’t help but answer in frantic pulses.

			Stay, it beats. Stay. Stay. Stay.

			“You’ll only be in Apple Valley for another couple months,” I say.

			Logan edges closer, ignoring the goldenrod wings that glance off my cheek and the cobalt pair that rests on his shoulder.

			“And in two weeks,” I continue, “I’m leaving for Alaska.”

			“Which means…” Logan’s nose tips forward, so close it brushes mine. So close that when he exhales, I can feel the warmth of his breath. “For the next two weeks we’ll both be here.”

			Stay, my heart keens once more.

			I can’t, I tell it. He won’t.

			And yet. Even though it can’t last, because nothing in my life ever can, I edge forward. He closes the rest of the gap between us. And with a thousand beating wings circling our bodies, Logan kisses me.
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				Chapter One

				This Season

			
			“Well, if this ain’t weirder than a scarecrow on a trampoline.”

			Ahead of me, Val storms down a row of trees, white hair spiking like a wild crown. She skids to a stop and glares at a branch in her eyeline, reminding me of the time she suspected she’d caught Uncle Martin counting cards.

			“Do orchardists even use scarecrows anymore?” I ask as I hoist a ladder off the Gator and hurry to her side, brushing past branches that slap my shoulders like they’re urging me along. It’s still late afternoon, but the whole orchard is steeped in that golden hour light that September always brings a touch too soon. “Those machines with the percussive sounds seem much more effective.”

			“Cherry guns, you mean.” Val claps her fingers against a palm to marshal me and the ladder to the spot where she wants us, then digs a pressure gauge out of her back pocket and scales the steps. “Sure, but it wouldn’t have been so funny if I’d said it was weirder than a cherry gun on a trampoline.”

			“I mean the scarecrow thing wasn’t that funny, either,” I tell her.

			She frowns down at me, brown skin breaking into even more lines than usual. “Because you have to picture it. Did you picture it?”

			“I’m trying.”

			“And?”

			“And it’s a bit unclear. Is the scarecrow, like, bending its legs or—”

			Val plucks up a half-rotten pear and chucks it at my forehead.

			I snicker as I duck. “But I was right? Something is wrong with the color.”

			I noticed it this morning. The pears looked like…green bananas. When they should be the color of a honeydew rind, right near the flesh.

			It’s a color seared into my mind from the year Mom and I moved to Grand Rapids, Michigan. That fall, I didn’t start school until after Labor Day, so I walked this exact row with Uncle Martin at this exact time of year. He asked me what the fruit reminded me of, and when I said “a honeydew rind,” he wheezed out a laugh before cupping one of the pears in his hand and shout whispering: “Very good, but don’t let them hear you comparing them to a buffet fruit.”

			Now, Uncle Martin is gone and the orchard is mine—far, far sooner than either of us would have wanted—and I’m always looking for that exact shade of greenish yellow, as if finding it might bring back an echo of his wheezy laugh from halfway down a row.

			Val nods as she picks a fresh pear, expertly angling it upward to snap the weakest part of the stem, then flattens it against a ladder step while she spears it with the pressure gauge. The reading loads as she lumbers down.

			“You sure were right.” She tips up the face of her gauge. “See it now?”

			With a glance at the needle, realization dawns. What’s off isn’t just the color; it’s this pear’s color relative to the others.

			“These should be the first to go,” I say, “but the pears in the Thompson block had higher readings.”

			“Exactly right,” Val says, dropping the fruit to the base of the tree and dusting off her hands.

			I look back at her, considering this. Fruit turns in stages on any orchard, including ours, depending primarily on the rows’ exposure to heat and sunlight, and the age of the trees. Those schedules should be predictable, though. Trees that get more sunlight one year will pretty much be the same as the next.

			“That’s strange, isn’t it?” I ask.

			Val lifts a shoulder. “Weird microclimates around here. Makes things unpredictable.”

			It’s something I’ve heard her say a thousand times to explain all manner of oddities, including why my orchard remains the sole pear farm in a valley filled with apples. Or why our picking season always starts on September 30—a date that is both later and more clockwork precise than it should be.

			Before I can ask about it, though, Val says, “You knew that because of the color?”

			“Yeah.”

			She arches an eyebrow.

			“What?” I ask.

			“Nothing,” she mumbles, stooping to hoist the ladder onto her shoulder and starting back down the row. “It’s just subtle, that’s all. Hard to see with the naked eye. That’s why we use the gauge.”

