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      Noah Fairfield stood alone inside the Apple Blossom Café, the first restaurant he’d been able to plan from the architectural drawings to the menu. In another week or two, as spring unfurled itself at Fairfield Orchard, so would his café, with a grand opening all his family members were helping to plan. Though it had been his dream, he wasn’t going to stick around to watch it grow.

      He moved between the tables to the wall of glass windows, beyond which he could see acres of apple trees, their pink and white blossoms a fragrant reminder of the earth’s renewal. It was still early on this April morning, before his family’s orchard opened for the day. He’d agreed to come back, because it was his turn to help rejuvenate the orchard. Their new customers needed something more than bar food in the tasting room, and Noah’s café was going to give it to them. He had everything ready—except the new chef who would replace him when he headed back to Pittsburgh.

      Not that he’d told the family all of his plans. Hell, he hadn’t even told them his sabbatical from his Pittsburgh restaurant, La Folie, had actually been a dismissal. Last thing he wanted was for his family to feel sorry for him, or assume he’d lick his wounds by staying. He’d escaped the orchard and his conflicted feelings about his dad a long time ago, and he was never coming back permanently to Spencer Hollow.

      He stood looking out at the orchard, arms crossed over his chest, frowning. It was a beautiful view, no doubt about it, but he’d take the view of the three rivers from Mount Washington in Pittsburgh any day.

      Yet there was something about the smell of apple blossoms that truly made him know it was spring, no matter where he went. It brought to mind tractor rides between rows of trees, the buzz of bees enjoying their crucial work, blossoms falling around him like snow as he waded through long grass in anticipation—or dread—of the first mowing. It was also a tense time of year for a farmer, anticipating the fall harvest by monitoring the buds, searching for insects, and praying that frost wouldn’t wind its way through the trees at night like a bank of deadly fog.

      None of that was Noah’s concern right now; he was focused on the Apple Blossom Café. He was about to step out onto the terrace for a deep inhalation of spring, when he spotted a woman and froze.

      Gabrielle Eklund.

      Or should he just think of her as Gabrielle, like all her fans did? He meant to back into the shadows before she could see him, but it was too late—she waved so cheerfully he felt his frown deepen until a headache threatened.

      What was she doing here? And why was she looking at him with a friendly eagerness that seemed foreign on her? They hadn’t exactly gotten along when they’d met a few months ago. They’d been in the same room together only a handful of times. She was an international movie star, an ex-girlfriend of his brother Tyler. She and Tyler had starred in a soap opera together a few years before and had steamed up the screen so much that Gabrielle had won an Emmy. Instead of being grateful to Tyler, she’d used him to restore her reputation last fall, then left town to film a movie. Noah thought they’d never see her again, now that she’d gotten what she’d wanted, injuring Tyler’s reputation in the process. He could never trust a woman who’d hurt his brother.

      She was coming across the terrace, that beguiling smile still in place, moving with a languid grace that was sexiness incarnate. And God help him, like every other man in the universe, he felt something hot and urgent rise up inside of him. She was known as the most beautiful woman in the world, small and delicate, with curves that made a man wonder if his brain cells were leaking away. Her tanned, toned legs were shown off by a short, white casual skirt and strappy high-heeled sandals. She had long blond hair, the kind that seemed made of every color of gold, all mixing together in an exotic fall around her shoulders. With one hand, she pushed it back from her face, but it only fell sinuously in waves again—was that deliberate?

      He looked into that gorgeous oval face, with wide lavender eyes surrounded by dark lashes. That’s when he realized that she was just on the other side of the glass door, staring up at him as her brow wrinkled and her head cocked with bemusement.

      “You’re not locking me out, are you?” came her muffled voice.

      He wanted to turn the bolt and keep her out, so he didn’t have to resist the need to touch her. She’d be silken to caress. And that voice—even through the glass, the seductive, deep tones were alluring. He was just as weak as every other man where Gabrielle was concerned. He was determined not to show it.

      He pulled on the door and slid it open silently. She crossed the threshold, and he told himself to step back. But he didn’t.

