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            Chapter 1

         
         Brianna MacDougall sat at the wood and stone bar in the new tasting room at Fairfield Orchard and tried not to look at her
            host, Tyler Fairfield. It should be easy to be distracted by the beauty all around her. The tasting room was a remodeled one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old
            barn, with one wall totally replaced by a glass window crisscrossed by the barn’s original beams. The center of that wall
            was a gorgeous stone fireplace, and beyond it, from the orchard’s perch in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, she
            could see the autumn brilliance that was the central Virginia countryside stretching out below them. The view was breathtaking
            beneath the bright blue sky of a crisp October day. The tasting room bustled with the Friday throng, who crowded the two long
            bars that were the center of the barn. The opening of the tasting room and the introduction of hard cider last month had certainly
            lured a new crop of tourists and locals alike.
         

         
         Brianna should be enjoying it, delighted for the good fortune of one of her best friends, Amy Fairfield. If only the host
            today wasn’t Amy’s twin brother, Tyler, gorgeous and charismatic, an actor come home with his sister to help save the family
            orchard—and the man she’d drunkenly slept with six months ago.
         

         
         She’d never done anything so shocking in her life, and it still felt as if it had been someone else in her body, doing reckless,
            wild, forbidden things. She was mortified, because surely women threw themselves at Tyler all the time, and now he probably
            thought she was just like the rest of them.
         

         
         She barely kept herself from knocking her forehead into the bar at her stupidity. Such a bad decision on her part—and here
            she thought it had been her sister’s job in the family to make them. Brianna was the sober, sensible daughter, after all,
            the one who could be counted on to exercise and read books rather than hang out and party. Someday she’d find a man who shared
            those same interests, who appreciated small towns and quiet evenings by the fire. But Tyler wasn’t that man.
         

         
         She took a deep sip of her cider and tried not to look at him, a feeling she was getting far too familiar with. But she didn’t
            need to look to see him in her mind: his short, sandy brown hair styled with a disheveled neglect that inspired women to think
            of the bedroom, his deep blue eyes that evoked warmth and sensuality, the handsome, chiseled contours of his face that had
            made millions of fans swoon when they watched him play neurosurgeon Dr. Lake on the canceled soap opera Doctors and Nurses. He was six feet of studliness with the broad shoulders and lithe muscles of an athlete. Those muscles had not too long ago
            been pressed to her body, had risen over her, and moved under her. She shivered and tried not to clench her thighs together.
         

         
         She and Tyler had always been friends, but there’d also been an unspoken connection they’d never discussed. She’d been dazzled
            by his looks and charm, but had learned to do a good job hiding it. After all, she’d been a pudgy geek in high school, one
            of the stage crew before Tyler had even been interested in acting, a straight-A student with her laser focus on attending
            the nearby University of Virginia to bring a business degree back to her family’s MacDougall General Store. Tyler had coasted
            through high school on his wit and personality, a basketball star and homecoming king. He’d always had a date, and another
            girl just waiting to take that one’s place. Brianna had never assumed she could be one of them, as if the thought were from
            a fanciful realm of unreality.
         

         
         His reality was fame and celebrity, and all the good fortune, complications, and women that went with it. Since he’d returned
            home from New York City last May—a temporary move, she constantly reminded herself—she’d seen women come to a complete stop
            on the street when he passed by. They’d point and whisper to their friends, and either a) beg him for an autograph, b) follow
            him down the street taking pictures, or c) boldly ask him out. He always responded with good grace and that wide smile that
            charmed everyone from babies to grandmas. Brianna didn’t want to be like one of those women.
         

         
         Yet something was going on behind that mask he so easily donned; she just wasn’t sure what. He’d seemed different to her on
            this temporary stay back home, wearing an occasional sober expression that quickly evaporated when he thought anyone was looking.
            And she had no right to question him. After all, they’d only had sex, mind-incinerating, body-rocking, glorious sex. Even
            though she’d been drunk, she remembered every exquisite detail—but he didn’t. When she’d realized that, she claimed not to
            remember much either, and they’d both agreed to pretend it hadn’t happened.
         

         
         But it had happened, and she hadn’t dated anyone since, because frankly, who could compare to Tyler Fairfield? She needed the memories
            to fade, so she could go back to her regular life. They had nothing in common but their hometown roots, friends, and family;
            everything she felt for him was physical, ephemeral. Things should be going back to normal, right? Back to the safe little
            dance they always did around each other. They wanted different things in life—and he was leaving. But things weren’t normal.
            He seemed a little more distant with her, more polite, as if she was an acquaintance rather than a friend. She’d practically
            asked for such treatment, she reminded herself. She’d wanted to forget what had happened between them, but her behavior had
            obviously changed something for him.
         

         
         Sometimes he’d give her a glimpse she couldn’t read, and she’d feel that sizzle of awareness, of skin-to-skin memory of what
            had happened between them. Just a few months ago, he’d asked her to dance when they’d gone out in a group to a Charlottesville
            bar. Though she’d been shocked, she’d pretended they were just two friends, had looked anywhere but in his face. Cowardly,
            she knew, but safe. They were supposed to forget everything, and looking too deeply into those knowing eyes was risky.
         

