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  To my Readers, who requested two more, after One Hot Summer. As always, you are why I love writing. All my best. Eve Asbury




  One Hot Summer




  by




  Eve Asbury




  Chapter 1




  The only thing worse than going back to a town where one’s father shot himself…was trying to start a new life there.




  Charlie Aldrich Thornton’s hand wobbled a little as she applied her makeup. It was her first day on the job—a job her brother had talked her into. After seven years apart, he felt they should build a relationship. That wasn’t so easy considering the twenty-seven before that, they were virtual strangers.




  “Knock, knock.”




  Charlie lowered the mascara wand and glanced at her cousin Dana in the mirror. “Come in.”




  “How’s it going?”




  “I’m so damned nervous, my stomach is in knots.”




  Dana flopped down on the bed, shoving her wine red hair out of her face. “You’ll kick ass.”




  “I haven’t ever had a real job in my life,” Charlie muttered, putting the mascara away and dragging a brush through her strawberry colored hair. She and Dana had inherited the Van Diver genes from their mothers, but Dana’s eyes were golden brown and she had freckles.




  Charlie’s creamy smooth skin was flushed with tension. “Catalogue modeling was a breeze compared to facing this town. I’m supposed to do writes-ups and advertisements for the businesses mix with the locals. I’ll be lucky if they don’t lock their doors on me.”




  “That old scandal with Uncle James has to have died down, Charlie. If Mason has lived here two years without being run out of town, then they’ll give you a chance, too.”




  Yeah, right. Charlie wiped her hands on a tissue and scraped her makeup back into her purse. Her brother wasn’t considered a snob. The little princess, that’s how they saw her, and not in a good way.




  It wasn’t like she’d known her privileged life was paid for with dirty money. She hadn’t known anything until James committed suicide. Daddy’s little girl had been as devastated as anyone else, but people weren’t going to believe that.




  She turned and smoothed her blouse and picked up the jacket that matched her cream slacks. “I wish he hadn’t done this.” She looked up at Dana. “I want a relationship with him, too, I honestly do. But getting us back here and springing this on us.” Mason had always mingled with people in the town. He’d run all over on that motorcycle, sleeping wherever anyone would put him up for the night.




  “All he’s done is offer a way for us to start over.” Dana shrugged. “Let’s face it, after your divorce from Harry the asshole, we weren’t exactly living the high life.”




  Charlie laughed both at the description of her ex and the bald truth. They had shared a tiny apartment while Dana took bartending jobs and Charlie tried to find enough work to pay the rent. They’d been floundering. Of course, her ex from hell hadn’t made things any easier.




  “Yeah, well this is the last place I’d have chosen to start over.” Charlie sat down on the vanity chair. “Mason was the rebel, it was easy for him to come back and open the youth center. He’s doing something for the community. I wasn’t allowed off these grounds unless it was to ride with Daddy in the parade.” She did her little princess wave and rolled her eyes.




  Dana chuckled, but insisted, “If I can go work at that center considering my screwed-up family life, then you can handle a job at the town paper. Mason has faith in us for some reason.”




  “He thinks we can give back what Daddy took away.” Charlie stared at her soberly. “Trust and faith and lives that were screwed up because of his dirty dealings, how are we supposed to restore that? How am I? I’m more resented here than anyone.”




  “You don’t know that.”




  “I do. I realized it when I drove through town and people turned to point and whisper. I knew it when I called Mr. Moffat to accept the job. He kept telling me to focus on business and not let people put me off. If that’s not a sign of what’s to come, I don’t know what is.”




  “We’ve talked about this before, Charlie. You have to believe in yourself and not let the divorce or the scandal put you back in that state of denial.”




  “I was numb.”




  “No, you just left Uncle James’ funeral and shut down. You married Harry before you’d even caught your breath. You’re finally trying to deal with reality. You can’t apologize for an upbringing. So what are your choices? Mason ran for years; hell, who knows where he’s been? He doesn’t apologize for anything; he’s just doing what he has a right to, living his life.”




  Charlie stood and walked over to the dormer window. The one she’d looked out and down on the world from as a child. The old Van Diver mansion had been left to Dana and herself through their mothers. They’d given Mason a lifetime right to live there, because neither of them had wanted to.




  To this day, she couldn’t bring herself to unearth the extent of her father’s corruption. She only knew that the bullet he’d put in his head had shattered her world, too—a pretend world of firm rules and rigid decorum that hid a much more sinister reality.




  “I wasn’t in denial, I was frightened,” she admitted. “I’m scared now, too. I’m afraid I’ll just prove everyone right. I don’t want to fail at running my own life, not at twenty-seven years old.”




  She shifted her shoulders uneasily. “I don’t want to face those old ghosts. It’s not just the town. It’s the fact I walked away from that funeral and ended up married to someone just like Daddy—someone who did everything for me and expected me to play the same role, the worshipping, well-bred, southern belle. And I did it. Me, a college educated woman, who should have had enough guts to just strike out on her own and face reality.”




  “Give yourself a break. Hell, I’m thirty and I’m screwed up, but I’m here.”




  Charlie laughed. “Dana, you’re as street smart as Mason. And you’re here because you’re damned loyal. You should resent me, too.”




  * * * *




  “Why, because you grew up in this mausoleum?” Dana snorted and looked around, though Charlie’s room didn’t reek of the Old World elegance that the other three floors did. “Sure, my life was tough, but I’ll take that shitty apartment in Ohio over this place. It’s no wonder Mom was cold and unemotional.”




  Dana had traveled to California to see Charlie about a DNA test after her mother died. She’d found a diary that Bonnie Van Diver had left, confessing she’d aborted a child by James Aldrich. She’d had an affair with him before and after Charlie’s own mother, Bridgett, had passed away.




  Dana’s parents had been divorced from the time she was a toddler; her dad had stopped speaking to her. Dana had wanted to know once and for all if she was James’.




  She wasn’t—hallelujah.




  * * * *




  Mason’s mother, Janet, had been Bonnie’s private nurse, a woman who’d secretly been having an affair with him too. She became James’ second wife after Bridgett died. Mason turned out to be Charlie’s real brother, not a stepbrother as James had always claimed. Charlie had heard that from Janet’s own lips when the woman finally filed for divorce. James shot himself before that too could take place.




  It was a stinking mess—a history of James’ manipulation and thirst for power; his complete disregard for other people’s feelings. Since Charlie had loved him, worshipped him and obeyed him without question, it only proved to her how blind she apparently was, because she’d never suspected a thing. Being mayor of a Southern Virginia town hadn’t satisfied James’ ambition. When his political career didn’t bear fruit, he became more and more twisted in his own little kingdom.




  “Come on, you’re going to be late. Mason has some bagels and coffee ready.” Dana crawled off the bed, straightening her sweatshirt and smoothing her worn Levis.




  They headed down the stairs. Charlie’s gaze touched on the oak panels on the lower wall and the French wallpaper above. Her grandparents, the Van Divers, had lived a life of genteel wealth and respect until James had wed their daughter. She sometimes wondered what the staid old couple thought when they’d had to cover Bonnie’s abortion, knowing they’d chosen the new money lawyer for their other daughter to marry. She supposed the only good thing was that her mother died young and ignorant of it all. Someone had managed to keep their illusions intact.




  They reached the bottom of the stairs and turned to walk through the parlor and into the kitchen. Her brother Mason stood by the marble-topped island, a cup of coffee in his hand. He leaned on his elbows, reading the paper.




  “Hey.” He glanced up at the sound of Charlie’s high heels on the shiny floor.




  “Good morning.” She found a smile for him. She’d realized the moment they’d reunited how much her father had kept them apart, how little they knew about each other’s childhood. And, how guilty she felt that she hadn’t tried harder to get in touch with him before deciding to offer him the house to live in.




  Mason was a hard man to find. She’d eventually done so through his mother in Florida. It was one of the first decisions she’d made on her own after the divorce.




  “Very stylish.” He eyed her suit as she poured coffee.




  “You’re dressing better these days.” She grinned and sipped from her mug, comparing the old Mason in leather and motorcycle boots with long hair, to the image in Dockers and polo shirt wearing Eddie Bauer shoes in front of her.




  Mason was handsome like her father had been, but in a more laid-back way with his nape-length, sun-streaked hair, very Brad Pitt in color and style, falling across his strong brow. Taller and brawnier, he wore a close-cropped beard. His skin was darker, and his eyes, green like her own—had lines of maturity at the corners. His Roman nose suited him, and that square jaw gave him a rugged look.




  It appeared the rebel had transformed, except for his tattoo, still visible through the faint blonde hairs on a bulging bicep. The tattoo was a design only he understood: a full moon inside a black cross. It gave her the willies when she was younger, but now it just made her curious.




  “I have to look respectable; otherwise, I’d never get any donations for the center.” He smiled and folded up the paper.




  “I guess seven years changed us both.” Charlie held his gaze over the cup rim.




  He slid his hands into his pockets, crossing his ankles and leaning against the counter. “Thank you for coming back here and doing this.”




  “Don’t thank me yet.” She shrugged. “I may be tarred and feathered by this evening.”




  “People will give you a chance. You’re doing a job, that’s it. Don’t take shit from people because of Dad, and don’t let it freak you out.”




  “People resent me, too.”




  “Tough.” He arched his brow. “You didn’t know what Dad was doing and that’s the only truth that matters.”




  Dana came over and hopped up on one of the barstools, hooking her sneakers over the rung. “So, we’re all going out to face down the town of Laurel Vayle.” She licked cream cheese off her bagel. “The snob, the rebel, and the screw-up. The old Van Diver ancestors are rolling in their graves,” she said, then laughed.




  Mason snorted and Charlie was aware they were trying to help her relax. She rolled her eyes at Dana. “I said I’d give it a chance, and I will.” She looked at Mason, needing to say it...“You and I had no business being strangers all these years.”




  His expression turned serious. “I agree. You offered me a place to live two years ago, and I’m offering you support from someone who believes you can make it here. You belong here.”




  “I love moments like this.” Dana glanced back and forth at both of them. “You two here together, standing strong for each other.”




  “You, too.” Mason stole her other bagel and bit into it and chewed, then looked at his watch. “And we’re all going to be late, so let’s save the Kodak moments for dinner.”




  Charlie left first, going out to her Mustang, an older model she’d received after doing a car lot commercial before she’d gone into catalogue modeling. Mason and Dana would be in his beat-up pickup. He was still trying to get it started when she waved and rolled out of the drive. She’d offer him a jump, but had already learned he liked to cuss it into running.




  * * * *




  Charlie left the top down. The sun was already climbing and hot.




  Driving through town was a surreal experience… Like her own life, made up of surface and shadow. Main Street had all the outward charm one might expect, with black iron lampposts, American flags, and window boxes overflowing with purple and yellow peonies. Mixed in with the new were the This and That Discount Store, Aunt Mae’s Bakery, and antique shops with hand-hewn benches outside.




