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      Can love bloom anew in her hometown orchard?

      After tragedy strikes, high-powered Boston consultant Julia Hart returns to her sleepy coastal Maine hometown to settle her late aunt's estate. But Julia soon learns her beloved aunt secretly left her the family apple orchard - a place rich with childhood memories...and unresolved history. 

      Now determined - yet clueless - orchard owner Julia butts heads with stubborn orchard manager Ryan Cooper, her childhood crush. Though Ryan's rugged good looks still make Julia's pulse race, his arrogance and resistance to change infuriate her. 

      When injured wildlife and scheming land developers threaten the orchard's future, former rivals Julia and Ryan must join forces to save their heritage. But can these polar opposites trust each other - and the intoxicating attraction simmering between them - to cultivate a fresh start?

      Julia came searching for closure, but is instead blossoming into the woman she was always meant to be. Now she faces her biggest risk yet - a chance on love. Will this city girl trade fortune for family, and return to her roots? 

      Find out in this clean small town contemporary romance about letting go of the past and coming home to yourself. Fans of Robyn Carr, Jill Shalvis and RaeAnne Thayne will savor this moving second-chance romance.
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      In the charming coastal town of Cinnamon Cove, Maine, love blossoms amidst the salty sea breeze and cozy cafes. Follow the intertwined lives of resilient locals as they navigate heartwarming connections, revealing that in the backdrop of quaint streets and waterfront views, love is the sweetest adventure of all.
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      Julia Hart sighed deeply as she stared out the expansive floor-to-ceiling windows of the sleek, imposing Tucker Development high-rise office building in downtown Boston. The bright city lights 30 stories below sparkled as dusk fell, illuminating the busy rush hour streets. She remembered a time when that view had thrilled her, when it had seemed full of possibilities and adventure, but it had been a long, long time since Julia took joy in that glamorous nighttime scene.

      She glanced at the time on her computer screen - 7:58 pm - and muttered under her breath, "Another soul-sucking 16-hour day serving the almighty dollar." It would be at least another four hours until she finished her reports and could drag herself home. Rubbing her tired, strained eyes, Julia slid her heels off of her swollen feet and leaned back heavily in her plush leather office chair, the executive throne providing little comfort.

      The shiny corporate plaque with her name emblazoned in polished gold letters felt cold and foreign, like she barely even recognized the person it named. This sterile corner office, once a symbol of her ambitious dreams, had become something like a glass prison confining her from the exciting life she had envisioned when she first moved to the big city ten years ago, bursting with hopes and aspirations.

      As Julia stared blankly out the window, the constant thrum of traffic below reminded her of the hypnotic rolling of ocean waves. The sound stirred her subconscious with sense memories of the sleepy seaside town of Cinnamon Cove, where she had spent idyllic childhood summers with Aunt Mae.

      Julia felt a pang of regret twinged with guilt, remembering how she'd had to cancel her plans to visit Cinnamon Cove and Aunt Mae last month for the town's beloved annual Lobster Festival. Work obligations had prevented her from getting away as intended. She made a mental note to call her aunt soon and reschedule the long overdue visit.

      Julia could almost smell the invigorating salty sea air, hear the soothing lull of the tide gently lapping the rocky shore, and feel the refreshing ocean breeze caressing her sun-kissed cheeks.

      In her mind's eye, the screech of taxi brakes morphed into the raucous cry of seagulls soaring overhead. The clicking of high-heels on marble transformed into the joyful slap of flip flops along weathered wooden boardwalks. The stuffy office air momentarily evaporated, replaced by cool briny mist rising from the breaking waves.

      Lost in her seaside daydream, Julia ached to transport back to those warm golden days spent combing tidal pools and collecting shells. But the harsh reality of the city sucked her back into reality - a cold world away from the Cinnamon Cove of her childhood.

      Everything about this place was perfectly ordered, meticulously designed, and incredibly hollow - much like Julia's own life lately. Somewhere along the way, her work had stopped fulfilling her and started draining the life from her instead.

      Julia was just about to squeeze back into her heels to go refill her coffee when the phone on her sleek glass desk suddenly rang, the harsh sound jolting her from her melancholy daydreams. She instinctively glanced at the caller ID flashing on the phone's screen and saw it was her Aunt Mae's number.