			“Val. Did you just tell me you’re impressed?”

			She spins, but she’s not laughing. “It’s something Martin would’ve noticed.”

			And this time the compliment is loud and clear.

			My throat tightens. “He taught me everything I know.”

			Or, rather, everything I feel.

			The weight he placed on feeling, not knowledge, is the reason Uncle Martin never showed me how to use a pressure gauge—much to Val’s chagrin—opting instead to get me to compare the fruit to fennel and zucchini blossoms. It’s why, when I was in eighth grade, he taught me to prune by running my hand along the branch, feeling where the growth was thin or crowded and instinctively finding the right place to cut. Feeling is how I knew last summer, when I came to visit right after he told me about his diagnosis, that a new disease had taken root on the north side. There wasn’t anything visible, really. It’s just that the branches seemed tired.

			When I pointed it out, Martin clapped me on the back and said, “Ali, my dear, you’re going to make one remarkable orchardist.”

			I only grimaced, not ready to hear it. I was convinced he’d pull through and farm this land for decades more. I was sure the pancreatic cancer wouldn’t—couldn’t—take him.

			A few months later, he admitted he was starting hospice. I scrambled onto the next flight from Miami to Portland, a foolhardy attempt to convince him to keep fighting. But when I saw him, hollowed out and frailer than I could have imagined, I finally started to accept the truths I’d been railing against for too long.

			I was going to lose the only adult who ever made me feel safe.

			I was going to be the next owner of this land.

			We—me and the trees—were going to have to face the world without him.

			Over the next few months, these ideas turned from abstract concepts to practical inevitability. I told Mom I’d be moving onto the orchard and was met with a silence even sharper than usual. I gave notice at my consulting firm in Florida and transitioned my contracts and clients to another project manager. My uncle and I signed deeds and probate orders and transfers of water rights. Then, in a whirlwind, I packed all my belongings and rented what I hoped would be my last U-Haul.

			Only, when I returned, I wasn’t alone.

			My uncle’s farmhouse—so recently consumed by stillness—filled with new kinds of sounds. Tape ripped off boxes. Voices drifting between rooms. Glasses clinked, toasting what had been and what remained. I went to the hardware store to have three sets of keys made, all with matching heart-shaped fobs. At that time, just about everything came in threes: laptops on the kitchen table, mugs of coffee with cream, pairs of work boots by the front door.

			But that was a month ago. Now there’s only one.

			One laptop.

			One mug.

			One pair of boots.

			And a new kind of silence. At least I still have the trees.

			“So, how big of a deal is it that the fruit is ripening at weird intervals?” I ask, pushing out thoughts but also already bracing myself for a fresh round of bad news.

			To my relief, Val lifts a shoulder. “Not at all. We’ve just gotta adjust our picking schedule.”

			“The start date?”

			“Nah. We’ll start the last day of September, same as always. I just mean the order we’ll go. You have your uncle’s aerial photos up at the house?”

			“In the kitchen.”

			“Good, we’ll just—” Val stops short, her gaze caught on a branch just above the parked Gator.

			I follow her eyeline to a pear. Like the others, it’s still small since it’s only early September. Unlike the others, it’s coated in a white-looking sheen.

			“Wax bloom?” I ask.

			Val reaches toward the pear and rubs her thumb against its surface. Oddly, the film doesn’t budge. Eyebrows pinched together, she studies her thumb, then her eyes flash to me. “You notice anything off lately?”

			“Off?”

			“About the land. Unseasonable weather. Unusual temperature changes. Since I was last here a month ago.”

			A month ago. When three pairs of boots turned to one.

			When they left.

			The woman I called my best friend.

			The man who was always, always, always supposed to be there for me.

			I swallow, sorting through memories of those hazy, sticky-with-grief days that followed. In my bleary state of semiconsciousness, I barely registered what was happening outside the darkened bedroom, but…

			There was the fog. The one that prowled over hills and across grass. Crept up trunks, swallowing my trees into silhouettes. Grew so thick that, when I leaned a temple to a cold window, I could barely see more than a yawning wall of gray.

			“There’s been some fog,” I say evenly. “Especially in the mornings.”

			Val’s eyes dart between me and the tree trunks, lips pressed. Then she shakes her head as though clearing it, wipes her hands against her Carhartts, and hoists herself onto the driver’s seat of the Gator.