  Charlie had spent most of her twenty-seven years behind the invisible line on Main Street that separated the haves from the have-nots and has-beens.




  Past the city limit sign, Cottonwood Street led to the farms that had supported the local economy for a hundred years. Another street, running alongside the train tracks, led to all the wickedness and sin to be had in Ghost Town—or Turkey Creek by the old-timers.




  She’d never set foot in Ghost Town. The newspaper was filled with stories of shootings and stabbings in numerous shacks, pool halls, and shady places that had illegal poker games, brothels, and drug dealers.




  The place James Aldrich shot himself in a sleazy hotel.




  She shivered despite the hot sun and let her gaze wander to the tallest and most stately building, the town hall, across from the circular park and its memorials to the Van Divers. Dana had suggested they both use their mothers’ names here, to disassociate themselves from James Aldrich. That was fine with Charlie. She had no problem letting go of both James and Harry Thornton III. She did a wry salute to the towering marker, praying her dear old relatives were looking down on the last of their bloodline and putting in a good word for them.




  She eased into a cramped parking space, putting the car in park and eyeing the dusty window of Moffat’s office. This was it. She’d be out there today talking to people, getting their input on the advertisement she’d be doing for the town paper. It only ran during the tourist season, but she knew how particular people could be, and she’d have to be both a diplomat and come off as a hometown girl.




  Charlie laughed mentally at that and collected her purse and got out. She drew herself up and put on her usual brave front. Nothing like coming home to a warm welcome and cheers, she thought, feeling a dozen eyes on her from the businesses across the street. She walked toward that bright yellow door.




  Pulling it open, the first thing she saw was a teenager at the front desk, wearing denims and a T-shirt that said Will work for college money. The girl had headphones on, obviously not listening to the same twangy country song that wafted through the speakers. When she turned her back and began digging through a file cabinet—the back of the shirt said, or Pizza.




  Charlie grinned and spotted Mr. Moffat in the doorway of an office at the end, apparently on a cell phone. He had on a pair of denims and a blue shirt with bright red suspenders. He waved, pointing at something.




  She looked in the general direction he was waving and saw a beat-up desk with a ribbon on it, and a huge sign that said Charlie Van Diver’s desk. Chuckling, she nodded to him. He winked, giving her a thumbs up. She carried her things to the desk and sat down. There were the usual forms to fill out for taxes and insurance sitting on her right. Just peeking in the drawers for something to write with, Charlie glanced up when the girl came over and placed a stack of memos on it.




  “Thanks,” Charlie said, knowing the kid couldn’t do more than read her lips because she could almost make out the hip-hop music, too. When the teen walked off, Charlie saw the top sheet.




  Call Beau Jessup.




  She let out a long breath. Right there was the multiple line phone—yes, right there it was, on the edge of the desk, all she had to do was pick it up.




  Her hand trembled as she lifted it. A nerve constricted in her temple. She cradled it in against her shoulder pulling a drawer open where she’d seen a phone book. About the time she found the number, the teen was back with a Rolodex. Charlie found Jessup Farms and dialed.




  He wasn’t in. She left a message with his sister Rain and then started on the insurance forms. In spite of the music and the tap of Moffat’s old-fashioned typewriter behind her…she nearly jumped out of her skin every time the phone rang.




  Chapter 2




  Gathered for dinner in the formal dining room that evening, Charlie mused that it was likely sacrilegious to be sitting on Chippendale chairs eating Chinese food from paper plates. Mason had beer, Charlie and Dana drank sodas from crystal wine glasses.




  They filled their plates and ate while Mason teased Dana over the tattoo he spotted between her thumb and forefinger, a little teardrop. She ragged him about needing a haircut. Charlie simply enjoyed the normalcy of it all. She had eaten a thousand meals at that table, sitting prim and straight, hearing only the tick of the clock and an occasional scrape of a fork. Listening to them razz each other gave her another surreal moment.




  “How’d it go?” Mason looked at her, opening his beer. Freshly showered, shirtless and barefoot, Mason looked tired to Charlie. She’d thought a lot about him today and had realized during some quiet moments that he presumably knew things he’d held back from her when they were young—things which had driven him from this house for weeks on end. She also felt that he probably hadn’t approached her after James died because she’d been living the same empty, pretentious life their father had created for them. That heaped a bit more guilt on her mental plate.




  “I didn’t get to do much but fill out insurance forms and things like that.” She added, “Tomorrow morning is the real test, since I actually have to go make the rounds.”




  Dana finished an egg roll and said, “You’ll do fine.”




  “Yes, she will,” Mason added.




  Not wanting them to feel they had to keep reassuring her, Charlie asked the thousand dollar question, “Where’d you go, Mason, after the funeral and all? I know Janet ended up in Florida married to a barber, didn’t she?”




  He nodded curtly. “Yes, retired. I joined the Marine Corps for a stretch.” His jaw flexed. “I was pretty screwed up.” He seemed to stop himself from elaborating, glanced at them both, then away before sitting back. “I just drifted.”




  “You seem pretty together now.” Charlie wasn’t being quite honest. He looked uncomfortable with the questions, but they had to start somewhere. None of them were used to confiding, opening up. She didn’t expect a spill-your-guts session; she just wanted to start building from somewhere.




  “I wasn’t always,” he admitted bluntly. “But I’m taking things as I can handle them.”




  “Aren’t we all?” She smiled at him, then ate a bit before continuing. “I guess you got to know people here though?”




  “Most of them, yeah. Do you remember the Jessup’s?”




  Charlie paused, a forkful of house rice halfway to her mouth. Yes, yes I do. I remember one of them too well. “Vaguely.”




  “Daddy set old man Jessup up. He got busted for selling dope that Daddy had him transporting in his produce truck.”




  Charlie lowered her fork and carefully wiped her mouth. She glanced at Dana, who was digging around in the carton of orange chicken, then at Mason, as he gazed thoughtfully at the tabletop. She felt sick. Jake and his sons had been ground workers here at mansion when she was a child. The Jessup’s were dirt poor, the man’s wife had run off and left him with three kids to raise.




  Mason continued, “That old man drank, but hell, he worked hard. He’d always dreamed of having a big farm like the others around here. Daddy plied him with booze and filled him full of lies about getting the bank to loan him enough money to buy equipment.”




  “Did he?”




  “Jake died in the pen, Charlie. Daddy let him take the rap, even though he was the dealer.”




  She reached for her glass, a tremor in her fingers. “And the farm?”




  “It’s one of the most successful around here, but that’s only because Beau, Jake and Rain have worked their asses off to make it something.”




  Charlie got the soda down her throat with difficulty. She listened to Mason talk while she thought, Daddy double-crossed Beau’s father… The bitterness and pain that must have come out of him dying in the pen. A felon. Three children already motherless and abandoned… The food churned in her stomach. She’d assumed she was only facing the town’s hostility over the crooked mayor. She had better summon up some guts from somewhere, because things sure weren’t looking any brighter.




  “You’ll probably be going out there. They draw the bulk of the tourism,” Mason explained.




  He started talking about the town again, and then Dana saved her from further discussion of the Jessup’s by talking about the center. But her mind was drifting in circles and it always ended up on Beau.




  * * * *




  Following dinner, Charlie bathed and sat in the window while her hair dried. She’d slipped on a cool silk oversized pajama top and blue panties and bra set. Propped on the ledge, she gazed down at the sunlight striking the fountains and neat flowerbeds. Why did her father have to destroy the Jessup’s, too?




  A warm evening breeze stirred her hair and whispered across her face. She leaned her head against the sill, closing her eyes. She’d look through some of the old archives at the paper tomorrow. She’d make herself read about what James had done to Jake, Sr. She wasn’t ready to dive into the whole mess, not while she needed the confidence to do her job. But she’d do that much.




  She was a walking dictionary of which wine to choose and what designer was currently in vogue. She could rattle off the history behind every antique in this house… In California, she’d been much the same, her time consumed by knowing which restaurant to eat at, which caterer to book, which spa was chic… And all the while…the Jessup’s…




  Charlie shook her head feeling those ghosts crowding around her, whispering in the house, joining with Harry’s last raging allegation. His insane accusations were that she’d somehow manipulated him into marrying her, that she’d wanted his wealth and the prestige of being a lawyer’s wife. He’d said he’d destroy her if she ever refuted it. Because he hadn’t known about her father, or the scandal until she’d slipped up—she’d made up a past, mentioning only her respected grandparents.




  But then, after a cocktail party at which she’d consumed too much wine, she’d said something about James and of course, suspicious Harry had to investigate it. To a California lawyer, it was too white trash, no matter how refined she’d been raised. The whole seedy business horrified him and sent him into a towering rage.




  But she’d begun to feel again, just the shock of his divorcing her, finding herself facing a life she didn’t know how to handle…because she hadn’t had to before. Charlie rubbed her hands over her face as if to erase the fog of memories. She set her jaw and started mentally closing those doors again.




  I can do this. I can make my own way. I’m smart and capable and—I am not…my father…




  Chapter 3




  “You’ll never believe who I saw in town.” Clay Stallard, a worker at Jessup Farms, glanced at his boss.




  Beau Jessup reached for the part Clay held in his outstretched hand. He’d been waiting all afternoon for it to fix the reaper. He eyed Clay with a raised brow, while he took it and tore open the package.




  “Charlie Aldrich Thornton,” the man announced, his grin revealing chipped teeth beneath a gray mustache.




  “No shit.” Beau shrugged and squatted down to remove the broken bolt. But he wasn’t as disinterested as his flat tone suggested. He was surprised, but he focused on his task.




  “Word is,” Clay said next, “she’s working for the Laurel Vayle Journal.”




  “Good for her.” Beau tossed the broken piece into the back of his truck. Good for her. Oh hell, what was that tension in his gut…




  They were all familiar with the doings of the Aldrich/Van Diver heirs. Pauline down at the post office had three copies of every catalogue Charlie had modeled in, and copies of the California papers that had announced her divorce. Since everyone had a computer, or used the one at the gourmet coffee shop, any information that was published, printed or rumored, was looked up and gossiped about at the local diners.




  Clay rested a hand on the equipment. “Your boy goes to that place her brother runs, right?”




  Beau glanced up at him sideways, wondering about his point, then away. “You know damn well he does.”




  “Community service over that wreck.” Clay snorted. “By God, I wish they had that when we were boys, don’t you? First time I wrecked with my learner’s, I got it took away for six months. Ole Gunner gets a fine and some classes, and sixty hours of community service. Like they ain’t any place in town he’d rather be.”




  “You mean rather than here?”




  When Beau stood, Clay grunted. “No, I mean that place your ex owns.” He snorted again. “He’d go there, just to keep from going to their apartment.”




  They’d known each other their whole lives. Though Clay looked fifty, they were actually both thirty-four. Clay had worked at Jessup Farms after he’d run into legal trouble and couldn’t get hired anywhere else. Both Beau and his brother, Jake, were aware Clay drank too much. But he worked hard and slept in one of the old barns. They had other men who made more money, as Clay could have, working for one of the more advanced operations. But Clay liked keeping things simple. He didn’t own or want much, except to live his life his way. So Beau was used to Clay speaking his mind.