         
         She was too afraid of what could happen if he did remember everything about that one night together—their friendship would
            be lost. It had already suffered a blow that made her sad. She’d had no idea how much she counted on seeing his encouraging
            smile when things were tough, how much his friendship, even from a distance, meant to her. He’d always respected her and her
            accomplishments, but after the way she’d behaved last spring . . . she shuddered and looked down.
         

         
         Brianna noticed her glass was empty just as Tyler did, too. He ambled down the long bar toward her, giving smiles and quick
            answers as eager customers talked to him along the way. She wished someone would hold his attention, distract him, but no
            one did, although plenty of women looked longingly at him as he passed by. He’d always been able to work a crowd, because
            he had a gift with people. And then he was in front of her, folding his bare forearms on the gleaming wood bar top as he leaned
            toward her. His skin was tan from the outdoor life of working at an orchard, and she could see prominent veins like a raised
            highway map of sexiness. When he looked at her with those deep blue eyes, she swallowed hard. But his smile, oh, the smile
            she’d once treasured, had a polite, distant edge that had never been there before. All because of her, and her inability to
            hold her alcohol. No wonder she rarely drank.
         

         
         “Hey, Bri, still thirsty?”

         
         His voice was low, smooth, and deep, rippling across her nerve endings. Did he know what he did to women with that voice?
            That actor’s voice, she reminded herself sternly, well trained and deliberate. The silent reminder didn’t help.
         

         
         “Yes, I am,” she said brightly. She didn’t sound conflicted or breathless or adoring, a skill she’d lately worked hard to
            accomplish where he was concerned. Pathetic.
         

         
         “The same?”

         
         “Tell Carlos that the Spiced Apple Winter is delicious.”

         
         “I’ll tell him.” Tyler reached down to the cooler beneath the bar, brought out a bottle, and poured a generous amount in her
            tall glass.
         

         
         “How’s he dealing with being the orchard manager and the chief cider maker?”
         

         
         “He loves it. He’d rather be busy, and of course, he has all of us minions to help him out.”

         
         “A minion? I don’t think he’d call the owners minions.”

         
         Tyler gave a good-natured shrug. “I may have grown up here, but I spent the last twelve years in New York City. Getting back
            into the orchard business has reminded me that as a kid, I only knew the fun stuff—driving the tractor for hayrides, cooking
            hot dogs at the old Snack Shack, helping to plant trees. Now I’m learning spreadsheets and shipping schedules and the signs
            of fungus.”
         

         
         “Ew.”

         
         “Damn straight.”

         
         “But you won’t be doing it much longer, will you? Amy told me you were only staying a few months. And that was a few months
            ago.” She sounded like she wanted him to go. Although she didn’t want him to, it was only a matter of time. She had to protect
            herself until then.
         

         
         “I’m staying through Christmas. After that . . . it’s back to the city.” He cocked his head, and the corner of his mouth quirked
            up. “Anxious for me to leave?”
         

         
         She knew he wasn’t flirting with her, after they’d decided to pretend sex hadn’t happened. Could he actually remember the details—no, she knew he didn’t,
            so she tried to deflect. “Seeking and eradicating fungus isn’t making you want to stick around?”
         

         
         He met her gaze and grinned. She grinned back, and the moment suddenly went on too long, got a little too deep, a little too
            breathless. Memories rose up, and with him right in front of her, it was hard to force them back down into the dark, seductive
            shadows. This was happening to her too much lately.
         

         
         Then he looked away and cleared his throat. “Fungus may prove too hard to resist.”

         
         It didn’t seem fair that he so easily resisted the momentary connection. Of course, he didn’t have the same memories she did . . .
            and that was a good thing, she reminded herself. He picked up a towel, as if he was going to leave, and she heard words coming
            out of her mouth.
         

         
         “Then it’s back to Manhattan, or to L.A., with the other glamorous stars?” Why was she trying to keep him in her vicinity,
            with all this surface awkwardness and buried tension?
         

         
         “Glamorous?” he scoffed. “You wouldn’t think that if you saw me covered in apple rot. But no, I’m not heading to L.A. I prefer
            the Manhattan lifestyle. Plus, it’s closer to home.”
         

         
         “Still a small-town boy at heart?” she teased. She wished.

         
         “I like to think so.”

         
         “So it hasn’t been so bad being back here.” Did she sound wistful, as if she wished his move was permanent? She could practically
            hear a clanging alarm bell going off in her head. She was small-town, and he really wasn’t, regardless of what he said. Her
            parents owned the MacDougall General Store in the nearby village of Spencer Hollow, and she managed it for them. She may have
            gone to Charlottesville for school—and that could hardly be called a city—but she’d come right back to the foothills of the
            Blue Ridge Mountains, where she belonged.
         

         
         “It’s been fun hanging out with my sister again,” he said, “though staying in the big family house by ourselves has been weird,
            with Mom and Dad retired and gone.”
         

         
         “Ah, their great RV adventure. Where are they now?”

         
         “On the road to the Grand Canyon. If you’re not following them on Instagram, you should be. The pictures are incredible.”

         
         “Your parents are on Instagram?” she asked. “I’ll have to check it out.”

         
         His genial expression faded into a look of somber-eyed concern. “Speaking of parents, how’s your dad?”

         
         Oh, so difficult to answer. Her dad and his condition were the reasons she’d been in New York City at all, leaving her vulnerable
            to too much alcohol, her own desperately wayward thoughts, and Tyler’s potent charisma.
         