			“Hey,” I say, scrambling in next to her. “Are you going to tell me what that was?”

			She shrugs and punches the gas, throwing us both backward. “Nothing,” she yells over the roar of the engine. “Someone wasn’t paying attention to the sprayer.”

			After we get back to the house, we kick off our work boots in the mud room—damp with grass and dew—and head to the kitchen, with its gingham wallpaper, ancient Frigidaire rattling in the corner, and Formica countertops riddled with stains from hundreds of tea bags. The early fall weather is temperate enough that I can throw open the windows and allow the sheer curtains to dance over the sink. I pour us each a glass of iced tea and Val tugs off her pilled neckcloth so she can dab at her sweaty brow while helping me unroll an aerial photograph of the farm.

			When he found out I wouldn’t be moving onto the orchard alone, Uncle Martin paid someone in town to take these photos with a drone.

			“We might know every rock and tree and creature on this land,” he’d whispered as I laid out the photos on his bedspread. “But not everyone can paint with all the colors of our wind.”

			And though his face had taken on a waxy pallor, purple bruises tracked up his forearms, and he could barely sit up even with the stack of pillows wedged behind his too-thin back, he tweaked my nose and grinned.

			In times like these, despite the evidence, my mind still whispered, He’s going to pull through. There’s no way this man is going to die.

			I swallow past the tightness in my chest and tap my finger to the block of trees Val and I surveyed this morning. “So, Thompson the first week. And then we’ll move onto the Dethman block?”

			My aunt takes a big swig of tea and plops in a chair, rattling the ice as she squints at the photo. “Thompson block first sounds right, but I don’t know about a week. How many other people do you have picking?”

			“Just you and me. I thought I told you that?”

			We had the conversation a month ago.

			Alone and desperate, I had called Val and begged her to come out of retirement, just for this one season. She showed up at the farmhouse an hour later, took one look at my hollow eyes, and agreed. Besides, she’d said as she patted my arm, she loved my uncle—and this land—far too much to say no.

			“No,” Val says now. “You did not. You said you needed my help and that you wouldn’t ask if you weren’t desperate. You didn’t say a word about not getting other pickers.”

			“I don’t have money to hire anyone,” I say. My uncle didn’t leave the farm in great financial shape—it’s been losing money for years, and Martin was using loans to make ends meet. “So, it’s just you and me. We’ll do as much as we can.”

			She balloons her cheeks as she blows out a breath. “Fine, but in that case, the Thompson block’ll take us at least three.”

			I drop my glass to the counter, nearly do a spit take. “Three weeks?”

			“It’s not going to take three afternoons.”

			“But…Uncle Martin said that once the trees turn, we only have six weeks max to get the pears down.”

			She nods. “Otherwise, they’ll see to it themselves.”

			I spare her a smile, but I don’t like where this conversation is going. “Right, so we need to go faster than that.”

			She squints at me. “How fast do you think the two of us can pick fifty acres of fruit?”

			“I mean, I’ve never picked pears before—”

			Val snorts. “That much is clear.”

			“But I do know there are seven blocks on the land. So, if we want to get most of it down, we’ll need to finish the Thompson block in a week. Less, ideally.”

			“Not possible.”

			I stare at her because this math isn’t mathing. “I’ll work as hard as I need to. I won’t sleep. I’ll eat in the trees. I’ll wake up before dawn. Keep picking in the dark with a headlamp.”

			She shakes her head. “All of that is impossible.” I open my mouth to protest, but she puts up a hand. “Ali.”

			She angles a slightly crooked index finger at a family portrait above the kitchen table, a shot from harvest decades ago. It features my grandmother, her third husband by her side, and my mom, already a blank-faced teenager. Between them, Martin holds up a pear with the mischievous grin he carried into adulthood. He’s the only one smiling, though. My mom, grandmother, and her husband struggle to stay upright in their picking bags—apron-like contraptions filled with pears from shoulders to knees.

			“This work is harder than anything you can imagine,” Val says. “The damn bags weigh fifty pounds when they’re full. You have to scale a ladder dozens of times every day. You can’t wear gloves lest you damage the fruit. Your back will hurt so bad you’ll cry yourself to sleep. You physically can’t do it for more than a few hours a day. You’ll break yourself otherwise. You might even break as it is.”