      A bittersweet pang gripped Julia's heart as she realized it had been weeks since she and Aunt Mae had last spoken on the phone or seen each other in person. And now she was going to have to blow Aunt Mae off if she wanted to be home by midnight.  If only Julia had found the time to visit Mae at the orchard this past summer as originally planned. At least, she thought, she could mention her plans to reschedule the visit before she got back to work.

      Julia hated the fact that she wouldn’t be able to indulge in a nice, long chat with Mae, but her work at Tucker Development, the powerful real estate investment firm run by the wealthy and notorious mogul Rick Tucker, had completely consumed every ounce of time and energy lately.

      She hadn't left the glossy high-rise office when the sun was out in over two weeks now, with the days bleeding into nights as she worked round the clock on a huge project with an impending deadline. Coffee cups and takeout containers littered her desk. She couldn't even remember the last time she had talked to someone who wasn't a colleague or client.

      So when her aunt Mae's name flashed on the phone screen, Julia quickly composed her expression and answered briskly in her polished professional voice, "Julia Hart," before Mae could even complete her usual warm greeting. She hated to cut off her aunt, but showing even a hint of personal distraction at the office was not an option. Not when Rick Tucker expected nothing short of absolute focus and dedication from his employees.

      “Julia?” a man’s voice replied.

      It wasn’t Mae's warm, familiar voice on the line. Instead, Julia heard the solemn tone of Mr. Paxton, Mae's trusted accountant and longtime family friend. “Julia, I’m afraid I have some very difficult news regarding your Aunt Mae,” he began heavily in his gravelly baritone.

      Julia gripped the phone tighter, her knuckles going white. Something about his tone immediately struck dread into her heart. She tried to swallow but her mouth had gone dry.

      "There's no easy way to say this," Mr. Paxton continued, his voice cracking slightly. "But your Aunt Mae passed away peacefully in her sleep last night at the farmhouse. I'm so very sorry."

      The words washed over Julia like a chilling wave. She could hear her pulse thundering in her ears as Mr. Paxton compassionately but plainly laid out the details - the housekeeper had found Mae still in bed when she arrived that morning. The coroner said it was likely her heart, and she had felt no pain or distress.

      But Julia heard none of those clinical details. All she could register was a deafening silence ringing in her mind. Aunt Mae was gone. Her beloved lifelong confidant, the woman who had been like a second mother to her, was lost forever. The reality of it refused to sink in. Julia just sat motionless in stunned disbelief, too shaken to even cry.

      Still gripped in shock, Julia just sat motionless as the tragic news washed over her, too stunned and overwhelmed to cry. She had just lost the family member she cherished most in this world.

      “There is one more important matter, Julia,” Mr. Paxton said solemnly over the phone. “I’m sorry to have to bring up business now, but as you know, Mae never had a husband or biological children of her own. I've learned your Aunt Mae's will leaves her entire estate to you, including the old apple orchard out on Cider Lane in Cinnamon Cove."

      Julia gasped audibly, her chest tightening. She gripped the phone even tighter. The orchard had been in Mae's family for generations and was the magical setting of so many cherished childhood memories with Aunt Mae. Could Julia really go back there now without Mae's loving presence?

      Mr. Paxton’s kind voice broke the stunned silence after giving Julia a few moments to absorb the shocking news and all it entailed. “I know this is a tremendous amount for you to take in all at once, dear,” he said gently. “But this was your aunt's wish - she wanted you to inherit the orchard. It’s your family's legacy now.”

      Numbly thanking Mr. Paxton for calling and breaking the devastating news with such compassion, Julia slowly set the phone back down in its cradle. She gazed back out at the cold, unfamiliar city lights below as a swirl of emotions washed over her. The orchard was now legally hers, but so too was the immense, crushing weight of grief over losing her favorite person in the world so suddenly. Julia realized in that sorrowful moment that nothing would ever be the same again.
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      Julia slowly navigated her white rental car along the winding two-lane seaside highway leading into the charming town of Cinnamon Cove, Maine. As she passed the familiar weather-worn wooden sign that read “Welcome to Cinnamon Cove, Population 3,272”, a light summer breeze blew in through the open windows as if to welcome her home, carrying the instantly recognizable salty scent of the surrounding ocean mingled with earthy pine and just the slightest hint of saltwater taffy.

