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Travis

The sweet scent of apples surrounded Travis as he walked further into the orchard, the early August heat settling over him. With each step he took, his thick boots crushed more blossoms that had fallen ages ago underneath them, sending another spray of the scent he’d come to associate with home for so long swirling into the air. As the blossoms’ aroma permeated his senses, a quiet peace washed over Travis, bringing a smile to his face as he gazed around at the trees that were now devoid of flowers. Branches were thick with leaves and budding apples that would soon become this year’s harvest. 

It was the time of year Travis looked forward to most while simultaneously being the one he dreaded more than spending the evening at Branch and Brew on a busy Saturday night. While his brothers would understand his wanting to skip the latter, a night out at the bar was not his idea of a good time, the former was not only this job, but his birthright. That didn’t mean Travis loved every part of it though. The sheer amount of people that would flock to the orchard, not for work, but for apple picking or a visit to the small storefront where they sold everything from his brother Felix’s apple cider to the applesauce his mom prepared and canned during the winter months was enough to drive even the most social of butterflies underground. 

Travis wouldn’t label himself anti-social necessarily, he was fine hanging out with his brothers and their significant others. Hell, he lived with his parents and they were two of the most talkative people on the planet. The difference between all of those people and the strangers that would come to the orchard was that those who knew him understood why he was quiet, gruff, and why he shied away from social gatherings. People were unpredictable, their feelings too variable and messy. Nature, however, was steady and reliant. 

Travis stopped to admire one of the trees he’d fertilized just that morning, smoothing his hand over the rough bark when he heard laughter in the distance. Despite his propensity to remain silent, Travis recognized the sound he’d heard often enough at his family gatherings, but this didn’t sound like the boisterous laughs of any of his brothers, their partners, or his parents. Peeking out from around the tree, Travis bristled when more shrill giggles reached his ears and the sight of a checkered blanket flashed in the corner of his eye.

There was no doubt in his mind what he was dealing with. He’d been dealing with it every spring, summer, and fall for as long as he could remember. Gnashing his teeth together, he bounded through the trees, coming to a halt when his suspicions were confirmed. Fucking tourists. It was always the same with them, coming to the orchard dressed up in clothes they were afraid to muddy and shoes that dug into the ground and cut the tree roots, greedy hands pulling and yanking at the apples in a way that could ruin their bloom for the next season before searching for the perfect spot to grab a selfie. 

Always uninvited and never wanted, they had no reverence for the environment nor the harvest process, merely wanting to post on social media the evidence of their brush with the natural world. These people had been too far removed from where they got their food, too ignorant of the care and work that went into something they thought just appeared on the grocery store shelves like magic, and too lazy to try and understand the difference. The knowledge that those people were stomping around his family’s legacy had an angry huff heaving from Travis’s lungs as he pressed on further into the trees. 

#norepspectfornature

He was barely at the half set-up picnic when he started barking at the group of young adults. “The fuck are you doing here?”

Two women stared blankly at him for a moment while one man held up his hands in supplication, another too busy leaning against one of the trees and typing on his phone to notice. “We’re just here for a little outdoor fun.” The man nodded to the two women who’d gone back to taking items from a basket, not noticing or caring when a light breeze carried a few napkins off into the brush. “No harm done.”

Travis heartily disagreed. As quiet as he was, when it came to protecting what his family worked so hard to build, he could get very loud. “Much harm done.” Travis pointed to the napkins on the ground, the trampled earth that he’d poured just yesterday to help nourish the trees, and the stripped bark from where this man’s asshole friend leaned against the tree. “Pack up your shit, get the fuck out.”

The man opened his mouth to argue, but another fierce look from Travis had him backing up towards the rest of his party. “Come on, guys. We’ll find another spot.” Travis crossed his arms and stared down each and every one of them as they cleaned up their stuff, pointing angrily at the trash and making sure they left no trace of themselves behind. 