      “Hi, Noah.”

      “Hello, Gabrielle.”

      For what seemed like a long moment, Gabrielle looked up at him. That friendly smile started to fade as their gazes met and held. The pull of awareness, of temptation, moved through him almost like a shudder.

      Gabrielle suddenly looked past him. Her lips parted, her eyes widened. “Oh, Noah, just look at this place! Tyler told me you’ve done a great job, but words didn’t do it justice.”

      Hearing his brother’s name was like taking a cold shower. He was grateful for the renewed ability to keep his distance.

      He closed the door and turned around, trying to look at his café, rather than the way her hips moved as she seemed to glide with all the grace of…an actress on the red carpet. That’s how practiced she was, he reminded himself.

      He tried to see the café through her eyes, and because it was so new, still smelling of fresh paint, that wasn’t difficult. The wall next to the terrace was almost completely made of windows, letting in the sun. Wooden columns rose from stone bases; the exposed dropped ceiling beams were draped with lights of all sizes, some twinkling about the beams, others hanging above tables. The tables themselves ranged in size from two-tops for intimacy to community tables.

      She arched her neck to look up at the lights on the ceiling, then glanced at him. “Did you always know?”

      “What?”

      “Did you always know that being a chef was what you were meant to do?” She wasn’t smiling now. She watched him with serious eyes, suddenly deep and unknowable. Tyler had told him once that there were depths to Gabrielle that Noah had never seen.

      “Since I was a teenager, I knew I wanted to cook.” He pressed his lips together, inwardly grimacing at how husky his voice sounded.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Why?” he echoed, confused.

      “Why cooking?”

      “Why do you care?”

      She blinked at him. “I’m trying to be friendly. I didn’t mean to pry. We’re both in creative fields, and I was just…curious.”

      He regarded her warily. Was he supposed to spill his guts about something so personal, tell her what it was like to grow up with an alcoholic dad and how that had led to the discovery of his passion for food? He didn’t do that with anyone, let alone a woman who was almost a stranger—especially not a woman whose every move made lurid headlines around the world.

      So he shrugged. “I’m not very deep. I like cooking, and I discovered I was good at it.”

      He thought he glimpsed disappointment in her eyes. He was momentarily curious, but he let it go.

      “Yet you’re not going to stay here and cook.”

      “Nope. Going back to Pittsburgh after the grand opening.”

      “And who’ll be the chef then?”

      “I’m in the process of figuring that out.”

      Gabrielle walked past the tables where the chairs were stacked upside down on top. She put her hands on the bar and eyed the shelves behind, made of apple crates.

      “Shelves for all the hard cider?” she asked over her shoulder.

      “Yes.” He didn’t want to be curious about her, but he was. “So why are you here, in Spencer Hollow, I mean? I thought you’d gone back to your career.”

      When she glanced up at him, desire stirred again. It made him uneasy to be attracted to a woman who’d been in his own brother’s bed.

      “This little corner of Virginia is a beautiful place,” she said. “I’m thinking about buying the house I’ve been renting. It’s on the creek that winds down from the Blue Ridge Mountains. And there’s your adorable little college town of Charlottesville not too far away, if I want a little more to do.”

      “Why don’t you live there?”

      She went pale. “Are you worried about me being around, that I might throw myself at Tyler?”

      He shook his head. “It wouldn’t matter. My brother only has eyes for Bri. He moved into her place.”

      She swallowed and nodded, her stiff shoulders relaxing. “If you think I might try to come between them, other people might, too. I don’t want that.” She studied his face with concern. “You really believe I would be bad news if I stayed? I would only be here a few months of the year, between movies. Six months at the most. It’s so peaceful, and people are getting used to me and almost treat me like a normal person. But I would never willingly cause Tyler grief…” Her voice trailed off.

      He’d never seen this vulnerable side of Gabrielle, and it made him uncomfortable. “He’d be the first to say you should do whatever makes you happy. I just don’t know why you’d want to stay here. It’s not all that great.”