      Inhaling the refreshing air deeply, Julia was suddenly transported back in her mind to the long, carefree childhood summers she had spent here over a decade ago with her Aunt Mae. She pictured her younger self, all gappy teeth and skinny legs, eagerly stepping out of the arrivals terminal into Mae’s waiting embrace, thrilled to immerse herself once more in this sleepy seaside village she had adored.

      Those golden summer days spent here with Mae glowed like precious jewels in Julia’s memory. She would have given anything to call back the blissful feeling of wandering barefoot across the soft grass with hand-dipped ice cream cones dripping down their hands after long afternoons searching for sea glass along the shore.

      Julia could almost smell Mae’s secret-recipe apple turnovers warm from the oven, the sweet scent mingling with traces of sunscreen and sea salt they carried in from their adventures. Her aunt had always made Julia feel like the most special girl in the world during those magical childhood summers.

      As the quaint downtown of Cinnamon Cove came into view down the road, unexpected tears suddenly welled up in Julia’s green eyes. She noticed the streets were still adorned with strings of colorful lobster buoys and nautical flags from the town’s recent annual Lobster Festival, a beloved late summer tradition she and Mae had faithfully attended together every year without fail.

      Seeing the Main Street storefronts decked out in the festive marine decor, a pang of regret pierced Julia's heart. She had been forced to cancel her plans to attend the Lobster Fest with Mae this year due to work obligations, always assuming she could just go the following summer instead. Now, she would never again have the chance to share in the food, games, and fellowship of the festival alongside her aunt. That precious opportunity had been lost forever, time she could never claw back squandered on pointless work that now she couldn’t even recall but that had seemed so urgent at the moment.

      Seeing the Main Street storefronts decked out in the festive marine decor overwhelmed Julia with nostalgia and grief laid like a stone on her chest. She could easily picture weaving through the crowded festival with Mae, stopping to crack steamed lobster claws fresh off the boat, listening to local bands play jaunty sea shanties late into the starry night.

      Julia and Mae would always dress up in matching red bandanas to get into the spirit. They inevitably ate too much sweet blueberry cobbler from the bake sale table, never passing up a chance to sample the wares. At the craft booths, Julia would help Mae pick out a hand-carved ornament to add to her collection, which decorated the tree each Christmas. And they never missed watching the fireworks bursting over the rocky coast on final night, oohing and aahing with heads tipped back in wonder, Julia safe in the comforting nook of Mae’s arm even as an adult.

      Continuing slowly down the seaside road, Julia passed the stately redbrick library building and felt her nostalgia swell into a tidal wave. This place held such significance in her past. It was in the children’s section of this very library as a precocious 10-year-old that Julia had first found the confidence to speak up for herself and articulate her thoughts, encouraged by Mae’s unwavering belief in her abilities.

      She vividly remembered one pivotal moment - nervously approaching the front desk to ask about checking out a stack of chapter books clearly above her reading level. The librarian had frowned down at her sternly over silver cat-eye glasses and expressed skepticism that such advanced literature was intelligible to someone so young and small.

      Julia’s skinny shoulders slumped under the weight of the adult’s definitive disapproval. But then Mae had given Julia's hand a reassuring squeeze and spoken up on her behalf, gently but firmly advocating for Julia’s right to at least try reading the thicker tomes.

      Sure enough, Julia had quickly devoured every novel she checked out, proving both the librarian and herself wrong. All it took was someone truly believing in her, seeing her quiet tenacity and potential. And no one had ever believed in Julia more fiercely than Mae. This place held such meaning as the setting of that pivotal growth in her early independence.

      Turning onto the gently curving Cider Lane with gnarled apple trees arching overhead, Julia felt increasingly nervous as she approached the final bend leading to the orchard property. She braced herself, fingers tightening around the steering wheel, wondering if she could bear to walk this beloved land she knew so intimately without Mae there to greet her with open arms.