         
         “He’s okay for now,” she said. “The meds prescribed by the doctors have helped slow his memory loss. He’s still at the store
            every day, still driving, but Alzheimer’s disease won’t give up the fight.”
         

         
         “Your dad won’t either.”

         
         He started to lay his hand on top of hers then stopped, veering to wipe an invisible spot on the bar instead. No touching,
            when you were trying to forget just how much you’d touched. But she was grateful for his concern. He and her dad had always
            been close, especially when Mr. Fairfield had been deep in the throes of alcoholism. Her dad had treated Tyler like the son
            he never had.
         

         
         But Brianna had never thought of Tyler like a brother.

         
         Every time she thought he might be all flash, all surface (because he seemed to want people to think that about him), she
            remembered how good he’d been with her dad, never the cocky teenager who rolled his eyes at adults, but one who always valued
            her dad’s advice. Brianna swallowed hard at the lump that tried to clog her throat. It was too easy to cry these days.
         

         
         “Do you know when Amy is getting back?” she asked. “We have dinner plans. We’d stay here, but . . .”

         
         She looked around. They had a cute display of picnic-ready foods like fruits and cheeses and locally made chocolates. They
            used to have a Snack Shack, with hot dogs and pizza, but it had accidentally burned down last summer.
         

         
         “You want a sit-down meal, I bet,” Tyler said.

         
         “It was a long day at work.”

         
         “People doing their grocery shopping before the weekend?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “Yeah, we’re not exactly equipped for a full meal.” He frowned and glanced at the picnic display. “We have plans for more,
            but it’s hard to get them going quickly when we just spent the summer remodeling the barn.”
         

         
         Several female customers had noticed him looking around, and although other staff were on hand, the women raised their glasses
            and beckoned him with encouraging smiles.
         

         
         “Your public awaits,” Brianna said. “Does it ever get old?”

         
         “Being adored? No way.”

         
         He flashed the megawatt smile that threatened to pop every sensible brain cell she had left. For just a moment, they were
            the Brianna and Tyler of old, friends. And then his expression shuttered, and she mourned the loss.
         

         
         She shook her head and watched him move down the bar. He wore a black buttoned-down shirt tucked into his jeans, which led
            her eyes right down to his—
         

         
         “Bri!”

         
         Amy’s call startled Brianna, and she guiltily looked away from Tyler. She’d be mortified if Amy discovered what had happened
            between Tyler and her in New York. She pasted on a smile and rose from her stool to give Amy a hug, while Amy’s brindle-colored
            Alaskan husky, Uma, looked on, pointy-eared head cocked with interest.
         

         
         Amy had hair the same light brown as Tyler’s, but she wore hers long and swinging about her shoulders, rather than up beneath
            a Virginia Cavaliers ball cap, her usual orchard-wear. Freckles were dotted beneath her deep blue eyes and her delicate face
            made her look younger than she was. Or maybe it was happiness. There was a certain glow about her ever since she’d fallen
            in love with history professor Jonathan Gebhart, who’d come from Charlottesville last summer to do research on Thomas Jefferson,
            the original owner of the land that made up Fairfield Orchard.
         

         
         “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting long,” Amy said, standing beside her.

         
         “No, not at all,” Brianna said.

         
         “Tyler kept you occupied?”

         
         Brianna swallowed. “Sure, he’s always polite. You know our Tyler.”

         
         Amy rolled her eyes, and then her satisfied gaze looked over the tasting room, where there wasn’t an empty stool, chair, or
            couch.
         

         
         “The place is packed,” Brianna said in a low voice. “You guys must be thrilled.”

         
         “We are, but it’s hard to take a breath and appreciate it. This seven-days-a-week stuff—exhausting!”

         
         “The worst of the tourist season and the apple picking will be over soon, right?”

         
         “Not until the end of November. But Bri”—Amy put an arm around her shoulders and gave a squeeze—“it’s working, it’s really
            working! Our ideas, I mean, the hard cider, the tasting room. Tyler and I came here to help save the family orchard, and to
            know that we’ve put it on a new and better path . . .” Her voice became husky as she trailed off.
         

         
         Brianna gave her a big hug. “I knew you could do it,” she whispered fiercely.

         
         As they separated, Amy wiped a tear. “Well, it’s only a start, remember. All of my siblings have promised to give some time
            to come home and help.”
         

         
         “Have you started scheduling that?”

         
         “Well . . . there’s been talk. After the Snack Shack burned down, we knew we had to find a new way to feed our customers.
            We’ve been discussing with my brother Noah about what he thinks is best, being the chef in the family. With the holidays coming,
            he can’t get away from his Pittsburgh restaurant for an extended time, but he’s promised a visit and a consultation.”
         

         
         “Consulting for what?” Brianna asked. “A new Snack Shack?”

         
         “Hopefully more of a restaurant than that,” Amy said. “But we have plenty enough to deal with right now. School tours have
            gone up, even though the new tasting room doesn’t bring in that crowd.”
         

         
         “I bet your good marketing helps.”

         
         Amy straightened her shoulders with pride. “Thanks, I’ve been doing my best. Grandpa Fairfield usually conducts the school
            tours, but the demand has been so great, I’ve been enlisted.”
         

         
         Brianna eyed her friend. “You’re practically a teacher now, huh? How does a former Realtor handle it?”