      He’d read that she hadn’t had an ideal childhood, but Tyler said she was pretty private. After all, everything about a celebrity had to be managed just right, to put a false front before the world.

      “You’re crazy,” she said good-naturedly. “Spencer Hollow is a gorgeous place, and so peaceful. Though living in New York and L.A. can be fun, sometimes I just need to get away.”

      He nodded, eyeing her though he tried not to. She had a presence, a bigger-than-life vibe that was probably one of the reasons she was so successful. That, and her ability to use men to her advantage, he reminded himself. There were a lot more men in her wake than just Tyler. A failed affair was one of the reasons she’d ended up hiding out at Fairfield Orchard last fall.

      The silence grew dense and uncomfortable again. Gabrielle didn’t look at him, as she meandered behind the bar, her movements slow and deliberate. She never seemed to do anything impulsively.

      “I used to be a waitress in my struggling days,” she said.

      “Don’t tell me you’re asking for a part-time job during your downtime.”

      She laughed, and the sound lingered, deep and husky.

      “No, I need that downtime, where I have nothing to do but read or cook or relax.”

      He arched a brow at her. “Someone told me you like to cook.”

      “Nothing that would impress you,” she insisted.

      “You once asked for fat-free cheese at a party,” he said dryly.

      He thought she stiffened just a bit—that had been her reaction then, too. Had he wanted that reaction, a way to keep the distance between them?

      “No food judgment from the chef,” she said, her voice a forced lightness.

      Where was the usual snide comeback? She seemed to be trying too hard, and he didn’t know why. Was she trying to get along to appease Tyler and Amy?

      “Okay, no judgment,” he said. “To each his own.”

      “Are we both on vacation, then?” she asked. “I heard you’ve been home for a few days, getting the café ready to open.”

      “Yep.” He didn’t say anything else—he was hardly going to tell Gabrielle he’d been fired when he hadn’t told the rest of his family.

      “I’m looking forward to working my way through your menu.”

      “I hope your entourage sticks by your side to fight off the crowds.”

      She turned and leaned back against the bar, elbows resting on the top behind her. The position thrust her breasts out a little too much, and he wished her scoop-neck top was a bit looser. Or that she were one of those celebrities who disguised themselves from the public with baggy clothes. Nope, not Gabrielle.

      “My entourage?” she echoed.

      “Your bodyguard—or maybe you have a fleet of them.”

      “Like they’re cars?” she asked dryly. “Not a fleet, no, but sometimes a strong man is necessary.”

      Those words lingered in the silence, as if they had a double meaning.

      She tilted her head and eyed him. “So, are you saying your café will be crowded, or that my fans will be getting in the way?”

      Their gazes met and held in a challenge that seemed to be closer to their usual interaction.

      “Maybe I’m saying both,” he shot back.

      She cocked her head, that polite smile lingering. “You can’t say you’d turn away my fans as customers.”

      “Of course not.” He cleared his throat. “Speaking of your entourage, where’s the bodyguard I remember?”

      “You mean Smalls?”

      “Yeah, the big guy in the suit. Intimidating, but a little out of place around here in the clothes department.”

      “He has a very professional air about him. I gave him the weekend off. I might give him a few weeks off, he and Marcella, his backup. I get really tired of being followed around.”

      He leaned back against the bar next to her, crossing his arms over his chest. “Isn’t that kind of dangerous? I remember the threats you got last fall.”

      She glanced sideways at him, a corner of her mouth curled up. “You were watching my Twitter feed, were you?”

      “My brother was pretty worried, so I heard about it.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s died down, thanks to Tyler. I won’t forget how he put himself on the line for me, and how close I came to ruining his relationship with Bri.”

      “He said fake-dating wasn’t your idea.” Noah hadn’t believed that was true. He studied Gabrielle, even as she looked away, not meeting his eyes.

      “That doesn’t matter,” she murmured. “I went along with it after my managers asked him to pretend to date me. It wasn’t fair to Tyler.”

      “But it worked,” he said dryly.