      When she finally pulled into the gravel driveway after that last turn, her childhood home coming into full view, Julia shifted into park with a shaky hand and stepped out, pulse pounding in her ears. She paused to take in the achingly familiar sight of the stately two-story white farmhouse with dark green shutters and wrap-around porch that she knew so well.

      Despite the other historic homes nearby, without Mae’s vibrant presence, the sprawling orchard farm now seemed lonelier than ever before. Julia suddenly felt like a ghost haunting her own past. Being back stirred a kaleidoscope of emotions – she was finally home, but without the woman who had made this place feel like home for her entire childhood.

      The magnitude of Mae's absence nearly struck Julia to her knees in that moment. Mae had not just been her aunt, but the person she was closest to in the entire world. And now Julia was completely and utterly bereft, left to navigate the world without her guiding light. The crushing weight of loneliness nearly stole Julia's breath away, immobilizing her with grief. For the first time in her life she felt frighteningly untethered, without family to turn to ever again.
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      After parking her dusty rental car in front of the farmhouse, Julia slowly made her way on foot into the sprawling orchard behind the property, reverently running her hands over the weathered, craggy bark of the massive old apple trees that marked the perimeter.

      As a fearless child, she had loved to climb as high as she could into the leafy branches of these sturdy giants, pretending she was a pirate in the crow’s nest scouting for enemy ships or an explorer mapping uncharted lands from above. The soaring heights had made her feel free, invincible.

      Now Julia lingered at their roots, comforted by the familiar ridged texture under her palms, a tangible connection to happy childhood days full of possibility and wonder.

      Wandering deeper among the orderly rows of trees, their branches heavy with ripe, rosy-hued apples, Julia breathed in deeply, surrounding herself with the sweet, earthy scent of the fruit mingled with freshly fallen leaves crunching underfoot. The orchard smelled of nostalgia, transporting her through time.

      In the distance, the two-story white farmhouse came into view atop a gently sloping hill. As Julia drew nearer, she suddenly heard a man’s irritated voice cut through the tranquility, yelling out, “I already told you, we’ve always pruned these trees this way! This is how we do things here. If you don’t like it, you can just move on.”

      Puzzled and curious, Julia quickened her pace and rounded the corner to see who was having such a meltdown over the proper procedure for tree-trimming. She came upon a tall, powerfully built man with dark hair, gesturing emphatically with his pruning clippers at another younger orchard worker who cowered beneath the tirade, struggling to follow the bigger man’s apparently very precise instructions on tree trimming..

      The tantrum-thrower’s strong profile was obscured from Julia’s view, but something about his authoritative, stubborn tone stirred her memory. As he continued lecturing the worker on the proper pruning techniques, realization dawned on Julia. This opinionated man was Ryan Cooper, one of her closest childhood friends from those idyllic summers spent on the orchard with Mae.

      Some things never changed, Julia mused with a hint of a smile playing about her lips. Even as a gangly kid, Ryan had acted bossy and self-assured, insisting he knew best about everything from climbing trees to catching crawdads to building secret forest forts from sticks and leaves.

      Now in adulthood, he apparently still fancied himself the unrivaled expert on all aspects of orchard operations. Julia couldn’t suppress her amused chuckle. “Ryan Cooper, you haven’t changed one single bit since we were kids!” she called out warmly to get his attention, nostalgia swelling in her chest.

      At the sound of her voice, Ryan immediately stopped berating the worker and turned, his piercing hazel eyes flashing with surprise as they landed on Julia. His ruggedly handsome face registered stunned disbelief at the sight of her standing there after so many years apart.

      “Julia Hart? Is that really you?” Ryan asked in a stunned tone. Julia waited expectantly for his handsome face to break into a pleased smile of recognition at their surprise reunion after so many years apart.

      But instead his expression remained impassive, his eyes guarded. Crossing his muscular arms over his broad chest almost defensively, Ryan said gruffly, “I can’t believe little Julia is back after all this time. What are you doing here anyway?”

      

      Confusion pin-pricked Julia’s bubble of happy nostalgia at his oddly cool reaction. She had expected delight or at least a smile from her old friend, but instead he almost seemed to bristle at her presence. Her own grin faltered with uncertainty.