         
         “Pretty well, if I say so myself. I’m even used to the weekend work.”

         
         Brianna couldn’t help a snort of laughter. “You don’t get my sympathy. My store is open seven days a week year round.” She
            glanced around the crowded room. “But even I’m not this busy.”
         

         
         “Hopefully with our every success, we’ll bring more people to Spencer Hollow. Your store is right at the crossroads—you should
            see an increase, too. Meanwhile I’m not just marketing the orchard,” Amy said. “Marketing our cider needs a different approach.
            Tyler even suggested we have our own festival, complete with people dressed as Jefferson-era characters, to play off our history
            as the land Thomas Jefferson once owned.”
         

         
         Brianna glanced at Tyler and spoke without thinking. “Tyler would look good in costume.”

         
         Amy cocked her head, her expression amused. “Really?”

         
         “I mean, I’ve seen him in costume, right? On his old show, he didn’t only wear scrubs.” Oh God, she prayed Tyler wasn’t behind
            her, listening. “I used to DVR it because my mom liked to discuss it.”
         

         
         “Okaaaay,” Amy said, but to her credit, withheld a smirk. “I tell you, Bri, it sounds like you’re a girl who works too hard
            and doesn’t get out enough. You need to date.”
         

         
         Brianna rolled her eyes. “You know what’s going on in my crazy life. More and more the store is my responsibility, and there’s
            my dad.” Here Amy was, doling out advice when she’d hardly ever taken anyone else’s. Brianna had watched Amy focus obsessively
            on one guy in college, and had decided that that wasn’t the way to go until she was settled in life and ready for a new future.
            Knowing the perfect way to distract Amy, she said, “So how are the wedding plans going?”
         

         
         Amy’s expression transformed into blissful enthusiasm. “We’re not in a rush, of course.”

         
         “Of course,” Brianna echoed, hiding a smile of relief. Topic changed.

         
         Amy excitedly told her about getting married at the orchard next year, Jonathan’s history book being accepted for publication,
            and finding the perfect house to buy right in Spencer Hollow.
         

         
         Brianna gasped. “So close to me! Which house is it?”

         
         “Enough wedding talk,” Tyler interrupted from behind the bar.

         
         Both women turned to look at him, Amy with exasperation, Brianna with a silent reminder to keep her eyes on his face.

         
         “You’re giving us all a complex, because none of us are as happy as you, Amy,” Tyler insisted.

         
         He had a point, Brianna thought, but she didn’t mind. It was so good to see Amy about to have the life—and the man—she deserved.

         
         “Tyler,” called a female staffer, “can you give me a hand?”

         
         And then Brianna watched as the woman asked him a question, while standing too close and gazing up at him from beneath fluttering
            lashes.
         

         
         “Yeah, she’s a mistake,” Amy whispered near Brianna’s ear. “It didn’t take long to realize Whitney’s a fan who’s using the
            job to get close to him. He doesn’t want her fired—he’s too nice a guy—but we’ll see how it goes.”
         

         
         It’s none of my business, Brianna told herself, turning her back on the woman’s adoration and Tyler’s patient good humor. A spontaneous, regretful
            hookup didn’t give her girlfriend privileges—especially when she was the only one who remembered how amazing the experience
            had been. “You ready for dinner?”
         

         
         “Jefferson’s Retreat Tavern?” Amy asked. “I’ve just got to drop Uma off at the house.”

         
         “Perfect. Let’s go!” Quickly, before Brianna had to watch Tyler with any more women.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Tyler was patient with Whitney’s behavior, but only for so long before he urged her to go back to work. He’d already answered
            these questions from her, and he knew why she was asking them. It was hardly the first time a woman approached him with stars
            in her eyes. Fans came almost every day to the orchard, and he always made time for them. Without them, he wouldn’t have an
            acting career.
         

         
         Yet it had been so good to be back at Fairfield Orchard, where the air was fresh and scented with apples. Being here meant
            early farm hours and an exhausted, satisfied body at night. Gym workouts weren’t the same as a day driving a forklift or lifting
            bins of apples or freeing a stuck tractor. He did manage to sneak in several runs a week. Ah, the glamorous life. His city
            friends thought he was crazy, and sometimes he agreed, but other times, he remembered his promise to his family. All the siblings
            had promised they’d come back over the next year or so, freeing up their oldest sister, Rachel, to keep traveling as she took
            her first time off from the orchard in fifteen years. But so far, only Tyler and Amy had actually left their lives and jobs
            and come home. They’d both promised six months; Amy had decided to stay permanently. Tyler still planned to stay through Christmas,
            but after that . . . he had a life to get back to. Though his three-year job on Doctors and Nurses had come to an end, commercials were certainly lucrative and filled out his resume until something more substantial came
            along. But for now he’d told his agent not to put him up for anything that required a longer commitment than a couple of days.
            His agent thought that was a mistake, but Tyler had promised his family, and he’d never go back on his word. But when was
            the next sibling going to follow through on their own word?
         

         
         He glanced at the huge glass wall that was one side of the old barn. The world beyond was a palette of reds and yellows and
            golds, as the tree-dotted countryside dropped away from Calf Mountain, where the orchard nestled. The view was breathtaking,
            and nothing that a cityscape could match, in his opinion. But the view wasn’t a reason to stay, of course. Especially not
            if one of his recent auditions took fruit. Then he could be acting again—and Brianna could apparently watch him again. He
            wouldn’t have thought someone as driven as her would make time for much TV.
         

