
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      [image: title page]
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication


         
         Brainstorming the plot of a book is always a delicate dance greatly aided by my critique buddies, but helping to create the
            entire world of a series? I don’t know how many writers are up to the challenge, but these ladies are! This book (and series)
            wouldn’t exist without my wonderful writing friends—the Packeteers (Ginny Aubertine, Laurie Bishop, Theresa Kovian, Michele
            Masarech, Maggie Shayne, and Christine Wenger) and the Purples (MJ Compton, Kris Fletcher, Carol Lombardo, and Christine Wenger).
            They are all writers extraordinaire. I’ve been blessed to have them in my life.
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            Chapter 1


         
         Jonathan Gebhart got out of his car and breathed in the crisp air of Fairfield Orchard, ripe with the sweet scent of apple
            blossoms. In the distance, the Blue Ridge Mountains undulated into the disappearing mists of midmorning, their haze the mysterious
            blue they were named for. But everywhere else he looked, surrounding this oasis of buildings and a barn, the foothills were
            covered in the pink and white of blossoming trees, following long lines like the teeth on a comb. Had Thomas Jefferson known
            what would become of the land when he’d sold it almost two hundred years ago? Jonathan intended to prove it wasn’t what other
            historians said it was.
         

         
         He’d driven the half hour west from Charlottesville, Virginia, to Fairfield Orchard, rehearsing his most persuasive speech
            over and over. He wasn’t known as the most outgoing of guys, but he was passionate about history and hoped that would be enough.
            But strangely, he didn’t see a soul. A huge old barn that looked well over a hundred years old stood open and deserted. It
            had a lower level made of stone with its own entrance in the back, and the soaring upper level framed in weathered gray boards
            was stacked with crates and bins for the autumn harvest. A food shack and small store were obviously closed. There were picnic
            tables and benches, all positioned to take in the beautiful view of central Virginia during the harvest season. But in the
            spring, the public grounds were deserted.
         

         
         Past a copse of towering oak and hickory trees was a dirt lane, which he followed around a curve until he saw a big house
            with white siding, blue shutters, and a wraparound porch around the original building. A two-story addition had been added
            to the right side. A battered blue pickup truck was parked nearby. He climbed the front steps, but no one answered the door.
            Jonathan hadn’t called in advance, assuming that a request like his was better handled in person, but that had obviously been
            a mistake. There must be a business office or warehouse somewhere else on the grounds.
         

         
         And then in the first row of apple trees next to the house, he saw a ladder disappearing up inside, and a pair of work boots
            perched on a rung, their owner partially hidden by branches and blossoms and bright green leaves. He’d done his research,
            knew that the owner was Bruce Fairfield, a Vietnam vet in his sixties.
         

         
         “Mr. Fairfield?” Jonathan called as he approached the tree. “Bruce Fairfield?”

         
         Sudden barking startled him, and a dog came up out of the straggly grass growing through a dark loam of what looked like fertilizer
            around the base of the tree. The medium-sized dog resembled a cross between a German shepherd and a coyote, its pointy ears
            alert.
         

         
         “What’s up, Uma?”

         
         The voice from within the tree was far more feminine than “Bruce” should have. The dog sat down and regarded Jonathan, her
            spotted tongue visible as she panted, her head cocked to the side.
         

         
         A woman pushed aside a branch and peered down, wreathed in pink and white blossoms, her sandy brown hair pulled into a ponytail
            beneath a ragged ball cap with the Virginia Cavaliers logo. She had a delicate face with a pointed chin, and a nose splattered
            with freckles. She was already tan from working outdoors, with eyes clear and deep blue and narrowed with curiosity. She wore
            a battered winter vest over a plaid shirt with a t-shirt beneath, and a faded pair of jeans with a tear at the knee. She held
            clippers in one hand.
         

         
         “What can I do for you?” she asked, then added apologetically, “We’re still closed for the off-season.”

         
         “I know. I’ve come from Charlottesville to speak with the owner.”

         
         Brightly, she said, “I’m one of them.”

         
         That rearranged his conclusion that she was just an employee.

         
         “Hope you don’t mind if I keep working while we talk,” she added.

         
         He blinked as her face disappeared behind the branch she released. Soon, he could hear occasional snipping, and saw a branch
            drop to the ground. She seemed like she was examining, more than pruning. He was used to talking to students who tried to
            hide their texting during a lecture, but he couldn’t force this woman to pay attention to him. At least the dog watched him
            with expectation.
         

         
         “My name is Dr. Jonathan Gebhart, and I’m an associate professor of history at the University of Virginia, with a specialty
            in colonial history, particularly Thomas Jefferson.”
         

         
         She gave a snort of laughter. “Of course.”

         
         He stiffened. “Of course?”

         
         “Thomas Jefferson founded the university, right?”

         
         Did anyone from the area not know that?
         

         
         “I hear he might as well still be alive,” she continued, “the way some people refer to him. I guess you’re one of the worshippers.”

         
         “If you consider historians worshippers,” he said dryly.

         
         She peeked out from behind a branch and gave him an amused smile. “I didn’t mean to offend, but you caught me on a bad day.
            I’m trying to remember my pruning skills. It’s been a while, and it’s not exactly the season for it.”
         

         
         “May I ask to whom I’m speaking?”