      “Let me guess - you’re just here to sell this place off as fast as you can now that your Aunt Mae is gone, right?” Ryan challenged in an aggressive, confrontational tone before Julia could even respond.

      Stung by his immediate rudeness and hurtful assumption, Julia maintained her poise and patiently explained that Mae’s will had in fact left the entire estate to her, including the orchard. Julia had come not to hastily sell, but to settle Mae’s affairs and consider how to best move forward after her unexpected loss.

      But Ryan only grunted at the news, his face stormy. "Well don’t get too comfortable. You won't get the chance to be moving forward, backward, or any other direction if I can help it. Just stay out of my way until I finalize buying this place myself," he shot back stubbornly.

      Before Julia could utter another word, Ryan abruptly stormed off down the row of trees, the set of his broad shoulders radiating anger. She stood rooted in place for a moment, utterly speechless in the face of his bizarre hostility.

      Julia’s bubbly anticipation at connecting with her childhood best friend had instantly evaporated. She now fumed internally over Ryan’s completely uncalled-for rude reaction. She had expected empathy for her loss or at least professional courtesy, not antagonistic accusations and orders to stay away from her own inheritance.

      The wordless dismissal confounded Julia even more. Where was the sweet boy who had snuck her extra cookies when Mae wasn’t looking or helped her climb to the best tree perches? The Ryan she remembered had been stubborn and headstrong at times, but never outright hostile without cause.

      Clearly in adulthood, her old friend had grown hardened by life in ways she did not yet grasp. Julia sighed, her heart heavy with disappointment. This place held such happy memories of adventures with Ryan chasing fireflies and sharing secrets under the stars. She had hoped reconnecting might rekindle that nostalgic magic, or at least relieve some of the pain of losing Mae.

      But while the land remained unchanged, Ryan himself was now a stranger to Julia, his once-familiar boyish smile replaced by a suspicious scowl. The gulf of years apart had eroded whatever bond they once shared. Julia finally turned and slowly made her way toward the farmhouse, deep in thought about what could have turned Ryan so distrustful and bitter.
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      The next morning, Julia found Ryan out among the orderly rows of apple trees, busily pruning away dead wood and crossed branches with skilled strokes of his sharpened clippers. As she watched him work, Julia noticed he was pruning the trees differently than she remembered Aunt Mae showing her when she was just an inquisitive kid eager to help out around the orchard.

      Driven by a mix of curiosity and defiance after witnessing Ryan's rude behavior the previous day, Julia couldn't resist casually commenting, "You know, you really should cut back more of those inward-facing branches to optimize airflow and light exposure."

      Ryan froze mid-cut and slowly turned to face her, irritation flashing in his piercing hazel eyes. "I've been pruning these trees this same way for years and know what I'm doing," he replied dismissively. "This is my orchard, so maybe you should just mind your own business."

      Stung by his patronizing tone, Julia crossed her arms and said pointedly, “Actually, this is my orchard now, in case you forgot. So I have every right to voice my opinion on how it’s managed.”

      Ryan’s jaw tightened, but he held his tongue. He stepped down from his ladder and walked over to Julia, his impressive height emphasized as he towered over her.

      “Legally, maybe that’s true,” Ryan conceded in a strained voice. “But I’ve worked this land for over a decade. I know every root and branch on this property like the back of my hand.”

      He went on to explain that he had been the orchard manager since his early 20s and had a binding contract with Mae to incrementally buy the orchard from her at a very attractive price, with the goal of full ownership by age 40.

      “That contract was with Mae, not with me,” Julia countered evenly, standing her ground. “I’m not beholden to any verbal agreements you two had. As the sole heir, it's my choice whether to sell the land or not.”

      Ryan's jaw clenched. They stood in tense silence for a long moment, the contract issue unresolved but simmering beneath the surface. Julia could sense Ryan's resentment toward her already, and they had only just begun this inevitable power struggle over control of the orchard.

      Later that morning, when Julia suggested replacing the old, rusted cast iron irrigation pipes running throughout the rows of trees with more efficient PVC tubing, Ryan stubbornly insisted the current outdated system still worked just fine.