As he watched their sedan make its way down the dirt road that led away from the orchard, Travis sighed, the weight of interacting with such terrible people like a boulder on his chest. It was nothing that another pass through the trees wouldn’t cure, but for the briefest of moments, he wished he had someone to share that burden with. Just because he didn’t talk much didn’t mean he didn’t feel anything. In fact, he felt so much sometimes that trying to keep it all in hurt like hell. If only he could find someone who understood that like his family did, his life would feel...complete.

Shaking off thoughts of a person that could never exist for him, Travis made his way back through the orchard, giving the occasional grunt of approval to trees that would never talk back, but he didn’t need them to. Travis didn’t need conversation, just the steady presence of something familiar. Every now and then he would stop and take a look at one of them more closely, run his hands along the rugged bark of the trunk as he murmured words of encouragement. If talking to your plants helped them grow, then it was no wonder the orchard was thriving. 

Travis had watched his father do it plenty of times, taking note of how even though a reply would never come to any of his father’s affirmations, there seemed to be a conversation happening between the two. Now that he was older and tended to the trees himself, Travis didn’t just sense the connection, but was able to feel it. He and the tree were two living, breathing things, both only wanting to do their best and be left standing proud at the end of the day. But where trees grew over time and changed with the seasons, Travis seemed to be existing in the same loop he always had. The only thing that changed during the year for him were the clothes he wore and the work he did. 

As Travis checked the state of the apples that were just bigger than a racquet ball, his eyes wandered over to Felix’s cider house. His little brother had big plans to expand his business and was moving to another apartment with his girlfriend, Autumn. The shed would be converted into storage for his crabapples eventually, and God only knew what would happen to the apartment above the barn that the two had previously occupied. 

Earlier that morning, Felix had suggested Travis move into it as he passed over the keys to the place, but Travis had always been a little too stuck in his ways to even consider it. He’d been in the same bedroom his entire life and didn’t plan on changing that come hell or high-water. The only thought tempting him to do anything differently was the idea that maybe a lady would come along that he could share that space with.

Now, hours later, the keys to the empty apartment sat heavily in his pocket. It really was a waste to leave the space empty, but he still had no desire to live there himself. Wandering back toward the house, Travis thought about other uses for the place. It seemed silly to try and convert it back into more storage. They already had plenty of outbuildings designated for that. They could rent it out to someone in town, but the thought of having people who might not give the farm the deference it deserved rankled him something fierce. Travis would rather leave it empty than let someone come in who could possibly trash the place or the orchard. Those trees were his sanctuary, and no one would disturb it. Not on his watch.

Walking into the large farmhouse where he lived with his parents, the gray siding and stonework a sight as familiar as the trees, Travis nodded to his dad who was sitting at the small table in the kitchen, sipping on a glass of lemonade. Grabbing some of the cold, tart drink for himself, he joined him at the table. The wooden chair was stiff, but it might as well have been a cloud for the sheer amount of comfort it brought to his aching muscles. Travis regularly lounged on the hard ground outside, so anything softer than that was a luxury to him. 

Groaning as his tired feet took their first real break of the day, Travis ran the cold glass along his overheated forehead, the condensation that had already gathered cooling him off nicely. “Hot as fuck out there.”

Travis’s father snickered and shook his head. “Don’t let your mother hear you cursing like that.” His dad’s eyes lit up as he talked about his wife and Travis felt a pang of envy at the sight of it. Nolan and Cora Kemp were high school sweethearts, something he’d thought he was going to have before he discovered just how deeply people could disappoint him. Even though he didn’t have anything like that himself, Travis could still admire and be proud of the fact that after thirty-six years together, his parents were still head over heels for one another. “You may be thirty-one years old, but she’ll box your ears if she feels justified.”

Travis snorted. His mom hadn’t raised a hand in anger to him or any of his brothers for as long as he lived, a raised brow and scolding tone her preferred method of punishment. “I’ll try my best.” 

His best was rarely good enough when it came to swearing. Unlike his brothers, Travis tended to curse a blue streak whenever he felt the need. Maybe it was his lackluster education or maybe he just liked the emphatic nature of the words, but either way, he tried to reel it in around his mother who preferred less colorful language. 