  “It’s got nothing to do with him taking off in that truck.”




  “The hell it ain’t.” Clay spit a stream of snuff. “That boy was all tore up. You know he’d live here if Candy would let him.”




  “Well, she won’t.” Beau threw the tools into the box in his truck bed and wiped his hands on a rag. “And Gunner’s going to have to accept that.”




  Beau climbed into the truck and grabbed a bottle of cold water from the cooler. Candy wasn’t a good topic of discussion any day of the week.




  Clay walked over and folded his arms, rocking back on the worn heels of his work boots. “You’re closer to rich than anybody in this county, Beau. Shit, you don’t have to play Candy’s games no more, not after five years.”




  Beau’s sky blue eyes examined the creased face from the shade of his straw cowboy hat. “You know good and well she used Daddy’s crimes to keep me from getting custody. I didn’t have a pot to piss in then, and it’s only by kissing her ass I get to see Gunner at all. I don’t fight her because Gunner’s almost grown. I don’t want to drag him through a public custody battle. Candy doesn’t do anything discreetly.”




  The last thing the Jessup’s needed was more public mud slinging. In the past, Gunner hadn’t wanted his parents fighting over him…




  “Kissin’ her ass, as in giving her enough money to live and dress like she’s somebody. Hell, you paid for that fancy dress shop.”




  “I won’t be for much longer. Gunner will be eighteen soon.”




  “I reckon not.” Clay shook his head, obviously disgusted.




  Beau looked down at the alfalfa hay his wheels had crushed pulling in. He didn’t need Clay to point out all the games Candy played with him and Gunner. Unfortunately, he hadn’t always been successful, or smart.




  About the time his father had been sent up, he’d gotten the prettiest girl in school pregnant. He’d quit school and threw himself into the farm. And he’d wed Candy when her parents consented, then found out that she was very much like the mother he still resented. His mother hadn’t seen Jake, Sr. struggling for something better. Growing tired of the debts and stress, she abandoned them all.




  Candy was cleverer in some ways, she’d held on until she was confident Jessup Farms would be something. Then she’d found a sure-fire way to emotionally blackmail Beau into doing what she wanted. She wanted money and to be somebody. Certainly after Jake, Sr. died, she didn’t want to be a Jessup. She’d divorced him, taken her maiden name West back, and won custody of Gunner. Hell, he should have fought harder. But with the boy already dealing with so much and knowing Candy wouldn’t give up easily, he’d thought by letting her win, he was making Gunner happy, and that maybe...just maybe, Candy would make a better mother than she had been a wife.




  Gunner became the tool Candy used with expertise. She slept around with lawyers and businessmen. She was little more than a high-priced whore who just happened to own a swanky little dress shop. Where his son was concerned, she had him by the balls. He loved that boy, had been crazy about him from the moment he’d been born. In the midst of the hell his young life had turned into, he’d stood in the hospital holding a baby he didn’t know how he was going to feed or take care of, but he’d vowed to die trying.




  Unfortunately for him and Candy, there’d never been much between them but lust, and that had only lasted until she came on to his older brother. But not even he could have guessed the divorce would be as nasty as it got. Nor, that his love for Gunner would be her best weapon against him.




  Clay cut into his thoughts. “Folks are saying good things about that center. My sister Mira’s boy likes it there. After Joe was killed in Iraq, the kid sure was lost. Seems like Mason changed anyway.”




  Grateful for the change of subject, Beau supplied, “You couldn’t confuse him with James. Not even back then. Mason was waiting on the courthouse steps when Gunner and me came out. He’s got a deal with the judge. Whenever a teen gets into trouble now, Mason gets a chance to work with them first. Not that the judge was hard on Gunner. The boy shouldn’t have taken off in that truck. He could have done more than run through a fence, but Mason was easygoing about the whole thing. He said he needed help finishing the renovations anyway.”




  “He was wild as hell.” Clay laughed.




  Beau nodded. “I overheard enough yelling and cussing and fights between the two when we worked at the old Van Diver house.”




  Clay squinted at him. “Knowing how you love your own boy, I wonder what you’d have done for enough money to feed him and save this place.”




  “Not push drugs and bootleg like my daddy.” Beau eyed him back. “I’ve dug my share of ditches, and shoveled enough shit to fill this pasture.”




  “You ever see that girl, Charlie, much? Well, shit, she must be about twenty-seven or eight now.”




  “You heard a lot going in to get this part,” Beau said dryly. He wasn’t going to encourage the subject of Charlie Aldrich Thornton either.




  “That’s big news here.”




  Beau shut the truck door and started the engine. “Be careful, Clay,” he teased, “You’re starting to become a gossip in your old age.”




  Clay grinned and winked. “I give you the news y’all won’t read in the papers, Beau. You don’t go to town often enough to stay up on what’s going on.”




  Grimly, Beau muttered, “Keeps me from running into my ex-wife.”




  * * * *




  Beau drove toward the main buildings, past the grain silos and fenced-off pastures. The old farmhouse Jake lived in was now being modernized; a mile away, Beau’s newer house was just completed.




  Jake called the offices in Beau’s house a twenty-first century eyesore. But it took every modern machine and computer available to run a farm this big. Jake liked dealing with the workers and the everyday planting, harvesting and general overseeing. Someone had to advertise and do the books and payroll and stay abreast of new farming techniques. Since Jake’s fiancée had died, Beau had to admit, too, that Jake had become less open and social.




  Hell, there were times his brother could be as cold and as silent as granite stone and as hard-nosed as a bull. As mature men, their relationship had changed. He didn’t like feeling part of the guilt that was his old man’s because Jake had to quit college and help him run the place. Beau smiled mentally at the image the town had of his elder brother, Saint Jake the Martyr. Shit, people assumed what they wanted to. He suspected Jake didn’t keep to himself because of some oath or cloak of pride. Beau reckoned Jake didn’t like feeling pain any more than most humans. The best way to deal with that—was to avoid it.




  Not far from his own cedar and glass house, his sister Rain lived with her seven year old son, Elijah. Beau had offered to build her a house, but she’d taken a doublewide instead. He and Jake had built a basement to set it on and added a pool out back for the boy. His gaze strayed to the vivid splashes of color along the road. Rain had a way with flowers, her window boxes overflowed during the summer and spring. She’d also planted flowering trees along the rows of barns and buildings.




  He and Jake had put a Jacuzzi in one of the old barns last year, mostly because of Jake’s messed up knees from playing football. They both felt aches and pains from working hard their whole lives. Having little time for a social life, they’d added a pool table and refloored the barn; it was still rustic, but it had a sitting room and big screen TV. The barn sat between the houses so any of them could use it anytime they wanted.




  Not ones to overlook an added advantage, nor to waste opportunity, it was also an easy place for public restrooms when all the visitors came to pick fruit or tomatoes or buy the canned goods and crafts Rain made.




  They’d added soda, water, and juice machines a few weeks ago. Beau grunted. One of the after affects of being a workaholic and poor, was that they couldn’t even indulge themselves with a few luxuries without thinking of the farm, the business, the customers, the IRS… Bigger farm, bigger profits and bigger debts to pay. The farm was as much in their blood and bones as it had been in old Jake’s...and where it had been his downfall, it was their pride. The proof of their hard work and sacrifice.




  He slid his sunglasses on and slumped down in the truck, driving the dirt road he’d traveled so often, he’d know it blindfolded. The strawberries were ripe. The sprinklers hissed and turned over the long fields, creating rainbows as water fell upon the red fruit. Its cadence soothed him.




  Amazing how many times over the years someone had mentioned Charlie Aldrich to him. He didn’t know why. He could think of the handsome, suave James and still feel enough bitterness to choke him.




  Yes—he remembered with all the fancy of a young man, how he’d watched the girl with red hair in her matching suits and coat, her hat and gloves. There was a time in his late teens when they’d still worked at the old Van Diver place, when he’d hear her play the piano in the parlor, or look up and see her standing in that dormer window, wearing a stark white blouse and blue skirt. Glimpses of her weaved all though his past, and the one that stuck the hardest, the most vivid, was at James’ funeral.




  His dad was dead by then, a heart attack. All hell had broken lose when people started to talk. A dam had cracked and those who wouldn’t speak up when his own father was stabbed in the back, suddenly came forward with lawyers and stories. When James’ body had been discovered, it evaporated the Van Diver aura that had covered James like a golden cloud.




  Beau had gone to the gravesite. Not where the Van Divers had been buried for generations, the massive memorial in midtown, but the cemetery outside of town, where the nobodies ended up. He had felt smugly satisfied to read James would be buried there.




  James had too many women, too many enemies, and played too many people. In those last hours, he must have sweat more bullets than he’d put into his head. Men were out to kill him, so he’d done the job for them. No less than six contracts on his life had been uncovered.




  Beau pulled into the open garage and sat a moment visualizing that day. He hadn’t seen Charlie much since she’d gone to college the year before James died. At the funeral, she neither wore black, nor cried. She appeared to be in shock, so pale, her green dress was stark against her skin and shoulder length rust-red hair. After the graveside services, she’d walked off and left the rest of them standing there. She’d passed near him, sliding her dark sunglasses up. Her eyes were dry, vacant as they met his for a split second.




  Then she passed right by him.




  He’d carried that image in his mind for a long time. The angled bones, slim nose and too white skin, the arched dark red brows and makeup-less green eyes.




  He’d seen those images of Charlie at the post office, just like everyone else. Pauline put them on the bulletin board. At first, people made fun and drew on them, and Paula laughed along with everyone else. Over time, as James’ dealings unfolded, people began to put more blame where it belonged.




  Folks got tired of the trials and reporters, they wanted their lives back. The new mayor had done much to heal that breach. A lawyer and strict churchgoer, Mr. Hubbard was a hometown boy, a veteran who’d lived a quiet life, and just what the town needed after the flamboyant James. It was he and Clarence Moffat who revived the Van Diver name that second year. Printing old stories, reminding folks of better times and good town leaders. They’d worked their subtle power to the point that Pauline now kept those catalogs as her own hobby and when she showed them, she mentioned the Van Divers, not James.




  “You going to sit out here all day?”




  Beau glanced up, his sister stood at the side door. “No.” He opened the door and slid his lanky frame out, accepting the cold bottle of beer she offered.




  A bandanna covered Rain’s braid. She had her shoulder against the doorframe, blocking the kitchen entrance. “Guess you heard the news?” She broached while he took off his sunglasses.




  “That Charlie Aldrich and her cousin are in town?” He glanced at her. “Yeah. Don’t seem so surprising. I think most folks figured she’d come back here after Mason did.”




  “You mean after word of her divorce got around.” Rain grunted and stepped back. “Come on, I fixed you lunch.”




  “You didn’t have to do that.” He stepped into the kitchen and saw soup and a salad on the counter. He set his hat and glasses down and straddled a stool while she sat across from him, pouring a soda over ice for herself.