      “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” he declared with smug authority. "You can't just swoop in here and start changing everything overnight."

      As they continued squabbling back and forth about replanting strategies, seasonal hiring, and investing profits into new equipment, Julia gradually realized that Ryan somehow managed to look unfairly handsome even when he was worked up and shouting - his cheeks endearingly flushed, his eyes blazing with passionate intensity.

      But still, his arrogant stubbornness and resistance to all her innovative ideas and proposals was truly maddening. Julia had to repeatedly quell the urge to continue arguing her well-reasoned points, knowing Ryan's entrenched traditionalism meant he refused to even hear an outsider's perspective. She decided to just let it go for the time being for the sake of peace.

      Later, safely out of Ryan's line of sight, an amused Julia watched him through the dusty barn window as he wrestled to attach a heavy leather harness onto the back of a particularly huge, ornery, and uncooperative mule named Beatrice. She couldn't help but notice the way Ryan's muscular, tanned arms strained with the effort, his strength on full display.

      Catching herself gazing a beat too long, Julia blushed. Just then, Ryan abruptly looked up and met her eyes through the window, raising a cocky, questioning eyebrow at her. His lips curled into an infuriating, self-assured smirk, as if intuiting exactly where her wayward thoughts had wandered.

      Mortified at being caught staring, Julia quickly spun around, cheeks burning. But not before catching a glimpse of Ryan's smug, satisfied grin. Julia pressed her palms to her flaming cheeks, flustered and irritated.

      Since when did Ryan have such an uncanny ability to get under her skin and fluster her? She resolved to be much more careful and guarded around him moving forward. He clearly took some twisted pleasure in provoking her composure. Well, Julia refused to give him that power.

      But that very afternoon, when an unexpected heavy rain storm suddenly swept across the orchard, Julia and Ryan wordlessly rushed to work together side-by-side for the first time since her return, urgently grabbing tarps and poles without any need for discussion to try and shield the youngest, most vulnerable fruit trees from damage.

      They labored urgently as wind lashed the tarps and water cascaded down. Moving in sync, they managed to brace and cover many of the saplings before the storm reached its peak intensity. As dusk fell and the wind finally died down, Julia shrugged on her jacket, shivering slightly.

      She couldn't help but notice that Ryan's blue work shirt had been thoroughly soaked through during their efforts, now clinging alluringly to the sculpted muscles of his broad shoulders and strong back, the drenched fabric outlining his impressive physique.

      Flustered by her body's instinctive response to the enticing sight, Julia abruptly averted her gaze down to the muddy ground, internally scolding herself for such wayward thoughts. How could this infuriating, stubborn man also be so unfortunately appealing at the same time? It made no logical sense to her.

      Later, Ryan stepped out of the downstairs shower freshly washed up, just as Julia was descending the creaky stairs. Her eyes were involuntarily drawn to the defined muscles of his forearms and the way droplets of water still clung to his damp, dark hair. Busying herself washing apples from the storm at the kitchen sink, Julia tried to ignore the pang of awareness tingling across her skin being so close to him.

      The mouthwatering aroma of beef stew soon filled the cozy farmhouse kitchen as he cooked up a hearty meal for them both to warm up after the long, damp day spent laboring outside together.

      "This stew is delicious, thank you for cooking," Julia said a bit too formally as they ate together by candlelight, attempting to fill the suddenly intimate silence that had descended over the dimly lit room.

      Ryan gave her a genuine smile that made her heart unexpectedly skip a beat. "It was nothing...just an old family recipe," he replied with a casual humility that surprised her after their frequent arguments and clashes since her return.

      "You know, I actually moved in here a few months back to help your Aunt Mae out as she got older," Ryan continued thoughtfully. "It got hard for her to keep up the big house and orchard on her own, so I sorta became her live-in assistant."

      Julia listened with interest, getting a first glimpse into Ryan's relationship with Mae in recent years. She felt a pang of guilt remembering how she herself had drifted away and rarely visited as Mae aged, too absorbed in her own busy life.

      "I know that Mae was so grateful for your help and companionship. I'm ashamed I didn't do more from afar," Julia admitted quietly.