Fingers tapping the table, Travis tried not to feel too antsy about getting back outside as he sat and did nothing. The heat in the middle of the day was brutal, so he normally retreated indoors to work on other things, but today he felt too restless to sit and update spreadsheets or fill out purchase orders. The feeling had been building over the last year or so, and he knew it was no coincidence that it coincided with his older brother Beckett getting engaged. Well, Beckett was married now, Aiden was engaged, and Felix was likely to be soon enough. Travis could feel inside himself that he needed to evolve. A change was long overdue, nothing big of course, but something he could handle. The problem was, he didn’t know what it should look like or how to make it happen. 

“Something on your mind, son?” Travis looked up at his dad, his hazel eyes shining with concern. “You know you can talk to your mom or me about anything.”

Travis smiled. He did know that because it had been said to him since about the moment he was born. Both of his parents were big on sharing and expressing their feelings, and while he hadn’t been quite as buttoned-up about them in the past, he felt a little too raw at the moment to get into them now. 

“I’m fine.” He downed the rest of his lemonade and rose to put the glass in the dishwasher, staring out the window to the outside to help calm himself. “Probably just missing Felix.”

Travis’s dad sighed. “It will be strange to not have him so close by.” His father scratched his beard that looked nearly identical to Travis’s, only about thirty years in the future. It was short, but thick and was nearly completely gray, but that didn’t make him look any less like Travis than he always had. The two were practically twins, but where his father was all smiles and chattiness, Travis was taciturn, speaking only when he found it necessary. “Do you have any ideas what we should do with the apartment?”

Travis shrugged. “Was just about to head upstairs, research that very thing.” He had a couple of ideas percolating already, but they would require far more information before he could present any kind of plan to his dad. “See you later.”

His father waved him off before going back to his relaxing, no phone or computer in sight, just a well-worn horror novel at the edge of the table. In that way, Travis and his father were also incredibly alike. They could sit back and relax with nothing but their thoughts or a good book to keep them company. At that moment, Travis considered disappearing into another tale of mystery, adventure, or romance. He wasn’t particular about the genre, only that it killed time, but he needed to start to research those ideas. As he ascended the stairs of the house, his mouth tugged up in the corner as he wondered if one of them panning out would bring about that change he knew was needed. 
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Chapter Two 
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Parker

Throbbing feet, an aching back, and a pinched nerve in her elbow were all things Parker had catalogued over the course of the morning breakfast rush. How is my body wrecked today? was her least favorite game but one that she seemed unable to stop playing, at least for as long as she worked as a waitress. Or a retail worker. Or again during that stint as a stocker at the grocery store. No matter what job she held, the game stayed the same. The pain game was also one that no younger woman should have to play, but Parker wasn’t your typical twenty-six-year-old. Single mom of a second grader wasn’t exactly a title Parker thought she would hold at this age, but when you get pregnant at seventeen, you aren’t left with many options. 

It had happened easily enough: Poor girl from the wrong side of the tracks meets rich boy who shows an interest in her. What Parker lacked in money at the time she also apparently lacked in good sense. The fact that Trent gave her any attention at all should have been a giant red flag, but apparently Parker had been so starved for anything resembling love that when the high school basketball star started to hang around her more often, showering her with affection, she believed he was sincere. Of course, he wasn’t. There was a reason he always came to her house, why they never went out on a proper date, and why when she’d told him she was pregnant, he denied that the baby was his.

“How are you going to prove it?” Trent had sneered at her. 

Now that he had used Parker so thoroughly, he apparently wanted nothing more to do with her or their baby. Trent knew damn well she had no money for paternity tests or lawyers, so while she was exposed to the judgement and ridicule of their classmates and townspeople once her baby bump started to show, he simply got to move on, graduate high school, and forget all about her and the child he’d left behind. 