  Beau ate, looking at her pretty face and brandy-brown eyes, wondering how many mistakes he and Jake had made with her. Twenty-four, an unwed mother since seventeen, Rain had graduated from high school pregnant, and refused to name the father. She was currently seeing a man both he and Jake disliked. Zane Cooper was good-looking in a way women noticed. But he was also a bully with a smart mouth.




  Rain wouldn’t listen to Jake and Beau though, and there was nothing they could do about it.




  Rain caught him staring. “She called here.”




  “Who, Candy?”




  “No. A woman who introduced herself as Charlie Van Diver.” Rain added sarcastically, “she didn’t waste any time getting that done.”




  Beau tried to sound casual, but his senses were on alert. “So, what did she want?”




  “To schedule an appointment. Apparently she’s working at the Journal, doing the town page. She wants to take pictures of the farm, do write-ups, the usual thing the other reporter did. Too bad he quit and went south.”




  “What did you tell her?”




  “Told her you’d call her back.” Rain shrugged. “Since you usually handle that sort of thing.”




  “She didn’t put Daddy in prison, Rain.”




  “I didn’t say she did.” Rain shot him an angry look and stood up, moving around restlessly. “But it pisses me off, Beau. She grew up like a damned queen while we had to break our backs to buy shoes and food.”




  He pushed the plate away, his appetite gone. “We’ve all spent a lot of years being bitter over Daddy. We made it, honey. We’re richer than James ever was, and we stuck together. You want to pass that resentment on to Elijah?”




  She shook her head and looked out the window. “It’s not that, really.”




  “I know.” He eyed her slim figure. Neither he nor Jake could talk to her lately without causing friction. They didn’t understand why such a levelheaded, hard worker like Rain could make such bad personal choices. He said it in two short phrases. “It’s your life, and your own choices.”




  “Don’t start that.” She glanced at him. “Don’t, Beau.”




  “You’re miserable with that jerk, Rain.”




  “You don’t know anything. And considering how you let Candy yank your chain, you’re the last person to be giving advice.”




  “Is Zane Elijah’s daddy?”




  “No.”




  “Did something happen, Rain? Something you aren’t comfortable telling Jake and me about?”




  She laughed without humor. “As if I could tell you two anything. I mean y’all intimidated every boy I liked. You waited outside the gym every time I went to a dance, just so I couldn’t make out.”




  “You obviously got around that,” he teased gently. “We were trying to protect you. We did the best we could.”




  “Oh, I know.” She sighed. “And no, Elijah’s father didn’t force me. No, there weren’t so many boys I don’t know who his daddy is.” She laughed again. “I heard those rumors, too. I was a virgin, and I made Elijah willingly.”




  “Was he married?”




  “No.” She swallowed. “I’m not telling you anything else, Beau.” She looked at him. “Some things are just too personal and too—I knew what I was doing, okay?”




  “I wish I understood.” He ran a hand through his hair.




  “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” She smiled sadly at him. “You screwed up pretty early, too. We all had our weak time. You were trying to put up with Candy and raise Gunner. Jake was—well, he’s always been strong and silent and too serious.”




  “So you resent Charlie?”




  “I don’t know. “ Rain shrugged and smiled. “None of us really knows her, do we? We’ve all seen those catalogues and heard gossip... I guess we’ll have to wait and see what she’s come back here for.”




  Beau agreed. “I guess we will, Rain. But for the time being, let’s not dump our resentment on someone who isn’t guilty.” He went over to his sister and enveloped her in a hug from behind. “I love you, brat. You remember that. No matter how hard Jake and I push…it’s ’cause we love you.”




  She sighed and absently patted his hand. “I know that, Beau. And no matter how many mistakes you think I make, or how badly I mess up… I need you both to love me enough to let me work it out myself.”




  She left shortly to return to her own place. Beau stood at the counter, his eyes watching the lavender sunset through the big windows. He was going to call Charlie back—strictly business… So, why was he thinking he’d never heard her speak before, didn’t know what her voice sounded like... So, why’d he give a damn?




  Chapter 4




  Keeping her gaze on the computer screen, Charlie answered the ringing phone.




  “This is Beau Jessup, returning your call.”




  She flushed warmly at the sound of Beau’s deep southern drawl. She’d imagined he’d sound like that, but hearing the pitch of it right in her ear made it seem more intimate. “Thank you for getting back to me, Mr. Jessup.”




  “Call me Beau.”




  “Beau. I’d like to set up a time to do an interview for the Journal’s town page. I understand this a peak time for Jessup Farms. I was scanning your web page. You use the same write-ups that are here in the paper?”




  “It works,” he drawled.




  “It’s very nice. I agree.” She closed her eyes a moment, feeling tension in her body. “I saw the small entry on your sister’s part of the business. I was wondering if I could do some mock-ups with different designs and run them by you. I thought maybe use the family picture you post in a more natural setting, less formal, and do a split page with each aspect of the business featured.”




  “I don’t want some slick advertisement, Ms. Van Diver.”




  “Call me Charlie.” She opened her eyes. “I wasn’t sugge—”




  “Pardon my rudeness, Charlie,” he said dryly. “But what the hell do you know about farms?”




  Her face burning, Charlie pulled the receiver away and glared at it. She opened her mouth, then sighed. She was only getting the same reaction she’d got from other businesses each time she’d had to ask for a chance. She’d had to promise to listen to what they wanted to portray and how they wanted it done.




  Jessup Farms was a big deal; she would have to do a full page just on them. And Mr. Moffat had told her she’d have to find a way to forget James and Jake, Sr., and the past.




  This was business. Hell, this is my job.




  “I don’t know much at all. But I do understand business to a certain degree.” That was stretching it. “I’d like to tour the farm, if that’s all right with you. I’m not trying to change what the town page has always done; I’m merely offering a different layout. Maybe discover a way to feature more than one aspect of it. I’d hoped tha—”




  “The three of us would have to approve anything you print.”




  “Of course.”




  “We already keep brochures here for the tourists.”




  “I downloaded one,” she admitted. “Look, I’m really not trying to—”




  “I’ll talk to Jake and call you back.”




  He hung up. Charlie slammed the phone down with a frown. She sat back in the chair and stared at the formal picture in the center of the screen. Around it was a field and cows and horses and baskets of strawberries. It wasn’t awful, but the murky gray background behind the group that included Gunner and Elijah just didn’t fit the farm image. Her minor in photography was getting the better of her.




  She’d used old college shots to get her first jobs, and she’d learned quite a bit on both ends of the camera. The photograph was just one of those studio portraits she’d never liked. She found herself staring at the man with sky-blue eyes, swarthy skin and dark brown hair. Honed, lean and masculine, he was just like his brother, though Jake was broader and more brawny. Beau had a sexy half-grin, a kind of laid-back charisma that oozed right out of the picture. In fact, he didn’t look different than her mental picture from years ago, only older and more handsome.




  The phone rang again and she took a calming breath before picking it up. “Hello, Char—”




  “It’s Beau. Can you be here early in the morning?”




  “How early?”




  “After breakfast. Say about six?”




  “That early,” she murmured, mentally groaning. She wasn’t much of a sleeper. She got most of her rest between six a.m. and eleven. She wasn’t exactly the most alert person before noon.




  “We get up at four here.” He seemed to laugh softly.




  Of course you do. “Sure. About six then.” Which meant she’d get up around four herself, to shower, pump enough caffeine into her system to function and still have time to talk herself into riding out there.




  After a long silence, he asked, “How do you like being back in Laurel Vayle?”




  She read a lot into that question and made a decision while eyeing his firm jaw line on the screen. She blurted out before she could think, “I had no idea what my father was doing, Mr. Jessup. I won’t defend him, and I haven’t come back to pay for his sins or right his wrongs.”




  “That tough, huh? Well, some of the town folks just can’t let go of things.”




  That sounded unmistakably sarcastic. “I’m sorry...about your father.” Shit, there went the weight of her prior statement. She was sorry. God, was she ever sorry that Beau and his family were hurt.




  “What the hell do you know?” He laughed coldly.




  Charlie inwardly felt her suit of armor shrink. But there was no getting out of doing the feature on Jessup Farms; they were the biggest thing around here.




  She didn’t know anything actually. “I’m here, and I’m trying to do a job. People will either give me a chance, or they won’t. Because of what your father went through, maybe, your resentment and bitterness are justified. I can’t help you there, because I—”




  “It’s water under the bridge. I’ll see you in the morning.”




  Charlie hung up, his abrupt statements tying her stomach in a few more knots. “I can’t do this.” She slid back up in the chair and propped her elbows on the desk, resting her head in her hands. She was actually trembling. “I can’t do this.”




  “Charlie?” Dana knocked on the open door and stepped in. “Are you okay?”




  “No.” Charlie sat back. “I can’t do this, Dana.” She sighed in frustration. “What the hell am I doing here? I’m no reporter.”




  “Easy,” Dana cut in, offering her a sympathetic look. She sat down in a spare chair and studied her. “What happened?”




  Charlie told her about her day, about scarcely civil business owners, the admonitions not to try and gloss and glamour up their businesses. “The new stores and shops weren’t so bad. But, dear God, I really don’t think they liked me. And I don’t think it has to do with James.”




  “They don’t even know you.”




  “The snobby kid, remember?” Charlie waved her hand. “That’s who they saw coming through the door.”




  Dana eyed her designer suit. It was lightweight beige and she wore designer pumps and perfect makeup. “Maybe you should blend in more. Just relax some. You’ve changed, but around here, you come off as a city slicker.”




  “That’s what I am.”




  “Not anymore. Now, you’re a small town reporter. You’re doing write-ups for little cafes and diners and antique stores. Think artsy, bohemian or something.”




  Charlie had to laugh. She gestured to Dana’s T-shirt and jeans and headband. “You look natural and fresh. I’d just look stupid.”




  “Maybe not. Just tone down the California lawyer’s wife. It’s not your fault. Get to know this town, the people. You need to come off as warm and not so...perfect.”




  Ha! Perfect…amazing what one can disguise with outward trappings. She’d been shaking in her damn pumps. She hated thinking of herself as perfect, because she’d thought of her father that way… He’d looked it.




  Dana offered, “I’ll help. And if it makes you feel any better, I didn’t have an easy time at the center today.”




  “What happened?”




  “Some chick came in, apparently needed to vent. It was horrifying. I was as red as my hair. She was screaming about James promising to send her to beauty school for sex she’d provided.”




  “Oh my God.” Charlie couldn’t imagine it.




  “Yep. She scared the shit out of me. Loud, with six inch fake nails and three inch black roots.”




  Charlie might have been uncomfortable, but knowing her cousin, she doubted Dana would have let the woman intimidate her too long. “What did Mason do?”




  “He politely asked her to leave. He told her James was dead and there was no money left. She could file a suit along with the others. Seems she thought the lawyers could sell the house.” Dana grimaced. “Mason handled it well. He said it happens now and then.”