      She sighed. “It worked. The crazies stopped calling me—well, I won’t even repeat what they called me after Brock died, and I dared to go on with my life. I thought my career was over.”

      “‘Going on with your life’ and getting photographed kissing a European playboy only a few weeks after your boyfriend’s death aren’t quite the same thing.”

      “Look at you, the possessor of some isolated facts, but not the truth.”

      She was prickly now, and it made those eyes flash at him. “No? Then what’s the truth?”

      “Now it’s my turn to ask why you want to know.”
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      Gabby was almost glad she and Noah had started to bicker again. There was something about Noah Fairfield that put her on edge, made her feel both conflicted and wary. He was wearing skinny jeans and army boots, with a blue buttoned-down shirt that brought out his gray eyes. His dark brown hair was a little long on top and combed back. He wore sideburns, and a few days’ stubble. He looked rumpled and moody, and far too sexy.

      And it was frankly weird to have a guy be so…normal around her. They were always either awed and incapable of making conversation or trying to be all macho, as if she’d only be attracted to an alpha male. She’d had enough of that, thanks. She should be happy Noah wasn’t starstruck; she wasn’t quite sure why she felt conflicted.

      “I don’t need to know all your secrets,” Noah said. “I was making conversation.”

      She should end this topic, but then words spilled out of her mouth. “It’s not an easy conversation when it’s about a tough time in my life. And for your information, Brock wasn’t my boyfriend when he died.”

      Noah frowned. “The press didn’t seem to know that.”

      “They did not. Our managers were waiting for the right time to tell the public I’d broken it off with the big jerk—sorry for speaking ill about the dead.”

      “You don’t sound all that sorry,” he mused.

      “It was what it was. Though America thought of him as the boy next door and lined up in droves to see his movies, he treated me like crap. The movie-going public wasn’t to know that, of course. We had to keep up appearances. And then he died speeding in that car—thank God he didn’t take anyone else with him.”

      “Including you?”

      “I knew never to get in a car with him,” she said bitterly.

      Gabby couldn’t believe she was going on about the past to Noah. He was practically a stranger. What was it about the Fairfields that made her think they could be trusted? It had been a long time since she’d trusted a man other than Tyler.

      “I’d pretended to be a grieving, love-sick girlfriend for two months,” she continued. “I couldn’t take it anymore. I thought Europe was far enough away.”

      Noah rubbed his chin whiskers. “So that’s how you got photographed with the playboy.”

      She nodded, and the silence stretched between them. It actually felt good to have some of the truth out in the open, especially since he’d seemed hostile toward her after his brother got caught up in her mess. She didn’t want to make things uncomfortable for anyone; she wanted to continue feeling welcome at Fairfield Orchard. She liked hanging out in the new tasting room.

      Noah broke the silence first. “I hear you’re back from filming a movie. Did it go well?”

      “I think so—I hope so. It would have been more fun if Tyler had accepted a part.”

      “He says he’s done with acting and seems to mean it.”

      She shrugged. “We’ll see. Sometimes the acting bug bites your ass and doesn’t want to let go.”

      He snorted and she thought he’d been suppressing a laugh. It seemed to be a hard thing, to make Noah laugh. She wondered why he was so intense, so…grumpy, for lack of a better word. Not that she’d spent much time around him. Maybe only she brought out the grumpiness in him.

      She sighed. “I hope it turns out well. They delayed production because of the scandal last year, and the producers were still leery about me. Although that’s nothing compared to the producers of the movie coming out in two months. I had to get away from all of them for a while.”

      “And an island in the South Pacific didn’t strike you as a better choice?”

      “Are you wishing I wasn’t here, Noah?” She held her breath, knowing how important his answer was to her plans.

      “I didn’t say that.” He glanced out the window nonchalantly.

      It was hard to read him, but she found her breath easing.

      “I don’t need a reclusive vacation,” she said. “I want to be somewhere where I feel comfortable, normal.”

      “And Spencer Hollow is it.”