         
         Brianna, with her gleaming auburn hair parted sexily to the side and falling in waves and curls to her shoulders. Her green
            eyes were alight with intelligence and humor, and combined with the freckles beneath, would have made him certain of her Celtic
            blood, even if he hadn’t heard the name MacDougall. Those eyes had always been the first thing he noticed about her. She’d
            looked at him with trust and friendship back in high school, even though they didn’t take the same classes or hang with the
            same friends. Those eyes had showed her confidence in him, her patience when she’d helped him prep for the SATs. And he’d
            needed a lot of help, but she’d never made him feel stupid. He’d enjoyed her laughing eyes when he’d come home with stories
            about his life in New York City. He realized now that every trip home, he always made sure to see her.
         

         
         He remembered how embarrassed she’d looked talking about DVRing his soap. So she’d watched him—a lot of people had. The difference
            was, this was Brianna, who’d always seen him for the person he was, not a high school jock, not a celebrity. He never had
            to wear that genial mask for her.
         

         
         And he’d rewarded that friendship by taking advantage of the situation that night in New York. They’d both been worried about
            her father’s health and had too much to drink. Tyler, who should have known better, had let things go too far, and he still
            felt guilty about it, as if he’d not only betrayed her, but her family, especially her father. Mac MacDougall had made it
            a point to be someone Tyler could talk to when his own father seemed unreachable.
         

         
         Bruce Fairfield’s drunken binges had often been late at night, and he wasn’t the sort of man to become violent. But recovering
            the next day was where he let everyone down, neglecting the orchard, letting his wife deal with the kids and their school
            stuff. Tyler’s reaction wasn’t to get into trouble, like his brother Michael often had, but he suffered nonetheless. He’d
            been hanging out with Amy as a kid, just to get away from the orchard, when Mac had seen him bothering the girls out of sheer
            boredom. He’d taken Tyler fishing, and they’d begun a bond which had lasted all these years. Even though it had been ten years
            since his father had stopped drinking, and their relationship had grown closer, Tyler never forgot what Mac had done for him.
         

         
         Mac had been the one to see him struggling with schoolwork and his college applications when his own father had been paying
            attention to his next glass of whiskey. Mac, so involved in community theater, had suggested acting as a way to teach Tyler
            to focus. Tyler had discovered that he enjoyed submerging his own confused personality behind a character, taking on the fictional
            problems of someone else, bringing to life a character that could move people, or teach valuable lessons, or just entertain.
            Tyler was grateful every day that Mac had led him to a career he loved, one he was not only good at, but good enough to get
            paid for.
         

         
         His friendship with Mac hadn’t stopped in high school; they fished whenever Tyler got home, and even went for hikes in the
            Shenandoah National Park. Brianna and her sister, Theresa, had never been big on the outdoors, and Tyler had been happy to
            be that person for Mac. The man’s diagnosis had been a sad blow.
         

         
         Since Tyler had come home last May, he’d seen Brianna occasionally, even more so recently now that she and his sister Amy
            had repaired their friendship. Brianna had been polite, if a little reserved, and he knew that was his fault. One night in
            New York City six months ago had changed the delicate balance between them. Her mom, Sharon, a veterinarian, had to perform
            emergency surgery on a puppy, so Brianna had been the one to accompany her dad to see a specialist about his Alzheimer’s disease.
            When the doctor had insisted Mac remain the night for additional testing, she’d been alone in the city. Tyler only found out
            because Sharon had called and told him. He’d gone right to the hospital to spend an hour with Mac and Brianna, where he’d
            found himself watching her more than he should have been.
         

         
         He hadn’t missed how much she’d come into her own through college and beyond. She’d gained a confidence she’d never had before,
            and that was sexy as all hell. That evening in the hospital, she’d been cheerful for her dad, serious and knowledgeable with
            the medical staff, and had looked at Tyler as if he were a lifeline. But when they’d been kicked out of her dad’s room for
            the night, Tyler had glimpsed a frightened vulnerability he’d never seen before in her green eyes.
         

         
         He’d wanted to make her forget her sorrow, even if just for a couple hours. Hell, he wanted to forget his own sadness over
            Mac’s condition. Since Brianna had never been to New York before, he took her on a whirlwind tour, dazzling Times Square at
            night; the High Line, a park high on an elevated rail line on the west side; a carriage ride through Central Park, stars gleaming
            high above, the skyscrapers glowing with their own lights.
         

         
         And that’s where things had started to feel less like a friendly outing and more like a romantic date. What had started out
            as a way to comfort each other had led to a pull of attraction they could no longer ignore. They’d been burying it for what
            seemed like forever. He’d spent that whole ride wanting to kiss her. Hell, yeah, Brianna was sexy, her face lit with the wonder
            of exploration and appreciation. He’d taken her out to a couple bars late that night, hoping the crowds would distract him
            from this newly urgent desire for her that he’d never allowed himself to acknowledge before. A toast to her father had led
            to the two of them drinking too much. Before he knew it, walking her back to her hotel room had ended up with them sharing
            a last drink, looking out the window at the buildings lit like Christmas trees.
         