			Uncle Martin already told me all this. Once he understood the reasons I was resisting taking over the orchard—not because I didn’t want the land, but because I hated the idea that he wouldn’t be the one farming it—he asked me a million times if I’d still want to do it, even if it’s the hardest thing I could imagine.

			I told him yes, over and over. It’s six weeks. I can handle six weeks of torture in exchange for the other forty-six I’ll live here.

			Here, where every new leaf remembers the ones that came before. Where the fern green of summer always yields to white—powdery snow in the winter and blossoms in spring—proof that even change can be steady if you stick around long enough to see it. Where the wraparound porch and wicker chairs still bear the faint outline of where I used to sit, shoulder to shoulder with Uncle Martin, scraping up pasta sauce with forks, our arms aching from a day of thinning.

			The porch boards remember where we sat, the orchard where we worked. I’ve left my mark here and this land has marked me, too.

			Faced with Val’s skeptical frown, I cross my arms.

			“I’ll figure it out,” I say.

			“You know you’re not going to positive think your way out of this problem,” she says.

			Years ago, I told Martin and Val that I was joining a change management firm that helps organizations navigate business transitions and build resilient teams by harnessing the power of positive thinking. Uncle Martin chuckled and told me it sounded like a perfect fit.

			From the background, Val yelled, “What the fuck is the ‘power of positive thinking’?”

			“I’m not trying to positive think my way out of anything,” I retort, even though that is at least partially what I’m doing. But only because it really can work. “I’m making a commitment. It will work because it has to. I might be the fifth Reid to farm this land, but I most certainly will not be the last.”

			Val gives me a once-over, lips pressed like she’s torn between warmth and skepticism. “I like your conviction, girl.”

			“Why does it sound like there’s a but coming?”

			“But picking fruit has a way of breaking resolutions. And I don’t think you’re facing facts.”

			I feel slightly unsteady, like the kitchen floor is seesawing, an airplane jostling in turbulence. “I can face facts.”

			“Good. Fact is you need three pickers.”

			My stomach washes. I was supposed to have three pickers, but now I have a tan line on my ring finger, and I have Val.

			“I don’t have enough money,” I say, pointedly avoiding a glance toward the pile of bills that has been accumulating on the kitchen counter.

			Val drains her glass and yanks her phone out of her back pocket. “I have to go, chicken. Poker night.”

			“But Val—”

			“We’ll find someone else,” she says over her shoulder because she’s already plowing toward the door. “Someone you don’t need to pay so much. We’ll call in a favor. Or maybe there’s some kid that needs work for the summer.”

			“But who?” I ask, scrambling to catch up as she forges across the grass. “You said yourself it’s hard work. It’s not something a kid can do for pocket money, and even if we do find someone like that, there’s no guarantee they won’t quit on us and leave halfway through the season.”

			Val pauses her clomping steps, a funny look in her eyes. “Is that what you’re really worried about? Getting left?”

			An image of the barn strobes through my memory. An open door, hanging loose on its hinges. The scuttle of a black-furred body across the weather-stained floorboards. Hay bales—

			I shove the thoughts away. “I can handle it. We can handle it. Together.”

			“Well, that’s where you’re wrong,” she retorts as she ducks under a branch and beeps her key fob. “Sorry to be blunt about it, but Martin—god love him—left you with more debts than fruit trees. So, if you want to save this farm, you’ll find another picker instead of clinging to that irrational—”

			Val stumbles. A root I hadn’t noticed a second ago, one that should never have been above the surface to begin with, seems to have materialized in front of her.

			Her ankle buckles.

			I’m already rushing toward her as she slams against the ground. And howls with pain.
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			Chapter Two

			After four hours, two sets of X-rays, and a chunky new boot, the hospital staff cede to Val’s demands to be discharged. The good news is her ankle is sprained—not broken—and the doctor expects her to have the boot off in two weeks. My aunt interprets this to mean she’ll be ready for harvest when it starts in four. (When the doctor leaves, I ask her who is “positive thinking” now. With a withering stare, she retorts that this will be her sixty-first year on earth and forty-seventh on a tree ladder. No kid with a stethoscope will tell her to stay off it.)

			The better news (according to Val) is that the near miss was the final push I needed to try to find a third picker. As she says, we’re hanging on by a thread and I don’t need another sprained ankle—mine or hers—tipping my farm into the final stages of ruin.