         
         Her smile widened. “My, don’t you have a pretty way of talking. I’m Amy Fairfield.”

         
         “Daughter of the owner?”

         
         “Technically one of the new owners, remember?”

         
         She disappeared behind a branch again and continued pruning. Bees buzzed about her, alighting delicately on blossoms, but
            she ignored them.
         

         
         “It’s all a mess right now, of course,” she continued. “My parents have just retired and left to have the time of their lives
            in the RV they always dreamed of.” She peeked at him again. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy for them, but they caught the whole
            family off guard, and now everyone has to decide who’s coming back when, taking leaves of absence or quitting their jobs altogether,
            so we can keep the orchard going. And though I always worked weekends in the fall, it’s been a long time since I was involved
            in the spring.” She wrinkled her nose. “Way more than you wanted to hear, sorry.”
         

         
         And then she became silent as she examined her work critically. Her family problems were none of his business, though his
            curiosity began to formulate questions that he tamped back down.
         

         
         “I’m here to ask a favor of you.” He paused, but she didn’t reappear. Taking a deep breath, he said, “I’m writing a book on
            the land Thomas Jefferson owned, and how selling it changed the course of Albemarle County and Virginia itself. As you know,
            your ancestors purchased this land from him.”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         “You have an incredible inheritance here. One of our founding fathers walked this very land.”

         
         “I know that, too. But he walked a lot of land around here. I spent the last thirteen years in Charlottesville, sometimes
            running campus trails. I’m sure I walked lots of places TJ walked.”
         

         
         TJ? Though he corrected his students when they were so disrespectful, he found himself amused by Amy’s irreverence. He well knew
            that Jefferson wasn’t a saint, simply a flawed, though brilliant man.
         

         
         But there were more important things on the line, like the book he needed to finish for his tenure portfolio. Without tenure,
            he could lose the career he’d worked so hard for, be let go from UVA. But even more important was his big hypothesis, the
            one that could turn his book into a bestseller and give him the prestigious career he’d always dreamed of.
         

         
         “So what do I have to do with TJ?” Amy asked.

         
         “I’d like your family’s permission to interview them and look through the historical records you’ve kept through the years.”

         
         “Historical records?” she echoed. “Don’t you find that stuff at courthouses or online?”

         
         “You cannot find family Bibles or original land deeds so easily, not to mention family stories passed down through generations.”
            He glanced at the house again, knowing it was far too recently built, and hoping Google hadn’t misled him. “I believe there’s
            an older house than this?”
         

         
         “Yep, but we’ve closed it up to keep people from getting hurt.”

         
         A headache started to form. “Is it in disrepair?” He hoped Amy Fairfield and her family appreciated their own history.

         
         “Not really, but no one is living there now, and we don’t want vandals disturbing it.”

         
         The pressure between his eyes eased. “You get many vandals out here?”

         
         “I didn’t think so, but I’m not the one who made the decision. My father was. And then he left, leaving it to my siblings
            and me to continue family tradition—whether some of us wanted to or not,” she added dryly.
         

         
         He wasn’t sure where she fit in on that spectrum, but it wasn’t his concern. “Can I reach your father by phone or email?”

         
         “Sure, but maybe you’d rather talk to my grandfather.”

         
         He smiled with relief. The elderly had a better grasp of the importance of the past. “Do you think he’d speak with me?”

         
         Amy spread the branches and gave him a long look from head to toe. He felt an odd connection, her gaze almost a physical touch.
            He was baffled to experience an awareness of her as a woman, when he could barely tell she was one beneath her farmer’s garb. Those vivid blue eyes studied him as if judging him. He’d been judged and found wanting before,
            and he wouldn’t go through that again.
         

         
         “I can’t speak for Grandpa, Jon, but—”

         
         “Jonathan.” He withheld a grimace, knowing that he shouldn’t be correcting her when he needed her help.

         
         “Sorry. I don’t know if now’s the best time to be stirring things up. The orchard . . . well, we have a lot of work to do
            this summer, and it’ll be time for the harvest before you know it. I just started working here again a couple days ago. How
            about next winter?”
         

         
         “I can’t wait until next winter,” he said patiently. “This is the last section of the book, and I have to submit it by this
            fall to even have it ready in time for my tenure review next year. You do know what tenure is.”
         

         
         Those dark blue eyes narrowed, and she cocked her head. “Gee, maybe you better spell the word for me.”

         
         He briefly closed his eyes, knowing he was making things worse. “Forgive me.”

         
         He took a step toward her, trying to find the right words. He startled the dog, who jumped up and hit the ladder, which began
            to fall sideways. Amy let out a yelp and grabbed a branch even as the ladder crashed through several branches and hit the
            ground. Her feet struggled to find a thick enough branch to support her, and Jonathan reached for her. She was still too high
            to grab around the waist, but when he ducked under a thin branch and stepped beneath her, her toes brushed his shoulders.
         

         
         “Step right on me,” he urged.

         
         For a moment, he thought she would refuse, but at last she let herself drop a bit, and her big muddy work boots settled on
            his shoulders. She wasn’t even that heavy, and he realized she was probably smaller than he’d imagined, being half-hidden
            by the tree and wearing layers of warm clothing.
         

         
         “If I was still a cheerleader,” she said, “I’d have a spotter to help me jump.”