         
         And suddenly they’d been kissing, and damned if he could remember who had started it. Though important, that detail never
            came back. And really, what had it mattered? They’d both wanted it, although he couldn’t help the occasional twinge of guilt
            that he’d taken advantage of her vulnerability and sorrow. They’d woken up entwined together the next morning, with twin headaches
            and twin regrets. Sheet clutched across her chest, Brianna had hesitantly asked what he remembered, and he’d been trying to
            ease her discomfort by implying he didn’t remember a lot. More likely he’d been trying to ease his own guilt, he thought with
            disgust. But he’d also needed to hide the fact that he’d felt something more than just pleasure, a deeper connection that
            couldn’t lead anywhere. She’d been so relieved at his supposed memory loss, admitting to the same thing, agreeing to pretend
            it hadn’t happened.
         

         
         But it had happened, and with every day that passed, another detail of their encounter grew ever more vivid in his mind: the creamy
            length of her thighs where they’d gripped his hips, the fall of her silken hair across his chest, the feel of her lips against
            his. He shifted uncomfortably, glad he was still behind the bar to hide the evidence of what the memories of Brianna did to
            him.
         

         
         When his twin sister, Amy, had asked him to come home the next month, he’d been prepared for things to be really awkward with
            Brianna, but she’d been friendly when he’d run into her. It was he who had more difficulty keeping up a wall between them.
            But he needed to act as normal as possible, so his eagle-eyed twin wouldn’t get suspicious. Knowing it was a bad idea, he’d
            felt he had to ask Brianna to dance one night at a group hangout at a bar, but she’d kept her distance. Had that busy brain
            of hers already compartmentalized those hazy memories into nothing more than a mistake? That was the best solution to their
            crazy night.
         

         
         Why was he so disappointed? he asked himself, even as he continued to pour cider in little tasting glasses and talk up its
            properties with eager customers. It wasn’t as if he and Brianna had anything in common. She was a small-town girl, the sort
            who wanted to know everything about a man, his secrets and depths. He had the former, but not the latter.
         

         
         Not that his secrets were all that big. When his new job as one of the owners of the orchard had seemed overwhelmingly large,
            and he couldn’t seem to get things done, Amy’s fiancé, Jonathan, had suggested he get tested for ADHD—Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
            Disorder. And Jonathan had been right. The meds had changed everything for Tyler; he’d been able to settle down and focus
            his thoughts. He stopped having to text or call their older sister Rachel, who’d worked at their father’s side for fifteen
            years before taking a leave to travel the world with a friend. Sometimes he wondered what he’d have done differently with
            his life if he’d known about this sooner, but he wasn’t a guy to worry about the past. He thought it extremely ironic that
            just as he’d found a new focus, poor Mac was losing his.
         

         
         Somehow he knew that Brianna would understand how he felt about his ADHD. She’d seen his struggle with school up close, but
            had never made him feel stupid. The fact that he’d almost confided his diagnosis in her had shaken him. If he let himself
            get closer, then left her behind, things could end up a disaster, both for the two of them and their families. He never wanted
            to hurt Brianna—but he’d already done that back in New York.
         

         
         After making sure all the public buildings were closed at six, Tyler went back to the tasting room and was joined by Carlos
            Rodriguez, who usually stopped by to discuss plans for the next day. Carlos was a sixties hippie, a Vietnam vet, and an orchard
            manager who still felt a part of the past, with his earring and old tattoos. Carlos and Tyler’s father had returned home from
            the war together.
         

         
         Amy soon arrived, and it was a peaceful moment as they sat in the leather couches and looked out the glass wall at the sky
            turning purple and orange. They discussed their increase in guests the last month, a shipment of apples ordered by a new customer,
            and their ongoing plans for their Halloween event in just a few weeks. After Carlos left, Tyler and Amy sat silently, she
            sipping sweet cider, and he drinking the hard version. Amy had never taken to alcohol, and Tyler knew that was because of
            their dad. Bruce Fairfield had certainly affected all of his kids in one way or another.
         

         
         “So tell me again the lineup of performers we have for the patio these next few weeks,” Amy said.

         
         He did so, and watched the serenity steal over her face.

         
         “Damn, you’re good,” she said. “You must sell this place well.”

         
         “I think your website helps.”

         
         She glanced at him and raised an eyebrow. “Thanks.” She let out a sigh. “So about Whitney . . .”

         
         “I say she stays. For now.”

         
         “Even Bri noticed how annoying she was.”

         
         He eyed his twin with curiosity. “What did Bri say?”

         
         “Oh, nothing much. She just couldn’t miss how Whitney fawns all over you breathlessly, as if you’re Ryan Gosling or something.”

         
         “Thanks,” he said dryly.

         
         “You know what I mean. You’re a good sport about the drawbacks of fame.”

         
         “My fans are a lot of the reason I was successful. I don’t ever forget that.”

         
         “Well, your fame is certainly helping us land some top-notch regional performers. Our little patio doesn’t have enough room.”

         
         “Let’s not talk about expanding that yet.”

         
         She laughed. “No, a restaurant comes first.”

         
         He nodded, and they sipped in silence as the orange hues in the sky paled to peach.

         
         “So when does that commercial you filmed last month start showing up on TV?”

         
         He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just the talent.” Wearing a grin, he added, “Hoping my star will rise so even more people
            come to the orchard?”
         

         
         She laughed. “Maybe . . .” Her expression grew a little more serious. “Still looking for other parts?”