      “I think so. Like I said, I’m going to put an offer in on my rental house. It’s in the woods near the creek, so it has a little privacy. And there are horse trails—maybe I’ll buy a horse. Not that I’ve ridden much, but it seems like a relaxing thing to do. And don’t say anything else about my entourage. I don’t need an assistant here—that’s what email and texting are for.” She pushed away from the bar. “Please tell Tyler and Bri I’ll give them a call to meet up.”

      “They’re going to be at the tasting room after hours tonight. Family and friends, that sort of thing.”

      “I don’t want to intrude…” She let her voice trail off.

      “You’re not intruding. They probably want to hear what you’ve been up to.”

      And just like that, Noah had issued an invitation. She’d take it as a good sign. “Thanks, I’ll stop by.” Now wasn’t the time to press her luck, so she stepped past him with a smile. “See you later.”

      And then she escaped. Immediately she felt lighter, more at ease. There was something about Noah that left her unsettled. Regardless, step one of her plan had gone relatively smoothly. Maybe she should even have asked him her favor right away, but she sensed he needed more time before he’d let her into his kitchen. Another man might be flattered that she wanted to shadow him for her next role—as a chef—but Noah was too private. She sensed that his kitchen was his retreat, his domain. Having her follow him around for days on end? That would take some persuading on her part.

      She took a deep breath, trying to concentrate on the gorgeous spring day at the orchard. Branches in the nearby apple trees swelled with green leaves and pink blossoms. Bees buzzed, the air smelled heavenly, like apple-blossom perfume. She raised her face and let the sun touch it, even as she knew the peace wouldn’t last long. She heard the employees walking across the grounds, heading for the little country store, and the ancient barn that had been converted into useful space again. It rose above the café, the top floor a tasting room with a wrap-around deck, and the lower still closed, as if anticipating the next Fairfield venture. A patio connected the barn with the café, a pergola overhead to shade the customers. Beyond the café was the large gazebo, enclosed on one side, the open front facing the patio and the sloping grounds far beyond.

      Gabby and Tyler had christened the gazebo with a scene from their play last autumn. She’d performed with the local Skyline Theater Guild, and though she’d done it as a volunteer, it had been her first time on the stage since high school. Tyler was the brother she’d always wished for—and then she winced, because she already had a brother, whom she hadn’t talked to in a few months. Kevin wasn’t like Tyler, a big brother combined with a dear friend, who’d helped launch her career a few years back on the soap Doctors and Nurses.

      She crossed the grounds, and instead of ignoring the whispers and the pointing, she waved as if she was just another resident of Spencer Hollow. She wanted her neighbors to treat her like everyone else. Two young employees of the country store gave a little scream and rushed toward her. She briefly stiffened, remembering a time or two when a fan had gotten too close, and Smalls, her bodyguard, had had to intervene. But Smalls wasn’t here.

      Few people knew she’d come home; no one could be lying in wait. Gabby relaxed and signed one woman’s bank statement, and the other woman’s envelope. She asked them questions about their jobs at the orchard, wanting them to see her as a person instead of a celebrity. She wasn’t certain she’d succeeded, because after the conversation, they backed away with wide, giddy eyes. It would take time, Gabby told herself.

      Then she realized she’d called Spencer Hollow home, even if only in her mind. When had that feeling happened? True, she’d decided to buy a house, though she’d only spent a few months here. They’d been good months, though, where she’d put the ghost of her ugly relationship with Brock and the fallout behind her; where she’d renewed her friendship with Tyler and found new friendships with his sister and his girlfriend. Mrs. Fairfield had welcomed her like a long-lost niece.

      Mrs. Fairfield, mother if the Fairfield clan, was a well-loved woman. Gabby had seen that herself last Christmas, when Gabby had performed the holiday play with Tyler. Mrs. Fairfield had had a breast cancer scare a few years ago, and was now enjoying retired life with her husband, traveling the country in their RV. She was a wonderful mom—unlike Gabby’s. She reminded herself that her mom had often worked two jobs trying to support them, since Gabby’s dad had left them when she was still a little kid. It didn’t make up for her mother’s ready anger, her favoritism where Gabby’s brother was concerned, the way Gabby had to abandon all of her after-school fun once she was old enough to babysit.