         
         At least she didn’t sound upset with him. He needed her goodwill. “I’ll squat, and you should be able to jump easily.”

         
         “You forget, I’m still in between all these branches.”

         
         “I’ll go straight down, and you be careful.” He sank slowly onto his haunches.

         
         Using the tree for balance, she swung away from him and landed lightly on the ground. Still bent over, he came out from beneath
            the tree and practically ran right into her. Straightening, he stared down at her and she stared up, not six inches away from
            each other.
         

         
         “You’re taller than I thought,” she said.

         
         “And you’re shorter.”

         
         “I am,” she said ruefully.

         
         Though smiling, she backed away as if he was contagious. To his surprise, he regretted that.

         
         “I made a mess of your jacket,” she pointed out.

         
         He looked down at his shoulders. “It’s just dirt. It’ll come clean.”

         
         She flashed that teasing smile again, and he realized she might be flirting with him. The thought was surprising, a little
            disorienting.
         

         
         “You’d say anything to get my cooperation,” she said.

         
         He looked into those intelligent blue eyes, and imagined many a man would. He would, too—for his research. Right now, it had
            to come before anything else. “Your cooperation is crucial. I have a theory that Jefferson might have escaped to here during
            the American Revolution, instead of to his land to the south.”
         

         
         She tilted her head. “But he didn’t have a house here.”

         
         He widened his eyes in surprise. “No, he didn’t. You know more about TJ than you let on.”
         

         
         He’d thought to put her at ease with a lighthearted tone, but those intriguing eyes suddenly seemed to shutter. He decided
            right then that going into detail about his research might put her off.
         

         
         “No, I don’t know all that much,” she said, looking away.

         
         “I’ll be conducting research at the library at Monticello, and also here, if you’ll permit it. I need to find proof that I’m
            right. Can I count on your cooperation?”
         

         
         “I’ll think about it.”

         
         She was already retrieving the clippers and righting the ladder. He tried to help, but she gave him a distracted smile.

         
         “I can do it. This is my job now, you know.”

         
         “What did you do before?”

         
         “Real estate.”

         
         He could see her as a friendly, outgoing saleswoman. “Did you always mean to come back to the orchard?” he asked, curious.

         
         “Interesting question. I don’t really know. As for your request, why don’t you come back tomorrow, and I’ll give you my answer.”

         
         And she maneuvered the ladder back into the tree and climbed up, disappearing within the spring blossoms until he could only
            see those muddy boots. He turned and strode back to his car.
         

         
          

         Amy heard the crunch of gravel beneath Jonathan Gebhart’s feet, and she ducked her head until she could watch him walk away.
            He’d been an interesting man, all sober and serious, and seemed a little taken aback when she’d teased him. She could still
            see his short, wavy black hair that looked difficult to tame. It was hard to forget his eyes, green as spring in the orchard—and
            that moment when he’d really looked at her as a woman. That had been surprising and unsettling. He didn’t have laughing eyes—she
            imagined he didn’t laugh much at all, which was a shame, when he looked so gorgeous.
         

         
         Would he be one of those boring professors who droned on and on about something that no longer mattered to anyone? No, he’d
            sounded too passionate about his request. Maybe he brought that focus to kids who only needed his course as an elective, who
            stared out the window on a gorgeous day and wished to be anywhere else. That had been her, once upon a time . . .
         

         
         But not where history was concerned. That was an interest she had once had in common with the professor. But she’d let it
            all go, pushed it from her mind just as she’d pushed her family and friends away. She was surprised how much the amateur genealogist
            inside her had tried to come creaking back to life when he’d told her his hypothesis about Jefferson and her family land.
            But she wouldn’t let it.
         

         
         When the professor reached his car, Amy saw that his broad shoulders were squared, and he moved like a man who always knew
            exactly what he was doing, had everything planned out. She always found confidence sexy. He’d been professionally attired
            in a button-down shirt and chinos beneath the jacket she’d ruined, while she was grubby, with torn jeans and old shirts. He’d
            been dignified and educated, and she’d dropped out of college to spend her time with a man who hadn’t proven worthy of the
            sacrifice. It hadn’t been a sacrifice at the time, of course; she’d been giddy with what she thought was love. Amy knocked
            her forehead into the nearest branch, as if that could knock some sense into her. It had taken far too long for that sense
            to take hold, and it had proven costly.
         

         
         She heard his car start, and then he was gone, dirt rising up behind as he traveled at a respectful speed down toward Spencer
            Hollow, the little village between the orchard and Crozet, the nearest small town. She used to take the quiet dirt road as
            an invitation to speed, roaring down the hill, the rolling countryside stretched out below her, rows of apple trees rising
            and falling as far as the eye could see. Life had been full of excitement and possibilities then—full of the promise of foolish
            mistakes, too, but she hadn’t known that. Otherwise, she would have stayed holed up in her childhood bedroom forever.
         

         
         She was back there now, in that same bedroom, her cheerleading trophies and school certificates still on the wall. She’d chosen
            this path, of course. When she’d gotten the call that her parents had wanted to retire, she’d been only too glad to run home
            for a fresh start. She’d been so excited to help her family, to spend more time with her siblings, to prove that they were
            all so important to her. But underneath all those good reasons she had to admit that coming home also meant pretending she
            hadn’t let her life get so horribly, humiliatingly out of control as she’d spent years with a man who’d developed the same
            issues with alcohol that her dad had once had.
         