			So that’s why, the following Saturday morning, I’m forging through flapping white tents at the Apple Valley farmer’s market, beelining past baskets of heirloom tomatoes and sweet corn stacked in crates. After a brief detour to buy myself a maple-pecan donut, I locate my destination. For some reason the rickety old sign is missing—the one promising Loca Apples and Icy Cold Bev. Fortunately, the cheerful red wagon behind an A-frame menu board is distinctive enough.

			Of course, I’m not here for the hard cider. I’m here for the cider maker’s nephew.

			He’s the third (and last) person on the list Val gave me from her bed a few nights ago, where she was propped up with her boot elevated and a cigar she definitely shouldn’t have been smoking seesawing across her face. Personally, though, I’m most hopeful about this one. I’ve only met the guy once, but he’s so freakishly tall I bet he makes ladders feel insecure. Even better, his aunt, June, told Val he’s taking the year off before starting college, which means he might be interested in some pocket money in exchange for a month or so of extremely hard work.

			I’m still licking sugar glaze off my fingertips when I reach the red wagon’s open window. On the ground by the wheel, a new wood sign sits nearly finished, rimmed with tools and declaring that this is Broken Hart’s Cider Co. It’s pretty—certainly a big upgrade to the one with missing letters.

			“Hello?” I say as I ball up sticky paper and peer past empty cider bottles being used as vases.

			“Be there in a sec!” a high-pitched voice calls from inside.

			A moment later, a short woman with fair skin flushed to pink and laugh lines around her eyes materializes in front of me, a tiny baby slung across her front.

			“Ali!” she says like we’re old friends, though we’ve met only a couple of times.

			“Hey there,” I say. “It’s June, right?”

			“You’ve got it,” June says warmly. “June Hart. And this is Teddy, short for Theodore. You’re fast—most new folks don’t pick up names that quick.”

			She tips her temple to the top of her baby’s head, and smiles in a way that draws one from me right back. She has the same kind of infectious familiarity with perfect strangers that Liv always had. Has.

			I don’t know what tense to use for a woman who is very much still alive but will never again be part of my life. I shouldn’t be thinking about Liv, anyway.

			“I’m good with names,” I say. “Former consultant and all that.”

			June grins. “I’ll be honest, that job always sounds kind of fake. Like something an uptight career woman brags about before she falls for a guy in a pickup truck and discovers the meaning of Christmas.”

			I chuckle. “Does it sound more or less made up if I tell you I worked in ‘change management to help organizations navigate business transitions by guiding culture shifts’?”

			She raises an eyebrow. “Must have been quite the change to go from all that to this.”

			“I don’t have to account for my days in fifteen-minute increments anymore, so I’d tend to agree.”

			She laughs before her face firms. “Hey, Ali, I’ve been meaning to stop by.”

			She says it in that hushed, conspiratorial whisper that folks around here always use to talk about our farm. Like it’s a little strange, a little off, and maybe safer not to speak of too loudly.

			I blink. “Why would you?”

			“To see how you’re doing?” she says. When I don’t say more, she adds in a stage whisper, “Val told Kristi what happened. And she mentioned it to my mom. About Blake and Liv, I mean.”

			My smile falters. I suddenly register the fact that my thumb has been running laps over the empty place my engagement ring used to occupy. After a year of wearing one, my fingers still feel naked without it. I force them to relax.

			“Oh,” I say.

			I don’t want to talk about Blake and Liv. Don’t want to think about them, either. Or the front door snapping closed. The lapse of silence as I fell into a fitful, sweaty sleep. The days I spent cocooned in my grandmother’s black-and-white quilt.

			Shallow indents in the wallpaper. Rows of lifeless hangers.

			I never knew emptiness could feel so full.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t come by on my own,” June is saying. “But if you ever need anyone to talk to about everything, you can count on me.”

			I know she means well (mostly, I haven’t missed the signs of curiosity), but I’m suddenly seasick and trying to keep myself from flagging.

			Not every emotion requires immediate action or deep focus, I remind myself. It’s something I used to tell middle managers in the workshop I taught on leading teams through corporate mergers and major restructures. It used to help my audience in business casual, and I’m sure it can help me, too. Sometimes emotions can be acknowledged and then released. Or, more to the point, shoved into a box and stashed in the deepest recesses of my mind.

			“To be honest, I’m doing really well,” I say, steadier now. “It was a big change, but it was also for the best. So, there’s no need for an apology.”