         
         “Commercials, you mean? Yeah, my agent is trolling. But as for anything bigger, you know I’m staying through Christmas, Amy.
            I won’t let anything take me away for more than a couple days.”
         

         
         “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make it sound like I’m afraid to run the place by myself.”

         
         “I know. You thought you were going to go back to Charlottesville and real estate, but now you can’t leave Fairfield. That
            won’t be true for me.”
         

         
         “Hope I don’t sound pushy.”

         
         “You don’t. You’re my concerned sister.”

         
         “Your twin,” she reminded him playfully. “Not that we have to share everything, including our careers.”

         
         He smiled and took another drink of cider, then without thinking, asked, “How’s Bri?” He would have sucked back in the words
            if he could.
         

         
         Amy didn’t seem surprised at the change of topic. “Okay. It’s been really tough on her, seeing her dad so normal sometimes,
            then getting a stark reminder that his mind is failing. She’s more than qualified and experienced enough to take over the
            store—did I tell you she got her MBA a couple years ago?”
         

         
         “Not surprised. She’s smart and ambitious.”

         
         “But always on behalf of MacDougall General Store. Family legacy is important to her—and we get that.”

         
         He raised his bottle toward Amy. “We do.” After he drained it, he got to his feet. “I’m off to work out. Want to come?”

         
         “Thanks, but no. I’ve got yoga at seven tomorrow morning.”

         
         He shuddered. “That’s too early for me.”

         
         “Go tell those hot firemen I said hi.”

         
         Smiling, he put away his empty bottle. “I will. Thanks for locking up. I already double-checked all the other buildings.”

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         Tyler spent an hour at Feel the Burn, the little storefront gym next door to the fire department. The firemen had taken over
            the building for the remodel, but the gym itself was open to anyone who wanted to join. Still, there were always several firemen,
            even though some were middle-aged dads fighting beer bellies.
         

         
         Afterward, freshly showered, he decided to visit Mac MacDougall, and found himself feeling guilty that he hoped Brianna wouldn’t
            be there. He crossed the main intersection of Spencer Hollow, which had stop signs but no traffic lights. The village prided
            itself on horse trails and the rural charm of brick and clapboard-sided nineteenth-century homes. Besides MacDougall’s, the
            residents thought they had all the businesses they needed: Books to Buy or Borrow, Forget Me Not Antiques, Jefferson Retreat
            Tavern, and the Spencer Hollow Diner. The funeral home and the church took care of villagers at both ends of their lives.
         

         
         MacDougall General Store had originally been a single-story family homestead that had expanded out over the years with wings
            on the ground floor and a second level. It was a gas station, general store, grocery store, deli, ice cream stand, and music
            store all rolled into one. The slogan on the side of the building, “Groceries, Gas, Gadgets, and Guitars,” didn’t do it justice.
         

         
         Ignoring the “Closed” sign, he entered through the front door and was immediately thrown back in time by the scents of wood,
            cleaning products, and candles. With another sniff, he thought today’s special might have been some kind of ham. Ham salad?
            His favorite, although no one made it like Grandma Fairfield.
         

         
         Behind the main counter on the far side of the room, he saw Brianna and her mom, Sharon, an older version of her daughter
            with glasses and red hair faded to pale strawberry. She was a veterinarian in Crozet, although he’d heard she’d recently taken
            an extended leave of absence to spend more time with her husband. Brianna was working at the cash register, probably closing
            down for the night, and talking quietly to her mom.
         

         
         “Tyler!” Sharon called.

         
         Brianna looked up, and her startled eyes met his. He’d been in town for months, yet every time he saw her, it was as if that
            night rose up between them. He’d had year-long relationships that didn’t linger in his memory like this. She was wearing a
            navy blue blazer with tiny polka-dots that seemed casually businesslike but cute at the same time, just like her. He forced
            himself to give her a normal smile, then turned to find Mac heading toward him from between the aisles, hand extended. Though
            not tall, Mac was one of those barrel-chested guys who looked like he’d be big and strong forever. They shook hands as if
            they hadn’t just seen each other last week—maybe he was overthinking things.
         

         
         “Hey, Mac, good to see you,” Tyler said.

         
         It was going to be a while before Tyler was used to seeing Mac working in the shelves rather than behind the counter or in
            the office. They casually chatted about the orchard’s improved fortunes, and sometimes nothing would feel any different—until
            one of the rare times Mac misplaced a word with something completely different, like “string” instead of “creek.” When that
            happened, Mac would look confused and then frustrated.
         

         
         “Done any fishing lately?” Tyler asked during one such strained pause.

         
         Mac shook his head. “No.”

         
         “What about this weekend?”

         
         And instead of the usual enthusiastic response, Mac shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll see how I feel.” And then he turned toward
            the women. “Ready any time you are, Sharon. See you later, Tyler.” He kissed Brianna’s cheek, lifted his jacket off the counter,
            and left the store, heading through the guitar section to the side door.
         

         
         Sharon watched him go, her expression sad and defeated. Then she glanced at Brianna. “I didn’t know he would be firing Dustin
            today.”
         

         
         “It’s okay, Mom. Dad and I had discussed it before. I offered to do it, but he didn’t want me to. He said he’s still capable
            of being the boss.”
         