  “Wonderful,” Charlie murmured.




  “Things like that are going to crop up.”




  Charlie sighed. Shit! This was really not working out, and if it weren’t for Mason, she’d throw her clothes in the car and run away again.




  “You and I both know we couldn’t survive any better anywhere else. Those last weeks in the city, we were both scared. We might as well be here living in a nice house we don’t pay rent on.”




  “Have you written your dad?”




  “No. I know where he is. He cut me off, not the other way around.” Dana looked around the room. “If finding out I didn’t belong to Uncle James wasn’t enough for him, screw it. I’m not initiating another reunion with someone who blames me for something I was clueless about. I’m tired of running after a relationship with him.”




  “Other than the...lady, how’d you like the center?”




  “Nice. The kids are so like me at that age, it’s scary. But most of the volunteer teachers were civil. I helped drywall.”




  “Drywall?”




  “Yeah. The kids help Mason with the remodeling. Not all of them are there because they don’t want to go home or they screwed up. Some just play basketball or spend time with their friends. Mason’s working on adding a kitchen and movie room, and he’s got a few older computers in there. I’m not sure what his vision is, but I’m sure the kids like him and the women eye him like chocolate.”




  “I never asked him about relationships.”




  “I didn’t either. And I don’t think he’d welcome prying.”




  Charlie was starting to get a handle on some aspects of Mason’s personality. “I can’t say that I blame him.” She scraped her nails through her hair, adding tensely, “It’s one thing to fail, but falling on your ass in front of people who think they know you and have judged you, who want you to, is an intimidating prospect. Maybe you and Mason are lucky you rebelled and got tough. I wish I had.” Charlie shifted her shoulders and rubbed the back of her neck, mumbling, “If looks were lethal, I’d be dead after today.”




  “Prove them wrong. You never pretended with me. When I came out and joined you in California, you kept me busy.” Dana grinned. “And you were positive right up till the end. You’re not some cold bitch. Maybe you didn’t have to think about handling your life. That doesn’t mean that you can’t. You learned things in college. You should have learned things from your relationship with Harry. You’re not James’ daughter or Harry’s ex-wife. You’re you, Charlie.”




  “And who is that?” Charlie shook her head, feeling like a tiny ship in a big, angry ocean. In her quest to build a relationship with Mason, she was trying to start her life over. She kept trying to find some element of her own character, her choices, in the years she’d already lived. It didn’t stun her that all she saw were those things expected of her. But it did make the future seem more daunting than ever.




  What kind of grown woman allows herself to be where she was now? It seemed so—weak, so embarrassingly shallow.




  Something rose up inside her at those moments she began to feel herself floundering. After things ended with Harry and—the sharks weren’t going anywhere. It’s not as if people were lining up to toss her a lifeline. But something inside of her couldn’t give up and say she was limited to what she’d been before. She didn’t want to end up escaping the risks by numbing out and playing the role for someone like Harry.




  “I’ve got to go out to Jessup Farms in the morning.”




  Dana would understand the significance of that, the daughter of the man who’d destroyed a family’s life coming to do business. She likely wouldn’t bother going to sleep, she’d end up tossing and turning and spend the entire night imagining how Beau and his family would receive her. On the private side…there were those feelings…




  Dana winced. “Well, just...” She sighed. “That’s a tough one. But hey, they’re rich now. And if people don’t blame them for what Jake, Sr. did, why should you be blamed for James?”




  Chapter 5




  Charlie thought of those words. She played them in her head all night and slept about two hours before the alarm went off. She could feel the weak sunrise coming through the window. She sat up in bed. Dana, she sighed mentally. I sure hope you’re right.




  She showered in a daze, thinking, hoping she had time to stop for coffee. She came out of the bathroom and spotted the clothing Dana had picked out. On the chair, lay Levi’s, a pair too short for Dana. With them was a T-shirt in soft green with a v neckline she’d worn a few times.




  After slipping on her panties, she pulled on the clothing and found a pair of leather tennis shoes. She blew her hair dry in its usual mussed style, knowing the convertible would cause damage to it. She put on very subtle makeup and got her sunglasses and purse. Downstairs, she collected her camera and laptop, and winced at the full sun when she walked out.




  She did manage to buy a cup of gourmet coffee, and sipped it on the way out of town. She slowed her usual fast pace when she hit the farm road to enjoy the morning sun painting the fields and meadows in light golden hues. A smooth wind shifted the dried hay along the fence line. The morning sprinklers turned the green leaves into sparkling emerald; tiny drops of moisture clung like crystal to their edges.




  Charlie hadn’t thought much about real peace in her former life, but she saw birds soaring in the sky, heard the sound of the shifting wheat as her car passed, and the cadence of the sprinklers had a distinct rhythm. She saw miles and miles of farmland stretched out, no traffic, high rises or noise, just the untainted sounds of nature.




  She eased off the road and reached in the back for the expensive camera, which was on loan right now until she could pay for it. Sliding her body up until she was almost standing in the seat, she took several shots of the swaying tall grasses, and a far section of cattle grazing in a greener meadow. Up the road, she stopped again, snapping pictures of the strawberry fields. She took pictures all the way up the drive, wondering how many acres it was and how people could live so close, yet appear so isolated. After reading mailboxes, she finally figured out which house to drive to.




  She still had her hand on the camera in her lap when she reached Beau Jessup’s front porch. He sat in an old rocker, his booted feet on the banister, too-dark sunglasses and straw cowboy hat hiding much of his face. He looked good, so natural that it was pure impulse compelling her to rise up in the seat again and take his picture.




  She slid back down. Then she gathered her purse and laptop, because she could feel the sun already boiling and to protect them, she’d set them on the porch. Putting the camera strap around her neck, she pushed her sunglasses back down, and got out.




  * * * *




  Beau’s brows had arched behind his sunglasses when she’d pulled up and started snapping pictures. He looked her over while she’d been occupied. Her hair was short and mussed, a light gold-streaked red. When she stepped out, trying to juggle her purse and laptop and coffee, he checked out her frame. She wasn’t skinny. But then, all her catalogue pictures showed her as healthy, and in bathing suits—even ugly ones, she had enough curves. Nothing overblown like his ex, who got a new boob job that bordered on huge. He had nothing against big breasts, but Candy went overboard with everything. Charlie was put together nice.




  She stepped up on the porch. He saw light cream skin, flawless and only lightly made up. She slid up her sunglasses. Her eyes were a light green, he knew that. Her lips were nice and pale pink, her nose slim, facial bones angular. She hadn’t changed much, except to mature into the face that was too strong in her teen years. It was handsome now, one that would age well. Short hair suited her.




  For some reason, he thought it was probably impossible for someone like her to not look different from everyone else, and she did—elegant, something in her bones and the tilt of her eyes and velvety pink color of her lips. Even her small ears with tiny emerald studs looked delicate. He caught a whiff of distinctive perfume when she stepped close. It reminded him of Rain’s flowers on a breezy night.




  “Good morning.” She offered him her hand.




  Beau looked at it...slender bones, light cherry colored nails. He lifted his own. It was hard and rough. He intended to barely shake, afraid of breaking something. But she held on a bit longer. She was staring at him.




  “Oh—” She seemed to notice suddenly that she held his hand too long, and slid hers out. Beau saw a flush in her cheeks that intrigued him.




  She blurted, he thought, rather nervously, “I took some lovely pictures on the way here. This place is incredible.” She set her things in a chair and sipped her coffee.




  His lazy gaze drifted over her again, then back up. “I take it you’ve never seen a farm?”




  “Not up close. Not at this time of the morning.” Her eyes scanned the vista. “I drove slowly down the road, I kept thinking, it’s like a heartbeat, like something actually awakening under the warm sun, coming alive.”




  Beau slid his sunglasses off and rested them on his hat. He took a sip of coffee. His sky blue eyes were staring at her intently, still studying that blush when she turned to look at him. For a moment, their gazes held, and he’d swear... she was blushing all over again. He didn’t know a female over sixteen who still did that. Any woman of his acquaintance would have said, nice farm, lots of land. But not her...she managed, in a voice he would now recall the sound of, one that was so city and so precise to make some everyday, tedious thing like the sun coming up sound poetic. Shit.




  * * * *




  Charlie was in trouble. His voice gave the visual of slowly pouring thick, hot honey. He’d touched her hand, and sparks went up her arm. And those pale blue eyes in that bronzed face—incredible lips...she thought he was Cool Hand Luke and The Long Hot Summer, two of Dana’s favorite movies, right here in the flesh. Long, lean, honed and dark as Southern sin.




  Of course, she’d seen more men in suits than out of them, being familiar with beach bum bodies and silicone everything, men who looked...somehow too soft... She’d been around more feminine men in her life, and no real ones like him. She could forgive herself for reacting. A picture was one thing—up close—he took her breath away. The lines fanned at the corner of his eyes, his strong nose and hard jaw line, the whole raw virility thing just grabbed her by the throat.




  Of course—there was that long, lanky body, too.




  Groaning mentally, totally off balance and aware of it, she had a full flashback of something that had happened when she was a teen and never told anyone.




  The young Beau Jessup she’d spied on standing at the kitchen window… She was waiting for her stepmother to call her out to the well-designed garden. Janet had been having tea with her social group; businessmen’s wives and old money passing through town. Charlie had to do her well-bred duty later and play the piano at a formal dinner upstate, some charity function. That sizzling, sweltering, summer afternoon, she’d been just sixteen, dressed ridiculously formal in white gloves and gown with her hair up and wearing pearls. She’d watched the young man shovel mulch out of the wheelbarrow. His tanned back was to her and his muscles divided it in half and tapered down to lean hips—gleaming with perspiration that ran down into ragged Levi’s. The waistband was barely hanging onto his firm buttocks. Lean, tight, he was so bronzed, the sweat sparkled along his spine and glistened on his taut arms.




  Her palms had gotten damp in her prim gloves. Her heart had pounded and her skin felt ultra sensitive. She’d not heard Janet call her the first three times. She’d seen him pause, toss the shovel in the wheelbarrow, then stand and push that coffee brown hair out of his eyes.




  Standing in that ultra cool air-conditioned kitchen, she’d held her breath. He grabbed the handles to head for the shed, ending his workday. But he’d paused again—his dirty work boots sending dust up as he jerked his head around—and looked down toward those big kitchen windows.




  And she’d turned and ran like her pants were on fire, and made a less than graceful entrance through the French doors to the garden. It was the worst performance of her life that night—she’d humiliated herself by missing too many notes, and yes...she’d stood upstairs in her window often after that...her teen imaginings for years centered on Beau Jessup.




  “Something wrong?” His drawl cut through her thoughts.




  “Huh?” She blinked




  “Something wrong?”




  “No. I...I was just thinking that your picture doesn’t do you justice.”




  A small smile touched his lips and echoed in his eyes. “Really?”




  She wet her lips and looked away. Get yourself together here. “Maybe...we should...get started.”