If Parker thought that turning to her mother for help would make it all better, she was sorely mistaken. Shanna Collins had gotten pregnant at seventeen herself, but instead of being understanding about how a young person could make a mistake and trying to help her daughter through it, she told Parker to pack her bags and get out. Her mother had no desire to become the center of gossip in their small Michigan town once again, giving Parker just enough money for a bus ticket and allowing her to take her meager belongings with her. The clothes didn’t fit for long, and the shared apartment she found herself in about five hours West of her birthplace was less than ideal, but at least it was a roof over her head. Answering the ad for a roommate turned out to be one of the only strokes of luck Parker would come upon those first few years.

The woman who’d placed the ad lived with her daughter and they had a spare room. Neither woman took issue with Parker being pregnant and even got her a job at the same retail store they both worked at. For those first few years, she’d had steady income and two willing babysitters to watch her daughter when the day care she’d enrolled her own little girl in was closed for the night. Once that retail store closed its doors for good, the women had to part ways and look for other jobs. 

The next five years would take Parker and Kit from Michigan to Illinois, then over to Kansas and finally up to Idaho where they had managed to land for the last school year. Parker hated that she’d had to move her daughter around so much, but it was a necessity. They went where the jobs were and small town jobs dried up fast. Parker knew she was likely to find more work in a bigger city, but after a short stint in Chicago where she’d almost been mugged on the way home from work, she’d chosen the safety and familiarity of small town life. The longer she stood on the unforgiving tile of the diner floor, however, the more she started to rethink that.

Groaning, Parker tilted her neck and twisted her back to try and work out the kinks. It never really accomplished much, only staving off the worst of the stiffness that would settle in the moment she laid down to sleep at night. At least this job took place during the “breakfast and lunch” shift only. There were only so many people she trusted to look after her daughter when she had to work at night. Too bad “Bring Your Child to Work Day” couldn’t be a thing all year round. 

Parker would feel so much better about her situation if she could watch over her little girl during the summer months, but her boss wasn’t exactly open to the idea of having a kid taking up one of the booths all day. It wouldn’t have worked anyway seeing as how Kit loved to be outside. She was a bit of a tomboy, something she said the kids at school teased her about, but it had never gotten bad enough that Kit couldn’t handle it herself. She was tough, something Parker both admired and lamented.

Growing up as transient as she had undoubtedly made Kit’s edges rougher than they needed to be. She was prickly with most people and skeptical of any piece of good fortune that seemed to happen upon them. The fact that her little girl was so cynical caused Parker more heartache than she ever imagined possible, but until she was able to get them a better life, she wasn’t so sure it would change anytime soon. That didn’t stop her from trying. Anytime they had to move, Parker tried to turn it into an adventure. She was pretty sure Kit played along for her sake, but she would take the win, not wanting to look a gift horse in the mouth.

Smiling at the thought of her daughter, Parker walked over to the table filled with men in business attire. By the polished silver watches they wore and the cut of their suits, they had money to spare and despite herself knowing better, she was hoping for a big tip. 

Parker nodded to the table. “Good morning, gentlemen. What can I get for you?”

The biggest one leered at her, the lights of the diner glinting off his shiny bald head. “Are you on the menu?” 

The rest of the men chuckled as Parker made a concerted effort not to roll her eyes. The rote pick-up line was one she’d heard many times before and was discounted just as easily as she did most things in regards to her appearance. With her frizzy brown hair, brown eyes, and body that was more skin and bones than muscle and curves, she doubted that anyone was looking at her with actual interest in their eyes. 

Plastering on a winning smile, she nodded to the specials board that hung behind the counter. “I’m not, but can I recommend the lumberjack breakfast? It comes with two sides of meat.” 

Parker was pretty sure she heard someone else at the table mumble about giving her their meat, and she tried not to throw up in her mouth as she took their actual orders. With another fake smile, she turned to put their order in. A man reached out and smacked her ass, and while Parker stiffened, she simply shook it off and went about her business. 

Unwanted touching was something else she experienced far too regularly, and while it would be easy to file a complaint with her boss, Parker knew it would fall on deaf ears. As much had happened at other places she’d been, so why bother? Parker needed the job and the money, so instead of complaining about sexual harassment or railing on and on about the injustice of it all, she tried her best to brush it aside and try to believe that despite all evidence to the contrary, not everyone in this world was an entitled asshole. 