         
         Sharon winced. “Okay, thanks for the reassurance.” She glanced at Tyler and gave a forced smile. “I can’t tell you how much
            I miss Doctors and Nurses. When they canceled that show, I felt like some of my friends had died.” She frowned and glanced where Mac had departed.
         

         
         “I get fan mail all the time that says the same thing,” Tyler said. “When entire generations of women have watched and talked
            about a show, it becomes important. I was only there for a few years, but some of my fellow actors had twenty or thirty years
            on the show. It affected them pretty bad.”
         

         
         “Well, if you’re ever missing it,” Sharon said, “you can always talk to Brianna. She knew the show as well as I did. Good
            night.”
         

         
         And then she left, and the silence that hung between Tyler and Brianna was like a wall. He didn’t need to talk about the soap.
            He wasn’t the sort of actor who confused himself with the characters he created—although before his diagnosis, it had felt
            too good, too easy, to disappear within them.
         

         
         He should leave. He’d only come to see Mac. And then Brianna bit her lip, drawing his gaze to her mouth, and it was as if
            he was back in New York at night, the lights shining across her pale skin, her green eyes bright with the magic of a dazzling
            city. He remembered the dress she’d worn, with little straps that had left her shoulders bare. After he’d removed her sweater,
            he’d stared at her creamy skin, the faint freckles that had made him want to kiss his way from one to another. And that night
            he had, as if playing Connect the Dots.
         

         
         Would he remember every sensual detail every time he was with her? It was proving very difficult to pretend their night together
            had never happened.
         

         
         He glanced down at her curves, hugged by her blazer. Maybe he didn’t want to keep pretending at all.

         
         Brianna glanced toward the door through which her parents had just left, and her blush faded. Her gaze coming back to Tyler,
            she said, “Don’t pay any attention to my mom.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?” he asked.

         
         “I feel like when people bring up Doctors and Nurses, you get a little weird about it.”
         

         
         “I don’t mean to be weird. I’m used to fans talking about the show, but when it’s people I know, it sort of seems surreal.
            Like that’s my New York life, and this is Spencer Hollow.” He knew Brianna would never be one of those fans who expected him
            to be his character. She knew him—she understood him as a person—and that was far too tempting. There weren’t many women,
            besides family, he could say that about.
         

         
         “Oh,” she said, sounding relieved. “That makes sense.” Then she cleared her throat. “I just wanted to say how good you are
            with Dad when he gets words wrong. Some people automatically correct him, or rush him, and that just frustrates him more.”
         

         
         He leaned against the counter, deliberately keeping it between them. “It’s got to be so tough.”

         
         “Those specialists he saw in New York”—she didn’t quite meet his eyes—“they got him into a clinical trial at the UVA School
            of Medicine. So we’ve been driving him to Charlottesville twice a week.”
         

         
         “I’d be happy to take a turn driving.”

         
         “That’s kind of you, Tyler, but my mom and I have been managing. It’s your busy season, too.”

         
         “I’d like to spend time with your dad, and I don’t want him to think I’m only babysitting him rather than just wanting to
            hang out with a great guy.”
         

         
         Her eyes grew wide and stark, and she swiped her finger beneath one. He hadn’t intended to make her cry; he didn’t like to
            think of her alone and sad. Now that he thought about it, it was getting rarer and rarer to see her truly happy. That ready
            smile sometimes didn’t reach her eyes anymore.
         

         
         “That’s kind of you, Tyler. I’ll talk to my mom about it. Until recently, Dad was still sort of okay with his friends. That
            might have been denial or something, because this month he refused to go to Carlos’s drum circle with all the guys. I’m worried
            he’s isolating himself, because more than once he’s said he thinks his friends aren’t treating him the same, that they can’t
            understand what he’s going through.”
         

         
         “Do you think that’s why he left so quickly when I got here?”

         
         “Maybe. Maybe he doesn’t want to take the chance and see if you’ve changed. Toward him, I mean,” she added quickly.

         
         She must have noticed that Tyler had changed his behavior toward her. He might be a talented actor, but they knew each other
            too well.
         

         
         “And now he’s finally getting angry about the diagnosis,” she admitted. “Mom said he told her he’s upset he won’t see my sister’s
            little boy grow up or even see my—”
         

         
         She broke off, and her eyes grew moist again, as if she couldn’t contain the sorrow of her future children never knowing her
            dad at all. He felt overwhelmed by the urge to hold her, to comfort her, but he couldn’t.
         

         
         “I read that Alzheimer’s patients can live many years,” he said.

         
         “But good years?” she asked with obvious distress.

         
         There was nothing he could say to that, because there was no way to know.

         
         “But I am glad he has my nephew, David,” she continued. “Theresa lives only a couple hours away in Manassas, so we get to
            see them a few times a month. Dad really looks forward to it.”
         

         
         “How’s your mom coping?”

         
         Brianna sighed. “She’s trying to learn a new kind of marriage.”

         
         “Is her work sabbatical helping?”

         
         “I don’t know. In a few ways, it might be worse. Sometimes I feel like she’s hovering, and too sensitive to everything that
            happens. I see Dad’s frustration, but he does try to hide it from her. He knows this is difficult on all of us, not just him.
            I suggested that a support group might do them both some good, but Dad refuses and says he doesn’t want to dwell.”
         

         
         “He might change his mind eventually. Don’t give up hope. It was good seeing him here in the store.”

         
         “But I could
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