  “Yeah.” He stood fishing his keys out of his pocket. “I guess you don’t ride horses?”




  “Jumpers.”




  He nodded and waited while she gathered her things.




  “We’ll take the Jeep.”




  He stepped off the porch settling his glasses and hat. Charlie did glance over once, to check out his backside. He sauntered in a lazy, no hurried way, another unique trait. She saw the worn seat of his Levi’s was filled out nicely.




  He walked to the white, topless Jeep, and held the door open for her. Much to her horror, he shut the door and drawled lazily, “It’s quite a compliment having my ass checked out by you, Miz Charlie.” He got in on his side and looked at her while he started the Jeep. “Saw a picture of your GQ ex somewhere.”




  Flushing at getting caught, she smiled thinly. “Let’s not go there. I’ll even apologize if it will keep him out of the conversation.”




  He laughed low, sliding his arm on to the back of her seat while he backed out. “I’m not offended at all.”




  Charlie mentally rolled her eyes and shook her head at her own stupidity. She was really starting out well. “Tell me about the farm.” Of course he wasn’t offended, Jesus Christ, I stared at his ass!




  He did. He drove leisurely down the dirt road and past the buildings and silos. Leaving the touchy subject of their past behind, he started his tale from the point he and Jake had begun to make the farm pay off. He explained the dairy side, the produce part, and the reason they grew their own hay. He explained each giant piece of equipment in the open sheds they passed, and their uses.




  He said, “Rain sells canned goods and crafts. She’s always coming up with something else. She learned to be frugal when we were all struggling, and she manages to find uses for things instead of throwing stuff away. She’s made everything in the gift shop; corncob pipes, cornhusk dolls, bar stools from old tractor seats. And who would have thought the old milk and watering cans would ever be worth something? She makes candles, soaps, hand creams, sachets. More stuff than I can keep track of.”




  They passed a meadow with horses. She snapped a few photos. “Are those for riding?”




  “Yes, and pulling hay wagons. We give hay and buggy rides, too. Jake built a replica covered wagon outfit just like from the old days. The tourist and locals like to ride in it. In the fall, we host the Halloween festivities and have a haunted cornfield.” He added, “We have a famous pumpkin patch that schools and churches for miles around bring the kids to. We give some free pumpkins to kids who can’t buy them as well.” They were at the strawberry fields and he stopped. “Come on. You like strawberries?”




  “Love them,” she admitted.




  He picked her a basket full. She took pictures of him doing it.




  “Try this one.” He held a plump berry close to her mouth.




  She sank her teeth into it, closing her eyes at the sweet, fresh taste. “Mmmm.” She opened her eyes to find him watching her. “They’re fantastic. I always thought store-bought tasted watery and weak.”




  He ate the rest and nodded, pointing in the distance. “Down there is the fruit orchard. We can grow a variety here.”




  “What’s the long white building?”




  “Rain’s greenhouse. She likes to experiment with flowers and fruit.”




  They were back in the Jeep and further along when she saw dozens of men in the orchard. One of them came walking up the dirt road. “Is that Jake, Jr.?”




  “Yeah. He’s real hands-on here. Don’t like to fool with the business part.”




  They reached him. Charlie noted he stood about six four and had wavy hair to his nape and velvet brown eyes with long lashes. She thought he was bigger, more imposing in person. Even with his hat shading some of his face, it was rugged and inflexible.




  “Mrs. Thornton,” he said civilly in a deep bass rumble. It wasn’t the smooth drawl of his brother, but it suited him.




  “Call me Charlie.” She smiled politely and doubtless looked as nervous as she felt. “I go by Van Diver now.”




  He nodded only slightly. He had a conversation with his brother and then went on.




  “I guess he hates me, too,” she muttered softly, and turned to take a few pictures of him departing down the long road. Unlike Beau’s whipcord build, he had powerful legs, with more bulk.




  “Hate’s a pretty strong word.”




  “It’s what it feels like.” She turned around.




  “Jake keeps to himself. He doesn’t talk much to anyone.” He pulled up under some shade trees because the sun was high and hot.




  “You want to get it all over with?” Charlie asked him, steeling her nerves and deciding she had to be strong enough to clear the air with Beau Jessup, and face what lay between them. God knew, if Jake held a grudge like the town did, Beau might, too. She accepted water he gave her from a cooler in the back of the vehicle.




  “What’s that?”




  “What James did, and what happened to your life because of it.”




  He tilted his hat back, turning a little in the seat, resting his own water on his thigh. “You went to college and then California and got married right away?”




  “Yes. That’s pretty much it.”




  He was silent a heartbeat, then said, “I have a pretty good notion you know how our lives played out, too.”




  “I didn’t know anything growing up. I went to boarding school, and a college that was pretty strict. I didn’t even know Mason was my half brother until I was twenty-one.” She sighed and played with the lid on the water bottle. “I didn’t read all the papers then either, after Daddy killed himself. I just—left.” She felt him study her face, reading her expression. The sun filtered down on her from between the full, leafy branches.




  “Yeah, your daddy kept you pretty much locked away from the real world.”




  Her gaze touched his. “I didn’t question it. Formality was what I was born into. I followed the rules and it seemed to make him happy. I didn’t suffer any. I had no idea that the person Mason describes, the man the people in Turkey Creek or anywhere else knew, existed.”




  Still gazing at her intently, he asked, “Your marriage break up because of it?”




  She sighed. “No. Yes, I don’t know. It was pretty much a—” she paused and looked away. “I’ve not had much time to get over disgust for my ex. We didn’t love each other. He did find out about James. And he used it, like any good lawyer would, to have an advantage in the divorce. He doesn’t want it known, you understand? He was furious I had kept it from him.”




  “It didn’t break mine up either.” He grunted. “Guess we all make our share of bad choices. Anyway. You date much?”




  She blinked at the sudden switch. “Now or...”




  “Before him?”




  “No. Never. I had been trained to finish my education and then the assumption was, I’d wed someone James approved of.”




  “No shit?”




  She realized how archaic that sounded. It was true, nonetheless. “No. It was assumed I would marry a lawyer anyway. It just so happened, Harry Thornton III turned out to be one.”




  “You telling me you married someone you didn’t know?”




  “He was at the airport when I arrived in California. I didn’t even know how to hail a cab. I’d always had a driver. He was helpful and he got me a hotel room. A week later, I was living with him. He was like James, I know that now. He did shelter and take care of me in a strange way. To an extent, marrying him made sense to me, somehow, so I did.”




  “And then?”




  “Then what?” Charlie shrugged. “He had his mistresses and was rarely home. I had done some photography in college and had some pictures done of me that ended up in campus magazines. I called an old acquaintance and started catalog modeling. Harry had a driver take me and hired a service to remind me of appointments.”




  “You didn’t have kids?”




  She laughed, “No, Harry was too vain. He’s only thirty-five but he likes appearing as young as possible. He wouldn’t have wanted children, with me that is.” She added, “I didn’t either.” Charlie chewed her lip and peeked at him. “I met your ex-wife yesterday. She has a nice shop.”




  His mouth twisted with sourness. “She’s a bitch, but she has custody of our son. So I have to get along with her.”




  Frankly, Charlie had found her abrasive, loud, and fake. But she liked the look of Gunner in that picture, she said, “He’s a handsome young man.”




  “He’s smart, too. If Candy doesn’t screw his head up, he’ll probably go to vet school. He’s good with animals.”




  They drank some of the water for a while watching the pickers in the distance. He talked more about the farm, going in depth about some aspects. Charlie found they sold cider and apple butter, cheeses too. She was actually awed by the sheer extent of the operation. She said, “Winter must be a welcome rest.”




  “Not really.” He shook his head. “We have to keep equipment working. We’ve everything from industrial freezers to massive heaters. We’ve got greenhouses, besides Rain’s, and animals to see to. Me, I’m doing the business for spring before it ever gets here. We don’t really have an off-season. It slows down naturally, but it’s still daily work.”




  “I’d like to see the shop and talk to Rain.”




  “She’ll be free after about three thirty.” He opened the glove box and put the antenna up on a complicated two-way radio. He called Rain’s name and her voice came crackling over the radio.




  “Charlie wants a tour of the shop. Is four okay with you?”




  “Sure. Can you run Elijah to a friend’s house for a sleepover? I forgot about it and my car isn’t gassed up.”




  “Will do. I’ve got to pick up Gunner anyway. I’m heading into town about six.”




  He put the radio back and Charlie said jokingly, “Ever heard of cell phones?”




  “They don’t pick up good out here.” He grinned and started the engine. They drove around another hour, until Charlie felt her arms burning slightly and her legs were baking in the Levi’s.




  “Ready for lunch?”




  “You don’t have to feed me.” She shook her head.




  “Don’t worry, I don’t do fancy.” He headed back to his house. “Fruit and snacks are my usual, unless Rain takes pity on me.”




  “She’s not married, is she?”




  “Nope. Never been.”




  “Is her son’s father around?”




  “I don’t know. She’s never us told who he was.”




  “I admire her then. She’s an equal partner here, isn’t she?”




  “Yes. She makes a lot of money for Jessup Farms. She’s a lot of the imagination in this place. Jake and me know work and results. She’s the vision.”




  * * * *




  “I remember you as a kid.” He pulled into the carport beside the pickup and took off his glasses. “I recall that starched uniform and them little parade suits and hats you wore.”




  “I remember you, too.”




  He looked surprised and doubtful.




  Charlie laughed almost shyly and shook her head. No way would she ever tell him how.




  They went through the side door and into the spacious kitchen. Charlie had an impression of stone and timber and copper. She asked and was directed to the nearest restroom.




  His dining area had a harvest table and mismatched chairs. The house smelled like cedar and some illusive scent that was fresh and clean. The rooms had immense windows, and there was glass in the great room ceiling. She saw black leather furniture, a stone fireplace and slate floors. The bathroom she entered had a garden tub. It was warm burnt orange and yellow with rustic copper features.




  She found a cloth and dabbed her face and neck, seeing the red on her arms, she put more water on them. After wet finger-combing her hair, she left and went back to the kitchen.




  She watched his hands—watched him move around, getting the cutting board and knife, expertly slicing and placing things on a platter. She decided to be blunt with him, because it was vital he understand she wasn’t some ice queen. Maybe too, because seeing him, it suddenly mattered that he saw her as a real person.




  “I never worked at anything. I pulled strings to get my modeling contracts, but that was pretty easy for me. When Dana came to live with me, I was drowning. My driver and other services went with Harry. He took the house. I only had my car because it was given to me for a local car lot commercial I’d done. I was on my last day before having to vacate the house when she showed up. I could have fought him for half of everything, but then he used James.”




  “I don’t recall her. Dana.”




  “Our mothers were sisters.”




  He glanced up. “I did know that.”




  “She had it rough. Her parents split up early, and James was the cause. He somehow managed to destroy her life, too.”




  Glancing away, he went back to his task. “Your mother died, when?”