         
         No one knew, of course, not even her twin brother—which Amy worried was causing a certain distance between them these last
            few years. But no one was ever going to know how foolish she had been. Her ex-boyfriend, Rob, certainly wouldn’t tell; he’d
            moved on to the next woman, one even more malleable than she’d been. Amy had quit college for that idiot, she thought, groaning
            aloud. But at the time, it had seemed like a great move. Her grades had suffered because all she’d wanted was to begin a life
            with Rob, to live with him and make a home.
         

         
         It was Rob who’d introduced her to real estate, his family business. She’d started learning the ropes while still in college,
            helping out agents part-time. She discovered she loved working with people, and had a knack for knowing how to find the most
            important reason why someone looked for a home, and then delivering on it. She didn’t need college for that, so she’d dropped
            out. Gradually, as things with Rob got worse, it was harder and harder to be a part of his family business. Breaking up with
            him had meant eventually quitting her job, and it was almost a relief to be done with anything to do with him.
         

         
         Now she was facing a new future, and she didn’t want to look back, to see again the mistakes she’d made.

         
         But the professor wanted to talk about the past—her family’s past, and the memories weren’t always pleasant. Did she really
            want such a reminder? And, of course, there was the fact that she was always so quick to help a guy out, she thought with
            dismay. But she wouldn’t let her own hang-ups interfere with her promise to give his request some thought. He was right about
            her family’s link to Thomas Jefferson. If he had discovered new information, how could she deprive him of finding out the
            truth?
         

         
         To clear her head, Amy took a deep breath of the apple blossoms all around her. This was the scent of springtime, fragrant and lush, of her childhood, of her family obsession for generations. She’d been molded
            by the rhythm of the seasons, of planting baby trees with her father in the spring, of morning walks through the orchard in
            the fall, examining apples to predict when each variety would be at peak ripeness. There definitely was a history here, the
            good kind—and the bad. She just didn’t know if she wanted to talk about it with a stranger, for there were dark episodes,
            like her father’s drinking, that warped some of her memories.
         

         
         Yet being back at home with her twin brother, Tyler, made her feel all about family right now. Late last year, her mom, Patty,
            had had a breast cancer scare, and though it had turned out to be a benign lump, everything had changed for her father. Though
            sober for the last ten years, he’d never forgotten how his wife had taken up the slack when he’d been hungover, when he’d
            forgotten family events, when he had to be guided home after parties. Now Patty deserved the retirement she’d always dreamed
            of, and Bruce had intended to give it to her—even though the orchard’s finances were shaky. He couldn’t just give the orchard
            to his children and leave; there was no money for that. He would have had to sell it, and the thought had horrified the whole
            family. As the professor had pointed out, there’d been a Fairfield on this land for one hundred and ninety-nine years—Amy
            did know a lot more of her family history than she’d let on. It was their heritage, their history, their children’s future.
            Their sister Rachel, who’d been Dad’s right hand for years, couldn’t resurrect it all on her own.
         

         
         So Amy’s oldest brother Logan, who’d made a fortune as a hedge fund manager in New York City and was now a venture capitalist,
            had offered a financial gift to their parents so they could buy their RV and begin their adventures. He’d insisted it was
            his right to share what he’d earned, and they’d reluctantly, graciously accepted. But Amy and the rest of her siblings had
            balked when he’d tried to bail out the orchard, too. After all, he was in business with several partners—it should be an official
            investment, a loan. The siblings even insisted on offering a business plan for what they intended to do to make Fairfield
            Orchard a success again.
         

         
         And Amy, who’d been away from the business for a good ten years—except for working weekends at the height of autumn harvest—was
            beginning to feel a bit overwhelmed. Coming up with a new idea to change things up at the orchard was now going to fall on
            her, Tyler, and Rachel. Thank God for Rachel, who knew everything there was to know about the family business. With her help,
            they’d come up with a great way to position Fairfield Orchard for the twenty-first century.
         

         
         Amy took a step higher in the ladder so she could look across the tops of the other pink-draped apple trees and see the Blue
            Ridge Mountains, the backdrop of her youth. She took a deep breath of the sweet fragrance and momentarily closed her eyes
            with happiness. It was so good to be home.
         

         
         “Hey, are you still up the same tree?”

         
         And then there was Tyler. Amy looked down to find her twin leaning against the tree, arms folded across his chest. He was
            giving her that killer smile that had won over legions of soap opera fans before the show had been canceled. He’d played Dr. Lake,
            dreamboat hunk and dedicated neurosurgeon—who always seemed to be in the ER to treat every other kind of trauma, too. Both
            twins had the same light brown hair and blue eyes, but his short hair seemed tousled naturally, rakishly—although she knew
            he spent a half hour in front of the bathroom mirror every morning, complaining the whole time about the necessity. His agent
            had several screen tests lined up over the next few months and was confident they would lead to work. Most of the time, Amy
            couldn’t even be bothered to blow-dry her hair, just tossed it up in a ponytail. Tyler took good care of his body, and had
            already been after Amy to start running with him. As if she could keep up.
         

         
         They talked or texted several times a week where once it had been several times a day. When Tyler said he’d come home to help
            her run the orchard, she’d been so happy knowing they’d spend time together again. College and life had separated them, and
            it had been jarring at first. He was a part of her.
         