			June smiles, and as is so often the case when I announce that, actually, everything is fine, relief washes over her features. “I’m so glad to hear that, Ali. Let me get you a cider. On the house.”

			Before I have a chance to say no—or redirect the conversation to her very tall nephew—she stoops with some effort to retrieve a glass demijohn. In an impressive display of forearm strength, she single-handedly pours golden liquid into a mason jar.

			Despite many previous attempts to thwart them, people in this town will never accept the fact that I don’t like apples, so I keep my smile in place as she fills the glass. Under her watchful eyes, I take a swig, swallow as fast as possible, and bob my head enthusiastically as I wipe my lips with the back of my hand.

			June beams.

			“So,” I say, looking around my shoulders for real customers but finding only people with overflowing tote bags milling around the fruit and vegetable baskets. Hopefully I’ve come early enough that I can have this conversation without interrupting her actual business. “I wanted to ask you about something.”

			“Shoot.”

			“Well, because of everything that happened”—I gesture vaguely—“I’m looking for some extra help picking.”

			June nods knowingly. “Ah, yes. Mom mentioned Val was coming out of retirement for the season. I bet she’s grumbling aloud and secretly thrilled.”

			I chuckle. “I think complaining might be Val’s love language. But yeah, she also said you have a nephew who might be interested in helping us pick? I think he just graduated high school this year?”

			“Mack, yes!” June says brightly. But then she shakes her head. “But no. He’s just joined AmeriCorps.”

			“Oh,” I say, heart sinking.

			“But,” June says. Teddy has clearly woken up because I can hear burbling noises emanating from the sling. His mom increases the pace of her back-patting and toe-to-toe-jumping. “I have another idea for you. That is, if your deal includes housing?”

			I pause, not overeager to invite a stranger to live with me. Then again, I’m not sure how many more names Val can supply.

			“We don’t have any cabins for pickers,” I hedge. “My uncle sold the tract of land they were on a while back. But depending on who it is, I could offer up a room in the farmhouse.”

			With an encouraged nod, June drops her cheek to Teddy’s bald head. His babbles are now interspersed with hiccupy whimpers. “Well, then, my husband and I have this friend. He lost everything to a fire a week or so back, and he’s been sleeping on the couch and helping out at the stand in the meantime. He’s too polite to complain, but I can’t imagine this little guy is doing wonders for his eardrums.”

			I smile, but when I don’t rush to agree, June hastens to add, “I wouldn’t offer this if he weren’t a really good guy, super trustworthy.” She nudges her chin toward the sign by the wagon’s wheel. “He’s the one who’s been carving that for us.”

			My eyes find the nearly finished wood sign again. I take in the smooth, meticulous cuts. The way the letters are raised just enough to play with light and shadow. The careful flourishes at the edges—miniature broken hearts littered with apples.

			And, in the corner, a tiny butterfly.

			June is still talking in a confidential murmur. “And I’ll tell you, Ali, he could use a break. Life sure has had a way of kicking him down. First he lost his mom when he was barely grown, then his dad a few years ago, and now the fire and—Oh, here he is now.”

			I whirl to find a broad figure, shadowed by the sun. My heart stalls into that weightless sensation you get at the apex of a roller coaster or a playground swing. Right before you start to fall.

			Logan Wright is striding toward me.

			He’s taller than I remember. His jawline, once bare, is covered in the scruff of a slightly unkempt beard. He’s wearing a plaid shirt, crisp enough to look ironed. The sleeves are rolled to the elbows, the fabric tapering over his now very broad chest. There’s still a serious intensity in the stroke of his mouth and the curve of his eyes, but it’s all hardened now, etched into place by fine lines.

			One thing hasn’t changed a bit, though. He’s still the most attractive man I’ve ever seen.

			And now he’s in front of me, a loose grip on some kind of metal-tipped tool, gazing back at me with the same Oh shit expression I think might have come over my face.

			“Ali Reid.” Logan’s voice is maybe a touch deeper now, but my name sounds just the way I remember on his tongue. A fullness around the vowels, a deep baritone on the consonants.

			Somewhere I register that a customer has approached the counter and June is chatting brightly with them. But I’m trying to figure out what to say.

			I’m trying to remember how to breathe.

			If Logan registers my awkward silence, he doesn’t show it. In fact, he’s looking at me like
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