Some days made it harder to believe that than others, but Parker refused to give up on humanity, if only for her daughter’s sake. If she kept her head down and worked hard enough, she knew that it would eventually pay off. Forty minutes later, however, her theory was proven incorrect when she went back to the raunchy businessmen’s table and found next to no tip. 

“Assholes,” she muttered, pocketing the few coins they’d deemed her service worthy of. 

Wandering over to the server station, Parker grabbed a drink of water and counted out her tips for the day thus far, wincing when it was at least half as much as it usually was. Wednesdays weren’t exactly hopping at the diner, but what she’d made would barely cover milk and cereal for the week. Sighing at the prospect of going without breakfast for the next seven days, something that was an all too familiar experience for her but not one she had never really gotten accustomed to, Parker walked over to seat a couple who’d just wandered in when the diner owner pulled her aside.

“Can I get a minute, Parker?” When she looked up at her boss’s face, Parker immediately knew that whatever he had to tell her was going to be bad news. His bushy eyebrows were furrowed tightly and his sweaty arms were crossed over his chest. “It will only take a minute.”

“Sure.” Parker tried to smile, but it wouldn’t come. The rock in her stomach that was a mainstay due to worry and hunger sank even further, threatening to keep her rooted to the spot. 

With heavy feet, she followed Mitch back to his office and went to take a seat, stopping as he shook his head at her. “Don’t bother.” 

Tears fell from her eyes as she started to undo her apron. He didn’t have to say it. Parker knew she was gone the moment she’d heard his voice. It sounded the same every time. There was regret at having to let someone go, but also a bit of relief laced throughout at the possibility of the hard part being over with for them. Well, the hard part would just be starting for her because now she needed to find a new job and place to stay. 

“I want you to know that this has nothing to do with how hard you work. There just isn’t as much business as there used to be and well...” he shrugged helplessly.

Parker smiled sadly. “Last hired, first fired. I get it.” It was something she’d been the victim of many times before, and while she wouldn’t miss the diner, the asshole customers, or the town they’d been living in, at least it had been something to keep her and Kit from moving on for a while. “I don’t suppose you happen to know of any other jobs in the area.”

Mitch shook his head sadly. “I do not, but I’m sure you’ll land on your feet.”

Parker nodded. “That I will.” There was no other choice but for her to land on her feet. Thankful for her month-to-month lease and small savings she’d managed to build up, Parker passed over her apron and offered a hand to her former boss. “Thanks for the opportunity.”

Mitch’s meaty paw shook her hand and he smiled. “Anytime. You take care now.” Parker bid him to do the same and left the diner. 

A hot breeze hit her in the face as she walked down the sidewalk back to the small studio she shared with her daughter, Parker already making plans to start the usual cycle that came with leaving another town. They would sell anything that wasn’t an absolute necessity before heading west again. Parker wasn’t sure why they always drove that way as it had certainly never brought them much luck before. 

Maybe it was all the manifest destiny history that was drilled into them in school or maybe it was because she wanted to just get further from where she started. Either way, it was the way they would go when they head out in a few days. It had been a while since Parker and Kit had stumbled upon something good, but she figured they were due and that it would come from heading west. With a determined nod, she walked up the stairs to her apartment building, dreading the one part of the cycle that always hurt the most: telling her daughter.
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Travis

Raucous laughter that was common during Kemp family lunches filtered through the air of Aiden’s otherwise empty restaurant as Travis sat back and watched the rest of his family engaging in light-hearted conversation. Seeing his brothers’ faces lit up with happiness warmed his often cold heart, thawing a layer of the ice that had been surrounding the abused organ since he was eighteen. Some of that ice had been piled on by no woman being interested in a quiet, gruff man, but most of it had been added by him. Block after block was stacked up to seal himself off from any hurt, any disappointment at the hands of someone he cared about. Strangers barely gave him a chance at friendship, so why should he even bother trying for romance? 