      Ryan gave an understanding nod. "This place meant everything to her. I wanted to be here for her," he said simply, though his voice held a deep sadness.

      Julia was moved by Ryan's devotion to her aunt in her twilight years. She understood a little better now the roots of his protectiveness and sense of ownership over the orchard. He had essentially grown into a surrogate son for Mae as her health failed. Julia resolved to be more compassionate toward Ryan’s perspective moving forward.

      When their fingers accidentally brushed reaching for the salt shaker on the worn wooden table during dinner, Julia felt an involuntary but powerful spark of electricity shoot through her whole body at that simple touch. She pulled her hand back quickly as if burned, disturbed and rattled by her intense physical reaction to Ryan. What was happening to her usually sound judgment?

      Baffled by her own conflicting reactions to this complex man, from aggravation and defensiveness one minute to reluctant attraction and anticipation the next, Julia helped wordlessly clean the kitchen after dinner, keeping her head down to avoid meeting Ryan's eyes again. Her emotions were in such turmoil she felt unable to unravel them.

      Lying awake that night in her childhood canopy bed upstairs as rain pattered gently on the shingles outside, Julia's thoughts churned. She knew developing a professional partnership with Ryan would be challenging given their frequent clashes and his obvious resentment toward her.

      Yet undeniably, there was also a powerful undercurrent pulling them together - a magnetism that thrilled and frightened Julia in equal measure. She had not expected to feel such a visceral connection to this near-stranger who was both infuriating and irresistible in ways she could not possibly have predicted. Julia eventually fell into a troubled sleep, dreams full of stormy hazel eyes and unexpected electricity.
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      The night before the very first farmer's market of the season, Julia and Ryan worked diligently late into the evening together in the dimly lit cider barn, busily prepping baskets of apples and jugs of fresh cider to sell at their booth in the town square the next morning.

      As they worked side-by-side, Ryan carefully inspected each individual apple, rejecting any with even the slightest bruises, spots, or blemishes. He explained that he had loyal customers who expected only the very finest produce from the orchard.

      "But these apples look perfectly fine to me," Julia said a bit impatiently as another mostly red but slightly dented apple was discarded. She was irritated by Ryan's seemingly obsessive, painstakingly slow pace. At this rate they would have barely anything left to bring to market.

      "I won't sell anything to my customers but the very best, most pristine, picture-perfect quality produce," Ryan replied stubbornly, maintaining his lofty standards. “I have a reputation to maintain.”

      Though still a bit annoyed, Julia had to privately admit she admired and respected his dedication to excellence and customer satisfaction. He clearly took great pride in his work. Aunt Mae's words once rang in her ears - "Ryan knows that land and those trees better than anyone."

      As the evening wore on, Julia tried to subtly sneak several admiring glances at Ryan's tanned, muscular forearms which were exposed with his plaid work shirt sleeves rolled up as he focused on filling basket after basket with only apples that passed his strict inspection.

      When he bent down to lift and stack a particularly heavy wooden crate brimming with vibrant orange Gala apples, Julia found herself shamelessly staring, transfixed at the way his worn, faded jeans pulled taut across the sculpted muscles of his thick thighs and firm backside.

      Catching her lingering gaze with a hint of an amused grin playing about his lips, Ryan cheekily teased in his deep voice, "See something you like?"

      Mortified at being caught ogling him so blatantly, Julia immediately huffed in embarrassment, her cheeks flaming. Flustered, she shot back, "You missed a bruised apple over there!" redirecting her frustration with herself onto him. She whirled around, busying herself with arranging the cider jugs and trying in vain to slow her racing pulse.

      The next sunny morning at the local farmer's market booth in the bustling town square, Julia helped Ryan set up their stand, displaying the crates of apples and jugs of cider they had stayed up late preparing.

      Soon customers began streaming in, drawn by the appetizing scent of freshly baked apple cider donuts Julia had risen early to make. She quietly observed as Ryan easily charmed the market visitors, handing out samples of apple slices while enthusiastically describing the orchard's generations-long history and each apple variety's ideal use.