         
         In many ways, he was the same old Tyler, charming and happy, but in other ways, she sensed . . . something else. Was he hiding
            part of himself? But of course, she hadn’t told him what had happened with Rob either.
         

         
         “Have you been watching me?” she called.

         
         “You can see a lot from the house.”

         
         “But not enough to come join me.”

         
         “I’m here, aren’t I?”

         
         “After sleeping in,” she teased.

         
         He shrugged. “We famous actors have busy evening schedules. Have to see and be seen, you know—however annoying it is.”

         
         “No one to see you here at the orchard.” She climbed down the ladder. “Or did you go out last night after I’d gone to bed?
            Oh, wait—didn’t I see a Tweet about watching a TV show? Me and your thousands of followers?”
         

         
         He rolled his eyes, then nudged her elbow with his. “It’s part of the job, and my agent keeps hounding me about it. Keeping
            track of me?”
         

         
         “Always,” she said fondly, smiling. “It’s my job as your big sister.”
         

         
         He snorted. “By five minutes.”

         
         “It’s still five minutes,” she said sweetly. “Think we’ll have any groupie interruptions today?”

         
         He grimaced. “I hope not. Sorry.”

         
         Yesterday, a group of forty-something women had supposedly been on a wine tour of the region, and “accidentally” gone out
            of their way to see Tyler. He’d signed autographs, chatted personably, and Amy had gotten to watch her brother in action.
            He’d always been good with fans, just as she’d always been good with clients. Just another thing the twins had in common.
         

         
         “I don’t want them to interfere with the orchard,” he said. “Come fall, when we’re officially open, I can’t guarantee what
            will happen. The public is welcome, after all.”
         

         
         Her smile fading, she touched his arm. “This is a temporary job for both of us. Six months. No one’s asking you to leave Manhattan
            permanently.”
         

         
         He gave her a crooked smile. “I know. But I’m as glad to be here as you are. We’re both running away from something, aren’t
            we?”
         

         
         Her eyes widened in surprise. “Tyler—”

         
         But he already had the ladder in both hands and was walking to the next tree. “It’s been a while since I checked for disease.
            Let’s remember together.”
         

         
         She followed him, and soon they were trying to remember spraying schedules, how to keep ahead of apple scab, and when the
            beekeeper was supposed to arrive. Those were some of the topics of her childhood, and they should have felt safe as they prepared
            questions for their sister Rachel. But the topics were also part of the past, and it was difficult to feel safe there, when
            their father had so often let them down.
         

         
         A couple hours later they went back to the house for lunch. Afterward, Tyler retreated to his room to return phone calls and
            messages, and so did she. It wasn’t easy to abruptly walk away from a real estate career. She’d been a little concerned that
            it would be difficult not to be out in the community every day, dealing with buyers and sellers, being in a crowded office
            on occasion. So far, so good. It was peaceful to be with only a handful of longtime employees. And when the fall season began,
            she’d have more people around her every day than she knew what to do with.
         

         
         For a moment, she stood still in her old bedroom. The sun shone through the windows, glinting off her MVP trophy from her
            senior year of competitive cheerleading. There was a good-citizen certificate from the Rotary Club, a cross she’d been given
            for her First Communion. There was even a stuffed animal some boyfriend had won her at the county fair. The blue-and-white
            checked comforter matched Rachel’s old one, from when they used to share bunk beds in the same room. It felt familiar and
            comfortable. She was home, ready to begin her new—perhaps temporary—future.
         

         
         She looked through the photos pinned to her corkboard: prom group shots, lots of photos with her siblings, especially Tyler,
            and then the family shot they’d taken at the fair, where they’d all dressed up in nineteenth-century clothes and posed with
            serious expressions.
         

         
         She’d once had another photo just like that. Only it had been real and rare and a hundred years old. The professor would have
            liked that, she thought hollowly. Once, genealogy had been a passion of hers, and she had spent hours talking to her grandfather,
            going through old letters and photos with him. The discovery of this photo had been the culmination of her private research, a way to surprise her grandpa with a picture of his own grandfather
            and his family.
         

         
         She reached behind the desk for the manila envelope where she kept the small pieces that were all that was left of the photo,
            of her attempt to do something to honor her family history for the two-hundredth anniversary next year. Her stupidity had
            ruined it all. She couldn’t keep the evidence here where Tyler could find it; she couldn’t throw it away, because it was proof
            of a life she never wanted to return to, of what her mistake had cost her. She’d find a hiding place, perhaps her old one
            in the barn. Now, the future had to be all that mattered.
         

         
         But not to Professor Gebhart. He was all about the past—he wanted her family’s past, and it only felt like another reminder
            of her mistake in trusting a man who didn’t think he had a drinking problem.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2


         
         Jonathan got back to his Belmont neighborhood from his run to the university and around Grounds, since he’d needed to put
            aside the tension of his visit to Fairfield Orchard. Running was something he’d started just for his health. He’d taken it
            up in college when it was obvious he was sitting around more and more, his face buried in books or at the computer. But running
            had become a passion for him. He enjoyed the precise movement of his body, and it cleared his mind for thinking in a way nothing
            else did. Passing the flowers he’d recently hung on his porch, he entered the house, a nineteenth-century two-story with white
            clapboard siding, a big front porch, and lots of character. It had been perfect for him to slowly renovate and improve.
         