  “When I was five. I don’t recall much about her. I take it I had daily visits with her. I had the same sort with Daddy when I was home.” She was realizing how stupid it probably sounded to a farmer. “It’s hard to explain, but it was always a formal household.”




  “I worked there. I know your brother caught hell often enough.” He wiped his hands on a dishtowel and set out cold cider.




  “We’ve not talked much about it. Our lives were distant then. Someday...I don’t know.” Charlie shook her head. “I realize Mason had a different reality.”




  He directed her to sit and put out paper plates and served up the food. He sliced a hunk of cheese and handed it to her.




  “Apples and almonds,” she guessed after taking a bite.




  “More than that, but yes.” He ate some of his own.




  He’d washed his face, and his hair was damp. She had to stop staring at him she realized. She opened the laptop and took a few notes from their talk, ignoring the fact he watched her too as he ate. She would put the pictures on disk at home. He’d have to approve them. But she had a dozen more ideas from their morning tour. She clicked on his home page and inquired, “When can I get a picture of all of you together?”




  “Why?”




  “I’d like a few outdoors. In your work clothing. I want separate ones, but I’ll admit, I don’t like studio pictures, and it doesn’t suit the image here.” She clicked off and closed the laptop.




  “Sunday after church. We usually all eat together at Jake’s.”




  “You think he will mind?”




  “Not if it benefits the farm in some way.”




  “I read about his fiancée.”




  “She was a special person,” he said. “I don’t think any of us had ever met anyone like her, before or since. Jake’s still not over it.”




  “You married young.”




  His smile faded. “Yep. That’s what a boy does when he knocks a girl up around here. I don’t regret Gunner, but I wouldn’t wish Candy on my worst enemy.”




  “She’s an attractive woman.”




  “Is she?” he drawled. “I must have thought so once.” He admitted, “I don’t say anything bad about her around Gunner. He has it hard enough from her end.”




  “She’s strict?”




  “Manipulative. She uses him to get to me.” He explained, “Legally, she doesn’t even have to let me see him. That’s the way it works. She’s not a good mother, she screws around, but then, also legally, it doesn’t make her unfit, just promiscuous. But if she wants a new diamond or just some cash, she won’t allow him to visit unless I pay up. Now—he’s old enough to know that.”




  “It must be difficult.”




  “It’s common knowledge she’s the mistress of most of the suits in town. I imagine that’s harder for a boy his age to deal with.”




  “Maybe she likes men.” Charlie gave herself a pat for speaking out against the double standard.




  Beau laughed cynically. “She hates them, but she loves their money and attention.”




  Finished eating, he glanced at the clock behind her on the wall. “You’ve got an hour and a half before you meet Rain.” He looked at her arms. “You’re sunburned.” Beau got up and left the room and returned with a tube of medicine. “Put that on it.”




  She did, feeling the coolness open her pores. It smelled like spearmint.




  “I’ll have some samples to show you by Sunday when I come by.”




  “Okay.” He shook his head when she offered the tube back. “Keep it. We sell that, too, to tourists, along with hats and glasses. You’d be amazed how many people show up to pick fruit and get burned up.”




  She put it in her purse. “You sounded more...hostile on the phone.”




  “Did I? I guess sometimes the bitterness comes out.” His light eyes touched hers. “You look good with sun on your face.”




  Charlie flushed but held steady. “Thank you.” The clock ticked. A gust from the air conditioning brought chills up on her burned arms. A tension hung between them that she wasn’t sure how to describe. For all she was aware it was that bitterness in him, some part of her didn’t think so. The part that felt it when she’d walked up onto the porch. Let’s face it, he looks right at me pretty intense, he also was doing some subtle flirting with that compliment.




  “So, you here in Laurel Vayle to prove something, or what?” he murmured, moving his gaze over her face.




  “I’m just here. Mason asked me to come. I wasn’t crazy about it. In fact, I dreaded it. My first venture out yesterday was not a confidence booster.” She let out a slow breath. “I don’t want to be James’ daughter, but I am. I’m not him, and neither is Dana, or Mason. But I’m aware the town has a coldness toward me personally.”




  “And why is that?”




  She laughed hollowly. “The spoiled little rich girl. My lifestyle was made possible by dirty money. I didn’t know that. But people resent me for it.” Charlie watched his gaze go over her hair and then return to her own. She chanced, “You do, too.”




  He was silent for a moment. “I used to think my sister deserved the life you had. At least, she deserved a parent. But somehow, I don’t think there was much to envy, considering.”




  “I’m sure the three of you are closer and have more now than any of us do.” Charley smiled shortly. “There’s a lot of things people don’t know. Nor do they need to. But I’ve no wealth and no reward from James. My brother and cousin and I have nothing but his disgrace as a legacy from him. Dana and I use our mothers’ maiden names because I’m not proud of being an Aldrich, nor does Dana’s father have any contact with her.




  “There’s noting to envy.” Charlie looked at him. “Nor did it make my life turn out wonderful. I feel as if I’ve been numb for years. My days of pretending stopped when James shot himself. No—that’s not true. I did let the same go on in my own marriage. I’m not sorry for myself. I’m just not going to explain it to everyone who has some other vision of what my life was like.”




  He shot her a probing glance. “It looked pretty rosy from the outside.”




  “I’m sure it did. I was a child taught not to question and to expect things, and I got them, to an extent. It was unemotional, and frankly, I refused to question that until my divorce. And only so far as Mason went. I regret we didn’t know each other.”




  “I’ve known Mason for years. We didn’t hang out, but we ran into each other often enough. He’s changed. The town never faulted him for James. It was open knowledge Mason hated him.”




  “But they can’t forgive me quite so easily.”




  “It’s not a matter of that. You’re not like people around here. You’re going to have to prove yourself and you’d have to, just because you’re coming from the big city like you are, even if you weren’t his daughter.”




  Charlie knew that. She said, “I like Mr. Moffat, I like working with him. He knows more about my grandparents than I do. But I’ve not made promises here. If people won’t give me a chance, I’m not staying around.”




  For the longest time, he said nothing, then he shrugged. “Time will tell, I guess.” He stood and got his hat. “Come on, I’ll run you to the shop.”




  Chapter 6




  Charlie arrived home that evening and was working on the layout, when she thought of her visit with Rain. The shop was roomy and smelled heavenly of dried herbs, flowers and fruit. The weathered board shelves held rows upon rows of handcrafts, chunky candles and canned goods.




  The younger woman had on a checked red and white bandanna, underneath it, a long brown braid hung down her back. She had brown eyes—and was actually beautiful. Where her brothers were masculine, Rain was womanly, slim, but curved with sultry eyes and dark lips. Compact and obviously physical, her hands were strong with neat nails because of her work. Charlie had seen a bevy of gorgeous women in her lifetime. But there was a mystique about the five foot two woman.




  She’d been polite and warmed up a bit toward the end of the visit. She’d taken pictures of the crafts and of Rain sitting at her worktable in the back. She’d talked about her work, the farm, and her brothers, yet Charlie sensed something hidden and closed off. She wondered if it had to do with the son’s father, or simply a standoffish attitude toward Charlie herself. People could be civil, polite and still not like her. Everyone wasn’t as obvious as some of the townsfolk.




  * * * *




  The next day, she said as much at a late dinner with Dana and Mason. She’d taken pizza to the center where they were working late.




  They ate at a long table amid paint pails, drop cloths and light fixture covers.




  Dana said, “I haven’t met Rain.”




  “What about you, Mason?”




  He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “I think we’re the last people to go prying into other people’s lives.”




  “I wasn’t.” Charlie stared at him.




  “Sorry.” He grunted. “I didn’t mean to sound harsh.”




  “It’s all right. I was just being a typical woman. I sensed a...grief in her.”




  Mason glanced away, clearly not comfortable. “I guess they have reasons to feel that way. Her mother ran off, her father—” He shrugged. “It’s not too difficult to understand.”




  “Of course.” Charlie picked at her food and decided to let the subject drop. “I’ve got a full day tomorrow.” She rolled her eyes. “I’ve got to run some things by the business owners. I’m dreading it.”




  “Did you send them to Moffat?”




  “Yes, over the computer. He wants their input before he does anything. I’ve only got four roughly done.”




  “You’ll be all right,” Dana said firmly. She glanced at Mason. “Okay, boss. Let’s get this place cleaned up. You want me to be able to move tomorrow, don’t you?”




  Mason grinned. “You’ve been great. And thank you for taking over the supervising tomorrow. I’ve got to finish this stuff and meet the fire marshal for another once over. All you really need to do is make sure our volunteers show up, and pretty much, just keep track of who comes and goes. There’s nothing much going on because it’s full summer. Lots of Ping-Pong and kids hanging out.”




  “Okay.”




  “Listen, I’m getting out of your way.” Charlie stood. “And leaving, before he puts me to work.” She nodded at Mason.




  “Your work is coming soon enough. You’ve got to do the write-ups on this place, once I’ve got it all spruced up. We’re going to hold bake sales, car washes and things all summer.




  “The kids are doing some fantastic art on the walls in here when this is done.” He added, “The fire department and some other groups are giving talks, too. We’re hoping to host a big carnival at the end of summer.”




  “I look forward to seeing it.” Charlie gestured toward the wall where the mural would be displayed, then headed home. She thought about Mason all the way there. Didn’t he realize what a wonderful thing he was doing for the town?




  * * * *




  Charlie dressed in white cotton slacks and a mock camisole top on Sunday—she also put on sunscreen, and no perfume. She noticed the bugs around the farm, and was still tending a few bites from her last visit. After slipping on white canvas shoes, she left the house.




  She drove out of town, aware of tension she couldn’t let go of. Her nerves had been on edge since the diner owner and the flower shop manager hadn’t liked her write-ups.




  Who was she kidding? They hadn’t liked her.




  A few people on the street felt it their duty to talk rather loudly about some of James’ past sins, obviously meant to lash out at her. Whispers and stares followed her in and out of establishments. The worst thing was, they had a right, and she didn’t know what her father had done to them.




  She lived in dread of confrontations. She could offer nothing in his or her, defense. It made her physically sick to think that someone might actually corner her... And that Candy woman—Charlie’s teeth were still on edge from that visit. The blond had kept shaking her head no, rejecting every suggestion until Charlie had wanted to scream at her. Candy ran a formal shop for high school proms and bridesmaids, not some designer showroom. She was the exact opposite of everyone else, she wanted her store overadvertised and exaggerated.




  It didn’t matter that the bulk of Candy’s business was local and some tourist wasn’t likely to need a prom formal. She didn’t even sell wedding gowns, just colorful, and yes, nice formals and accessories. But her steel gray eyes had just glazed over when Charlie tried to reason with her.




  She’d come up with a concept herself, one that both Mr. Moffat and Charlie had groaned at. Charlie had no intention of running the write-ups. It was over the top and downright tacky. The woman did a good business; she didn’t need to sell the place as some sort of exclusive boutique. She sold out every season and was left with hardly any back inventory. She told Charlie she marked that down and usually sold it, too.




  What the hell was the problem?