      She shook off the depressing memories, rolled down the car windows and just breathed in the smell of apple blossoms. It was with a sense of peace and contentment that she drove down the twisting mountain road and into Spencer Hollow. The heart of the little village in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains was only a four-corner stop sign—they didn’t even have a traffic light. There was Brianna’s family store, MacDougall’s, with different wings built over the decades, kitty-corner from Jefferson’s Retreat, the tavern that kept up the colonial ambiance in their décor, since President Jefferson had once owned land nearby—Fairfield land.

      Gabby took a right at the stop sign and headed west toward Bucks Elbow Creek and her new house, with the sun shining in dappled patterns through the trees.

      
        
        ~oOo~

      

      

      The house was empty, except for the memories. Noah came downstairs early that evening, free to make as much noise as he wanted in his family home, where he’d once had to whisper and tiptoe because his father was often suffering from a hangover. He reminded himself that his father had been sober for eleven years, that he’d spent those years trying to make up for his mistakes. Their mother had forgiven the man, and Noah told himself he had, too. No one was perfect.

      But the memories of shame, worry, and disappointment weren’t so easy to banish, as if ghosts lingered in the empty house.

      Noah had showered after a day spent preparing the café, scheduling staff interviews, unloading boxes, setting up his kitchen.

      Not his kitchen, he reminded himself. Another chef would make it his or her domain. But right now, it seemed like his; over the last few months, he’d conceived and designed it, chosen the industrial stove and cooking stations, even the best knives. He was proud of what he’d achieved and excited to show it to the world.

      Just for a few weeks, of course.

      Though he would have continued to work through the evening, Tyler and Amy wanted him to relax in the tasting room with them, and he couldn’t say no to that. They didn’t know he was running out of time here, that he needed to see everything settled and thriving so that he could go back to Pittsburgh and find his life again. His brother and sister had discovered a new peace at the orchard, reset their lives, found people to share it with. He was happy for them, but it left him feeling on the outside more than ever.

      He left the house and walked up the lane to the public grounds of the orchard. There were still cars in the lots, since the tasting room didn’t close for another hour. There were even people gathered on the deck, though the evening air was chilly. Many were tourists from Charlottesville and beyond, but one local raised a hand in greeting. The man had gone to school with one of Noah’s younger brothers. Noah nodded back. People remembered him, though he’d been gone for over ten years. Memories were long in small towns, and that was good and bad.

      Inside the tasting room, he paused as he always did, caught by the view at the far end of the room, where an entire wall of the old barn had been torn out and replaced by a giant window. The original beams still crisscrossed it, and as twilight approached, LED candle pillars had been lit on those beams. There were deep leather sofas and chairs, and two long bars through the center of the room, where glasses hung overhead, and patrons could taste flights of cider and discuss. He saw Tyler behind one of the bars, holding court, as always, his sandy brown hair bedroom-rumpled in a style that was no accident. Tyler was no longer on national TV, but he was a celebrity people still came far and wide to see.

      In one corner was a display counter of make-your-own-basket picnic foods, from fruits to specialty chocolate, to the goat cheese made by Carmen Rodriguez, daughter of their cider maker and manager Carlos. A set of lit shelves displayed the history of the orchard, and eighteenth-century artifacts from the archeological dig last summer—broken pottery, buttons, and pieces of a flintlock musket.

      A baby grand piano took up space in another corner, where Theresa MacDougall, Brianna’s sister, played a jazz selection. They’d hired her part-time last Christmas, and the background music soothed and relaxed even someone as tense and distracted as Noah.

      Although he wasn’t sure how relaxed people could be, after he saw Brianna holding Theresa’s eighteen-month-old David. David bounced on his aunt’s knees, watching his mother and clapping—to the beat, Noah noticed, shaking his head with amusement.

      The little boy leaned over and reached for something. “Doggie!”

      Amy’s Alaskan husky Uma perked up her pointy ears and suffered David’s attention.

      Tyler
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