         
         He took a quick shower and came down to the kitchen for a glass of water, but he still couldn’t get Amy Fairfield out of his
            mind. He told himself it was because she held the future of his book, of his major discovery, in her hands. But there were
            other, more subtle things going on inside him, and he didn’t like admitting that he found himself attracted to her. She was
            nothing like the women he normally dated, who were always professional and polished and expensively dressed—although he imagined
            she cleaned up well. But there was something about the way she’d come home for her parents, a loyalty he found rare and admirable.
            Those blue eyes had sparkled as she’d tried to tease him out of his serious nature. Not to mention the way the jeans had clung
            to her like those yoga pants women liked to wear. He didn’t want such unwelcome feelings intruding on his work. His research
            had to come first.
         

         
         He could always distract himself by attending the get-together tonight between the archaeology program and the anthropology
            and history departments—but that wasn’t happening. He’d have to see his ex-best friend and his ex-fiancée, and awkwardness
            would ensue. Sometimes he thought he preferred historical people to real ones, who disappointed and betrayed. It had almost
            split the departments when their relationship had blown apart, since some professors had felt the need to choose sides.
         

         
         He wasn’t a monk; he dated occasionally, but he wasn’t the kind of guy who could easily open up about something as ephemeral
            as “feelings.” He thought he’d found the perfect relationship with his ex-fiancée, a partnership of intellects, of shared
            interests. But apparently that hadn’t mattered as much to her.
         

         
         He went to his office on the first floor and shook the mouse to awaken his computer. He had a desk that ran along two walls,
            and a rolling chair to move between it all. Books and papers covered one part of the desk, while his laptop was on the other.
            On the screen appeared the manuscript of his book, and he saw the chapter about the Blue Ridge Mountain property that eventually
            became Fairfield Orchard. It was while researching the Fairfields’ history in the public domain—those land deeds Amy had mentioned,
            birth and death records, and information in Jefferson’s own papers—that he’d begun to wonder if there was a discrepancy about
            Jefferson’s flight from certain abduction by the British. Jonathan wanted the stories about the Fairfields, of course, but
            those stories would also help him set the groundwork for future work on locating Jefferson’s exact retreat.
         

         
         Amy was his gateway to her family. She’d been spunky up in that tree, unfazed when she’d almost fallen. His own heart had
            picked up speed at the near miss, but not hers—or not that he’d been able to tell. She’d been calm and matter-of-fact, hadn’t
            seemed at all as intrigued by him as he’d been by her.
         

         
         That was enough of that, he told himself, clicking to another section of his manuscript. He had more important work to do.
            The semester was almost over, and he had an entire summer for research and writing. He couldn’t wait.
         

         
          

         Midmorning the next day, Amy and Tyler walked alongside their sister Rachel through row after row of heirloom apple varieties,
            Albemarle pippins, Grimes Golden, and Baldwin, as they discussed the apple varieties they already grew, and the new acres
            that the workers had just finished planting. Amy took notes on a clipboard and wondered why Rachel looked so tired. Uma raced
            ahead, looking for rabbits to chase. Luckily, she seldom caught any. The sky was overcast but there was no feel of frost,
            and Amy hoped their worries about the weather could subside. But did it ever? She remembered her father waking them all in
            the dead of night to set up wind machines to pull warm air back down and combat a disastrous frost. The orchard was like a
            living being, to be nourished and protected and cared for.
         

         
         Rachel was older than the twins by two years, her sandy hair on the blond side, cut short in a wavy chin-length bob that never
            got in the way as she worked. She’d never left the orchard, the one sibling out of six who wanted to work at Dad’s side, to
            make a career of being a farmer. You’d think she’d be happy that Amy and Tyler had come home to work with her, but she seemed
            almost somber, hands in the pockets of her jean jacket, answering questions but not with any sort of enthusiasm.
         

         
         Amy felt more and more concerned as the morning wore on. “Okay, Rach, out with it,” she finally said, stepping in front of
            her sister, hands on her hips.
         

         
         Tyler’s eyes widened, as if he’d been unaware of any tension. Men.

         
         But Rachel didn’t look at all surprised. She only heaved a sigh, even as she straightened her shoulders and met Amy’s gaze
            without flinching. “Ever since Dad decided to leave, I’ve been . . . unsettled.”
         

         
         “Unsettled,” Amy echoed with concern.

         
         Rachel winced. “Really, it started a long time before that. I’ve been feeling . . . restless.”

         
         And Amy knew, without Rachel having to say another word. “You want to leave.”

         
         Tyler’s gaze narrowed. “Amy, stop jumping to conclusions.”

         
         “I’m not jumping to any conclusions, am I, Rachel?”

         
         Rachel met her eyes steadily. “You’re not. I’ve decided that with the two of you here, I need some time away, time to do something
            just for me.”
         

         
         Though Amy was concerned about what had prompted her sister’s life-altering decision, she couldn’t help feeling a little panicky.
            “Rachel, this is the worst time for that. Tyler and I don’t have a clue what to do year-round.”
         

         
         “Of course you do. You grew up here.”

         
         “We manned cash registers, we guided customers to the ripest apples to pick, we drove the tractor. I don’t know anything about
            keeping the books or deciding what new trees to plant, or when the spraying should begin. And Tyler and I working alone together?
            It’s not like we had our own secret language, you know. The whole family is counting on us to improve the business and keep
            it going, but with you leaving us . . .”
         