When the doctor’s had diagnosed him with sensory processing disorder, they also mentioned that he was likely what was considered a highly sensitive person. After hearing that, he looked into it and it turned out he just reacted more strongly to stimulus, both internal and external. It probably explained a lot about who he was and why he acted the way he did, but beyond that, Travis felt about as normal as anyone else might. Except for the times he was around his entire family.

Travis leaned back in his chair, letting his aching muscles relax back into the soft fabric as he digested the meal Aiden had prepared for all of them. The pork wrapped in puff pastry with a side of crunchy Brussels sprouts and apple slaw was far more complicated than the meals Travis would cook for himself, but it was goddamn delicious and he had been sure to tell his brother as much at the beginning of the meal. Aiden had always been an accomplished chef, but ever since he’d met his fiancée, Nicole, his cooking had gotten even more phenomenal, with his obvious love for the woman seeping into each dish he made. The asshole also had the audacity to go and become less of a grump too, accomplishing something Travis never thought possible. 

It seemed that every one of Travis’s brothers was handling life’s ebbs and flows beautifully, riding the waves better than an expert sailor as they made necessary changes to improve their lives. Beckett gave his wife Willa the time she needed to accept his love for her. That hadn’t been surprising as the man had always had his heart fixed on settling down when he met the right person, but then Aiden had to go and pull a fast one on everybody. The eldest brother was no longer a total curmudgeon, even going as far as to openly express his gratitude for others on a regular basis. That alone was enough to unsettle Travis, but then Felix and Autumn had moved from their longtime apartment above the barn to a space downtown to start a new chapter in their relationship as well. Travis’s parents had always had a solid relationship, but even they navigated the ups and downs of life together as one cohesive unit, never letting anything come between them.

Travis smiled sadly at the four couples at the table, his eyes taking in their happy faces as they gazed at the person they loved most in the world. Eventually his eyes fell on Nate. His eyes were downcast and his fingers were flying across the screen of his phone so quickly Travis wondered if he had developed some sort of speed texting ability. What was probably one of the most useless superpowers to anyone else would come in quite handy for Applewood’s Mayor. 

It seemed as though Nate barely had time to breathe, so at least Travis wouldn’t be completely alone at the singles table, for the next little while anyway. Eventually, Nate would figure out that there was more to life than trying to change their small town, and where would that leave Travis? Alone, with nothing but his trees to keep him company. Not too long ago, he would have found that thought comforting. Now, it scared him a bit.

Luckily for Travis, Aiden saved him from ruminating on the fear of living the rest of his life as a lonely apple farmer when he announced that he and Nicole were going to get married on Valentine’s Day the following year. After a round of congratulatory hugs to the happy couple, they settled back down for some dessert. Travis moaned as the sweet flavor of the apple tart hit his tongue. He didn’t have much of a sweet tooth, but when it came to his brother’s creations, he was a complete sugar slut. 

“This is good,” he mumbled, shoving another bite into his mouth. “Gonna have it at the wedding?”

Aiden’s fiancée Nicole smiled up at her soon-to-be-husband. “I think we’ll go for the more traditional cake option, but there will definitely be apples involved somehow.” Leaning into his brother, she leaned up and kissed his chin, a knowing look on her face. “I’ll just be happy as long as this one agrees to let the caterer handle all the food.”

Aiden smiled as he pulled Nicole closer to him. “As long as I have final say in the menu, I think I can take a night off from cooking.” Once again, the changes he’d seen in his brother threw Travis for a bit of a loop, but instead of dwelling on it, he focused on a change he’d thought could be good for the farm not two days earlier. 

When Travis had gone up to his room, a few of his ideas for the farm hadn’t quite panned out. The thought of keeping honeybees on the grounds had occurred to him. Even though they were docile creatures, the possibility of someone with allergies getting stung was too great a liability to take on. Then he’d considered selling off some of the compost they created from farm waste, but there really wasn’t enough left over from what they used themselves to justify the extra labor involved. 