      When supplies began running low, Ryan insisted on staying late to press more cider rather than closing up early. "We can't leave customers empty-handed," he declared. Julia shook her head in exasperated annoyance at his stubborn dedication, even as she respected his tireless work ethic and earnestness when it came to the orchard.

      As the sunset painted the sky brilliant hues of orange and pink, Julia brought Ryan a steaming mug of coffee to keep him alert while he monitored the noisy cider press. Their fingers brushed lightly as he accepted it, sending a little spark of awareness tingling up Julia's arm.

      She tried to ignore the unwanted magnetism she felt in his presence. But when their eyes met, Julia was momentarily spellbound by his handsome, intensely focused expression in the golden dusk light. She had to remind herself that he was just a coworker, nothing more. They weren’t even really friends any longer, like they had been as kids. Plus, there was the future of the orchard hanging between them. For the time being, Julia had to focus on learning everything she could about the orchard’s business operations.

      The next few hours remained busy with a steady stream of customers. Julia often found her gaze straying to Ryan's muscular forearms as he lifted bushel baskets effortlessly or the way his worn jeans hugged his sculpted physique when he knelt to arrange the apples.

      Try as she might to remain detached, she was drawn to him on a primal level she did not fully understand. This confusing swirl of attraction and irritation left Julia flustered. She became hyper-focused on finances and figures to compensate, firmly denying the temptation she felt watching beads of sweat glisten on Ryan's tanned skin as he pressed cider.

      Their dynamic was complicated, but Julia could not lose sight of her duty to maximize orchard profits and uphold Mae's legacy. Still, sometimes at dusk when their eyes met across the booth, Julia wondered if Ryan too felt the frustrating heat rising between them.
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      It was a crisp summer morning and Julia was perched up high on a weathered old wooden ladder deep in the orchard, busily picking some of the ripe, rosy Macoun apples from the upper branches. Balancing precariously, she leaned forward, straining her arm to reach a particularly large, juicy-looking piece of fruit just out of range.

      But in doing so, she suddenly lost her balance on the ladder's narrow rung, tilting backwards with a startled cry as gravity swiftly took hold. Julia barely had time to register what was happening before she came crashing down, hitting the ground hard feet-first before eventually coming to a hard stop on her bottom.

      Pain instantly shot up her entire left leg as her ankle twisted at an awkward angle beneath her with an audible thud. "Owww!" Julia cried out involuntarily through gritted teeth, clutching her throbbing ankle that was already starting to swell. The fear set in that this was more than a simple sprain.

      Hearing her shouts of distress, Ryan had sprinted over from his spot pruning trees several rows away. His handsome face was etched with genuine concern and worry for her.

      "Julia! Oh my gosh, are you okay?" Ryan asked urgently as he quickly knelt down on the ground beside her. With surprising tenderness, his large, strong hands gently examined her rapidly swelling ankle as Julia tried not to audibly wince in pain under his probing touch.

      After carefully rotating her ankle, checking for any broken bones or torn ligaments, Ryan surmised with relief, “I think you got lucky. It’s just twisted with moderate swelling, most likely a sprain.”

      Before Julia could protest that she could surely hobble back to the house herself, Ryan had already slipped one muscular arm under her knees and the other securely around her back. And with that, he easily lifted her up off the ground as if she weighed nothing at all.

      Surprised by this gallant gesture from a man who had been so standoffish up until now, Julia instinctively looped her arms around his thick, strong neck for stability as he began carrying her effortlessly, acutely aware of the warmth and woodsy scent of his rugged, muscular frame.

      Struggling to ignore their unexpected physical closeness, Julia could feel the steady, reassuring beat of Ryan's heart under her palm where it rested against his broad chest. The rhythmic thumping reminded her that under his hardened exterior, he was still flesh and blood.

      In the safety of his sturdy arms, Julia felt herself relaxing, the pain in her ankle fading into the background. She couldn't help resting her head against Ryan's shoulder as he made his way as smoothly as possible across the uneven orchard ground and into the cozy farmhouse.

      Once inside, Ryan set her down exceedingly gently on the soft, worn leather couch as if she were made of delicate glass. He carefully propped up her injured ankle on a plush pillow and fetched an ice pack from the freezer, tenderly wrapping
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