         
         Tyler gave Amy a warning frown and turned to Rachel. “She’s just scared, Rach. We thought we’d have you with us.”

         
         “I am with you,” Rachel insisted, “in spirit. You can always call me anytime. But you won’t need to. You’ll have Carlos and the
            rest of the crew. Carlos knows everything.”
         

         
         Carlos Rodriguez and her father had been the closest of friends ever since the two of them had returned from Vietnam together.
            Carlos had been drafted in the early seventies when he’d been a pot-smoking hippie. Though he’d won a Bronze Star, he’d come
            home from the war still a hippie, and it wasn’t any of Amy’s concern if the pot-smoking was still accurate. She might have
            been just as guilty a time or two in college.
         

         
         But Rachel was right—Carlos knew every bit of the business. Yet . . . no Rachel? Amy associated the orchard as much with her
            sister these last fifteen years as she did their father. But she’d noticed the circles under Rachel’s eyes from the moment
            she’d come home. Her sister must have been struggling with this.
         

         
         “But why wouldn’t you tell us you’d been feeling restless?” Amy asked quietly. “Didn’t keeping silent make things worse?”

         
         Rachel shrugged, hands in her pocket against the chill wind. “No . . . maybe . . . I don’t know. I thought it was just me,
            and that it would go away. How could I tell you all that?”
         

         
         Amy knew all too well how easy it was to keep secrets.

         
         “When the others came home to give Mom and Dad the going-away party,” Rachel continued, “I couldn’t say anything then. I didn’t
            know what I wanted. I’m just starting to feel like I don’t know how to help the orchard recover from all the years Dad sort
            of ignored it,” Rachel continued. “That’s been weighing on me more and more. To distract myself, I found other stuff to occupy
            my evenings and weekends. I dated on and off, I skied, I swam. I even tried crocheting, for goodness’ sake. I finally came
            to realize that the orchard needs fresh blood, new ideas, people excited to be here. You both seem so glad to come home.”
         

         
         “We are glad,” Amy insisted. “I’ve forgotten how wonderful it is to be part of this land, our orchard. But . . . new ideas? We’re
            supposed to turn the orchard around all by ourselves?”
         

         
         Hastily, Rachel said, “The others are coming to help eventually. And I don’t want to walk away permanently. I just need a
            break.”
         

         
         “Then you should have a break,” Tyler said.

         
         Amy opened her mouth, then closed it. Tyler was right. She felt a little dizzy, knowing that this made her and Tyler’s responsibility
            for the orchard even more urgent.
         

         
         “Where do you want to go?” Amy asked, focusing on happiness for her sister’s sake. “What do you want to do?”

         
         “You remember my friend Ella? She’s a freelance writer now. She recently discovered that she had breast cancer, and though
            she’s undergone treatment and is doing okay, I couldn’t stop thinking about how it had almost happened to Mom. Illness made
            Ella realize she’s never given herself permission to travel. So for a few months, she’s going to be a travel writer, but she’s
            still a little too weak to do it on her own. I’d like to go along and help her.”
         

         
         “That’s really kind of you, Rach,” Amy said, feeling her heart soften for her sister.

         
         Rachel winced. “I’m getting more out of it than I’m giving, trust me. But suddenly, I’m so very excited about the future,
            about seeing places around the world I’ve never been before.”
         

         
         Tyler gave Rachel a hug. “That’s just great.”

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         But Rachel was staring at her worriedly, as if Amy’s reaction would make or break her decision. Amy’s nervousness was her
            own problem. Rachel was right; Amy had Carlos and the phone numbers of Dad and Rachel when she had questions.
         

         
         Amy smiled, the same smile she used when a nervous client needed to be reassured. “I think it’s an awesome idea. I’m very
            jealous, and looking forward to all the photos.”
         

         
         Rachel let out a sigh and threw her arms around Amy. “I’m so glad you’re okay about this,” she whispered fiercely.

         
         Amy hugged her back, meeting Tyler’s gaze. He looked a bit too knowing, as if he understood everything in Amy’s mind—he usually
            did.
         

         
         They continued to walk farther into the orchard, Rachel’s arms slung through both of theirs as she chattered away about the
            plans she and her friend had begun to make. Uma gave an occasional bark as if to tell them she was still around somewhere.
            Amy only half listened, for she could see the original homestead nestled so close to a curving row of apple trees. The three
            of them used to play haunted house inside, while Logan, the oldest, did his best to scare them, and they all tried to keep
            the littler ones, Noah and Michael, away from their game. It was kind of mean now that she thought of it, but back then it
            had been a silly challenge.
         

         
         Life was simple then, a true cliché if she’d ever heard one.

         
         They reached a rough patch of land that had been allowed to stay wild, a meadow surrounded by trees and an outcropping of
            rocks too big to easily remove. It had been a pretty place for a picnic, and their mother had brought them there often, calling
            it their picnic meadow.
         

         
         But now, Amy saw that the wild grasses had been flattened, and someone had built a fire with rocks surrounding it, leaving
            charred sticks in the center.
         

         
         Rachel came to a stop. “What the hell is this?”

         
         “I was just going to ask you the same thing,” Amy said. “Did someone ask permission for any of this?”