Finally, there had been one idea that had been simmering at the back of his mind since an elementary school class had wandered through the orchard during the last harvest for a field trip. After some cursory research, it turned out that there was an entire program dedicated to offering workers room and board as well as an education on farming techniques in exchange for free work that had existed for years. To get involved, all Travis would have to do is figure out the logistics and sign them up. He still needed to run it past his dad, and there didn’t seem a better time than now to get the man’s input as well as everyone else’s.

As he waited for a lull in the wedding planning conversation, Travis shifted on his chair, already uncomfortable with the idea of speaking up. Finally when the talking had quieted, he coughed into his fist to get the group’s attention. One by one, they all turned to him, their eyes speculative as they waited for him to talk. Being on the spot made him nervous as hell, but when you barely spoke, you got used to everyone waiting with baited breath for words to finally spout out of your mouth. “Was thinking about signing the farm up for this program. Wanted to get your thoughts.”

His mom smiled encouragingly and patted his hand. It wasn’t patronizing, but an offer of comfort. She knew better than anyone how much he hated being the center of attention and had often been the one to give him pep talks on days when he had to speak in front of a class for a school project. 

His mom gave him one last nod of encouragement. “Go ahead, sweetheart. We’re listening.” 

Returning her smile, Travis explained the concept to the group. The idea of teaching someone farming techniques actually excited him a little as long as the other party was willing to learn and put in the hard work. His enthusiasm must have come through as he spoke because one by one each of his family members beamed at him with an expression of pride. 

When he was done, Felix smiled and clasped him on the shoulder. “I think that’s a great idea, Trav.” Leaning in a little closer, he dropped his voice to just above a whisper. “Instead of going out to meet new people, you’re bringing the new people to you.” 

Travis’s cheeks heated in embarrassment at having confessed his desire to get out more to his little brother weeks earlier. It hadn’t worked and now he felt a bit foolish for ever having mentioned it. “Not ‘bout that. S’about getting help for the farm, helping spread some knowledge along the way.” Addressing the entire group again, he cleared the lump of nerves from his throat that had bubbled up once again when he thought about new people hanging around the orchard. “No time for it this year, but by next harvest, I’ll be ready.”

Nods of agreement and offers to help poured in. Travis waved them off as he often did. His brothers were used to helping out during harvest time, but they were far busier now than in years past. Besides, it wasn’t as necessary as it used to be anyway. A few seasonal workers always made the trip up from California to help out for a few weeks and that was more than enough help, Travis preferring to do the bulk of the work himself anyway. 

As the group once again got caught up in wedding plans for Aiden and Nicole, Travis wandered over to the back entrance of the restaurant and went to sit out on the deck that overlooked the river. The sound of rushing water hit his ears as he grabbed a seat, slung his arms over the rails, and basked in the midday sun. It was still hot as fuck, but he needed the fresh air too much to mind it. 

As he closed his eyes and sat, listening to the world around him, the backs of his eyelids bright orange from the glaring sun that shone on him, Travis wondered what life would look like by the time he got this new program up and running. Beckett had always talked about being a dad, so there was no doubt in Travis’s mind that he and Willa would soon have a baby on the way. Aiden would be married, maybe even with a kid of his own due as well. Felix and Autumn seemed like the type to run off and elope at any moment, and if Nate ever got his head out of his ass and his eyes off his phone, he would find someone special to spend his life with too. Once again, the sharp knife of envy stabbed at Travis’s heart followed quickly by the dull ache of loneliness that hollowed out his insides. 

Sniffling, he clenched his jaw and willed himself not to think about that future and instead try to focus on a better one, one where he met someone who took him as he was, a quiet loner who would rather enjoy an evening of doing little to nothing at all over one spent heading out on the town. Travis looked down at the frayed sleeve of his t-shirt, huffing when he noticed that the cuffs of his jeans were just as bad. He would never win any “best dressed” awards, but then again, he didn’t really try to either. Maybe one of these days he’d learn how to wear a shirt with buttons for longer than the time it took to attend a special occasion like graduations or weddings, but he doubted it. He hoped his fictional future partner wouldn’t care about those things anyway. 
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