         
         “No, not that I heard,” she said, frowning.

         
         “It’s probably just teenagers,” Tyler pointed out. “I might have partied with my friends in the woods a time or two.”

         
         “But this isn’t the woods,” Amy countered. “This is a working orchard. They could have damaged the trees.”

         
         But they didn’t see any damage. The three of them walked around the meadow, but everything seemed pretty normal, except for
            the blackened ashes of the fire. Uma bounded in and started sniffing.
         

         
         “We can ask Carlos,” Rachel said. “He’s back at the garage working on one of the tractors.”

         
         They found Carlos in the large garage behind their little store, looking into the open engine of a tractor. His dog, an old
            black-and-white border collie named Barney, lifted his head and thumped his tail until Amy stopped to pet him. Uma, as usual,
            ignored most other dogs, and went to sniff in the shadowy corners.
         

         
         Carlos was a wiry man who was still pretty strong for a guy in his sixties. Outdoor work at the orchard surely helped. He
            was only a few inches taller than Amy, with black hair threaded through with gray, which he usually wore in a ponytail at
            the back of his neck. He wore a flannel shirt over jeans that looked as if he’d gotten some grease on them. A tattoo was partially
            visible at the neckline of his shirt and he wore small studs in his ears. She and her siblings had always thought of him as
            the fun-loving uncle who understood them when their father hadn’t.
         

         
         Carlos glanced up when they walked in. “So, you told them,” he said to Rachel.

         
         “I did.”

         
         Amy realized Rachel had confided her travel plans to Carlos. She wasn’t surprised—he managed the orchard and the warehouse,
            and would need to know about such a major change.
         

         
         “And it didn’t go as bad as you thought it might,” Carlos added.

         
         “No, it didn’t,” Rachel said with relief.

         
         Amy took a deep breath and it wasn’t too difficult to put on a cheerful expression. “So Carlos, you’re not planning to leave us, are you?”
         

         
         He smiled from within his day’s growth of gray whiskers, his dark eyes gleaming. “You couldn’t chase me away, especially not
            with the two of you here to cause trouble. How could I leave you on your own?”
         

         
         “You could decide to retire,” Tyler pointed out.

         
         Amy could have elbowed her twin hard.

         
         “Retire? No way. What would I do all day? No grandchildren yet. I don’t think Carmen’s ever going to find a dude to put up
            with her.”
         

         
         “How’s Carmen doing?” Amy asked, feeling a twinge of guilt. She and Carmen had been the best of friends growing up, since
            the Rodriguez property adjoined the orchard. They’d run wild together, watching tadpoles grow, hiding out in the tree house
            and keeping out boys, eventually keeping watch for each other below that same tree house when a teenage boy had been admitted.
            Neither of them had been girly girls, both tomboys, with Amy at her orchard and Carmen with her goats and chickens.
         

         
         After dropping out of college, Amy had moved to Charlottesville and focused on her future with Rob, slowly leaving her friends
            behind, though she hadn’t planned it. Carmen had gotten a business degree, and that made Amy feel both a little envious and
            even more foolish. Soon their friendship had degenerated to the occasional texts. And since Carmen wasn’t big on technology,
            she’d never joined Facebook, the best way to fool yourself that you were still friends with someone.
         

         
         Amy could pinpoint the exact moment she’d stopped texting anything personal—when Rob had started drinking. She couldn’t find
            a way to explain to her old friends how a dark pit of worry had formed inside her. At the time, she’d told herself it was
            just a few drinks, that Rob would never be like her father. But her worry had turned to an isolation that had not only separated
            her from her friends, but which had distanced her from her family. Oh, she’d been there for holidays and working weekends
            in the fall, but . . . it hadn’t been the same. She was so relieved and glad to put that painful part of her past behind her,
            reconnecting with her family on a deeper level again. But how to do that with her friends, when their break had been much
            deeper and permanent?
         

         
         Part of her expected Carlos to frown, to show his disappointment in her. Carmen’s final texts had been full of hurt and accusation,
            and much as Amy had tried to smooth them over, to pretend there was nothing wrong, Carmen hadn’t believed her, and had never
            gotten in touch again. Neither had Amy, and the gulf between them had seemed uncrossable.
         

         
         “My Carmen is doing great!” Carlos said, pride in his twinkling eyes and booming voice.

         
         Amy let out her breath with relief.

         
         “You’ve seen her goat cheese in the store, right?”

         
         Amy knew he meant the orchard store, because no other store could go so easily unnamed. “Of course! It’s delicious.”

         
         “She’s in the MacDougall General Store in Sleepy Hollow, too, and she’s negotiating a few stores in Crozet.”

         
         “Soon she’ll be in Charlottesville, if she has her way,” Rachel said, grinning.

         
         “She’s always been a businesswoman—even in her tie-dyed fashion,” Amy said with amusement. “We had the most successful lemonade
            stand ever.”
         

         
         “Because you held it during harvest at an orchard,” Rachel reminded her.

         
         Amy rolled her eyes good-naturedly.

         
         Carlos said, “And now she’s just begun a line of homemade goat milk soaps. She’s got me using it now, too.”

         
         “No wonder you smell pretty,” Tyler teased.

         
         Carlos laughed. “I do. I can’t keep it a secret.”

         
         “And your son
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