  Oh, Charlie knew what it was. Candy was all questions about California and the finer aspects of Charlie’s supposed glamorous life. She’d pointed out that Charlie had done print modeling for Sears and Macy’s and Nordstrom’s, Charlie wasn’t Cindy Crawford. But you couldn’t tell a woman like Candy that—no. She’d even been so tactless as to mention Harry Thornton and his new wife, showing Charlie a society page she’d downloaded, and raving about Mrs. Thornton’s designer dress.




  By the time she got home, she was eating aspirin and antacids. She wasn’t used to dealing with people, difficulty and real life. She was going to have an ulcer or gray hair before it’s said and done. She’d worn designer gowns herself, true, they had fit the occasion and Candy’s type of formal fit the customers she served.




  Mason and Dana had laughed when she’d gone through the house muttering about it. They were already handling daily difficulties. But her humor was stuck somewhere behind that nervous anxiety that she’d try and still fail, and her sense of humor didn’t stretch to include Candy’s comments yet. There was something challenging, condescending and yes, threatening in the woman’s eyes.




  * * * *




  She spotted the cars at the old house and headed up the drive. The farmhouse was four stories, white, with one screened in porch on the side and another wide one in front. Parking, Charlie noticed the neat, lush lawn and newly painted picket fence. Shade trees grew tall around the structure. Two dogs bounded down the steps. The porch had watering cans and various objects planted with beautiful flowers.




  Everything here seemed to bloom with vibrant color.




  “Do they bite?” she asked Beau, who had walked around the house.




  “No. C’mon around, we’re in the backyard.”




  Charlie went through the gate and petted the shaggy, funny looking mutts with long snouts.




  She’d never been allowed pets.




  Around back, there were two picnic tables covered with red and white cloths, both loaded with food and drinks. Her gaze lit on Jake first, dressed in hacked-off Levi’s and no shirt. She looked away after a few moments, though it would have been no hardship to stare at his dark brawn. He was cleaning out a grill.




  Jake still intimidated her some.




  Rain was lounging on a blanket with her son.




  Awkwardly, Charlie glanced at Beau, already noting his shirtless state and too thin, too ragged Levi’s. His son was there, too. He looked at Charlie with gray eyes, much softer than his mother’s.




  Beau finally spoke, saying, “Gunner, this is Charlie Van Diver.”




  “Hi.” The lanky boy nodded, sending a shock of dark brown hair over his brow.




  “Hello.” Charlie smiled, noting his ultra baggy shorts and already maturing muscle tone. He was going to be built like his dad, and just as handsome. She’d actually seen him before at the center. “My brother tells me you’re painting one of the murals at the center.”




  “Yeah. I’ve done some here. Aunt Rain told us you saw them at the shop. I paint mountain and farm scenes on shovels and old rusted things. I’m doing the farm there. Some of the others are doing their neighborhoods.”




  “I can’t wait to see it.” Charlie thanked Beau for the water he handed her.




  “This is Elijah.” He led her to the blanket and the seven year old eating a hot dog.




  “Hi there.” She smiled.




  He looked up at her with eyes as green as her own. Charlie felt her heart stop. She glanced at Rain, who stared back with a subtle warning.




  “Hi.” The boy got up. Tall for his age and looking more like eleven, he had lighter brown hair and a face that made Charlie wonder why it was so hard to guess who his father might be. He looked like her father!




  “You taking our picture?” He gestured to the camera.




  “Sure. When everyone is ready.”




  “We need to change,” Beau said, “where do you want us?”




  “We’ll start on the front porch. I don’t want to lose too much light. Don’t dress up.” She looked around. “Just wear normal, everyday stuff. Your hats if you want, but no sunglasses.” She winked at Gunner. “We want to see those beautiful eyes.”




  Grinning, the teen elbowed his father as they filed in.




  Charlie readied her film out front and stopped her hands from shaking over Elijah. Okay, there were other green-eyed men around besides James. The boy would have had to have been conceived near the end of James’ life. But the Aldrich green eyes—they were distinctly shaped. And darn it, the boy had James’s hair and height—




  “The others are coming.”




  She looked up at Rain dressed in worn Levi’s, a white shirt and the ever-present bandanna.




  “Don’t get any notions in your head,” the woman said quietly. “My business is my own. I won’t pry into yours.”




  “I wouldn’t.” Charlie looked into her chestnut eyes. “It’s none of my business. And let’s face it, we both know I wouldn’t win any prizes for perfection.”




  Rain searched her face visually, as if assuring herself. She nodded and sat down on the stoop. “He’s my life, that boy. I’d never have him hurt.”




  “I understand.” Charlie smiled. She looked up as the boy came out, wearing a western shirt and straw hat like his uncles’, and Levi’s. “Sit by your mother.”




  He did, and leaned into Rain’s shoulder. She took a few with just them. As the other men filed out, she snapped them naturally. Gunner leaned against a post just behind Rain and the brothers stood just behind her. Charlie backed up and coaxed them out into the yard. After a few more pictures, she inquired, “Is there any antique equipment here?”




  “Sure,” Gunner supplied.




  “Could we somehow get all of you sitting on it, or against it or something?”




  They shrugged, apparently game. Charlie rode in the back of the truck with the boys when they drove to one of the shelters. The big antique tractors were ideal. She posed them on and around them. Then she moved to the new machinery. After that, she said, “Jake, you’re too much in the background.” She grinned at him hoping to loosen him up some. “Can I talk you into coming out here against the building?”




  He dipped his head and they all stood beside her. She had him take off his hat and prop his booted heel against the wood. The old rusted Jessup Farm sign was behind him.




  “Looks like an album cover.” Rain laughed.




  “It’s going to be a calendar if everyone here agrees.” Charlie moved closer until she had that rugged face and those warm eyes in the perfect shot. She lowered the camera a moment and commented, “You’re a handsome man, Jake.”




  She’d guessed right. Deep dimples showed as he flushed and tried not to smile. She took the shot, hearing the rest of them chuckle behind her. She winked at Jake. “If this were another kind of shoot, I’d have your shirt off.”




  They all snorted, but Jake muttered, “If we go broke, I might consider it.”




  “Rain?”




  The woman stepped around.




  “Will you take off the bandanna and sit on that hay bale, just inside the doorway?




  Rain complied.




  “Lean back against the doorframe and put your knee up, look at me.” Charlie snapped several, loving the way the shadow and light played over Rain’s hair and skin.




  She posed her near the sign and then got the boys. “Elijah, think you could get that dog up on the tractor with you?”




  “Sure. He loves to ride.” The boy whistled sharply and climbed on the seat. More laughter came while she took pictures of the dog licking his face.




  She took several of him however he wanted, knowing how he liked the attention. Finally, she glanced at Gunner beside her. “Now you, I might just ask to take the shirt off.”




  He did, and tilted his hat brim down.




  “Can you work up a sweat?” She laughed.




  He guffawed looking at the scorching sun, then ran a few laps down through the meadow. As he was coming up through the uncut grass, she got several of him, his young body sweat glistened. She had him put the shirt on and not button it. “I take it some of the tourists are young ladies. You might end up with a fan club.”




  He snorted and shook his head. Lord, she could really love these shy, Southern men. They were a whole different breed to her.




  “I’m hot,” Elijah called out.




  “Let’s sit in the truck. There’s a cooler there.”




  “Y’all go on back,” Beau told everyone. “I’ll give her a treat and drive her up on the tractor.”




  They were chuckling in doubt as they left.




  “Is there enough light?” Beau asked, glancing at her.




  “Oh, yes. I deliberately put you last.” She took some of him by the sign, too. The camera loved his blue eyes in the faint shadow. She moved close and then backed up.




  “Follow me.” Charlie strolled a ways down, having him stand with the silos to his back. She took three with him facing the pasture that was dotted with cattle.




  He walked toward her again and murmured, “Want my shirt off?”




  She considered it, feeling a bit wicked and a whole lot unprofessional. Keeping a straight face, she said, “They’re your pictures. Sure.”




  He took his shirt off. She held her breath looking at that honed and cut, more mature body. The sun sure did its part and in no time, his body shimmered with a fine mist.




  He stood a foot away. “Where do you want me?”




  Blinking away the merging of her teen images and the one in front of her now, she started walking. Where do I want him? Oh, shut up, Charlie.




  He followed close behind.




  She went through a hanger-like building and arrived out at the fields, snapping several shots when he turned toward her. Then she simply leaned back against the buildings and enjoyed capturing him with the camera.




  The close ups of his face were enough to tense her stomach, particularly because he was looking so fixedly back at her.




  The sprinklers came on. She lowered the camera when he cussed and tried to catch his hat as it blew it off. But then instinct took over. She snapped frame after frame while the water spun and struck him as he fetched his hat. He was cursing, but laughing too, while dodging the hard sprays with long-legged jumps and dashes. By the time he stepped clear, he was dripping wet, his hat was on the ground, and his hair was soaked.




  She could see water, like crystal tears, clinging to the edges of that wavy brown hair. He leaned over and skimmed water off himself. He rose up, flinging his hair out of his eyes and running his fingers through it, completely unaware until that moment she’d been taking pictures. She saw him freeze like that, casting her a puzzled smile the camera also loved.




  Charlie eventually lowered the camera again. Their gazes locked. He walked toward her in sopping Levi’s, having pushed his hair back.




  Beau was close when he reached for the camera. She thought he was going to expose the film, rip it out. But he glanced at it, then walked back away and began to take her picture.




  She was used to it. She simply stood there and looked back at the lens.




  “Take your shirt off now.”




  Charlie flushed and laughed.




  He moved the camera and grinned. “Hey, it was worth a try.”




  Charlie bit her lip, trying to regain her professional composure, and heard the camera snap. “I wasn’t ready.”




  Sauntering closer, he drawled, “It’d be interesting if you got in that water spray.”




  “No doubt. I’ve got on white.” She decided to take it as a joke.




  “Thongs,” he whispered and winked.




  Her mouth opened.




  “Candy wouldn’t wear them. Not that I wanted her to.”




  She snapped her mouth shut. “I’m sure you’ve seen them before.”




  “Not outside a store.” He shrugged.




  She laughed. “Well you’re not supposed to see mine. It appears that my wardrobe choice was a bit tacky this morning.”




  He managed to look both amused and solemn. “I noticed because you bent over, and I just happened to be behind you.” He made his face dead serious. “They’re a very tasteful white.”




  Pulling the camera away, she admonished laughing. “I’m not here to discuss my panties.”




  They walked back. He led her to a big tractor. A green and yellow monster of a machine.




  “I’m not riding that.”




  “Ever ride a four wheeler?”




  “Of course not.”




  He went up a ramp and muscled down a squat four-wheeled thing that looked like a fat motorcycle to her. He plucked a key off a nail and got on and started it. “Climb on behind.”




  She did, putting her feet where he told her to, the camera hanging down her back, and felt him soaking her front with water. It was a fun ride, but when they got to the ranch house, she wouldn’t let him get off.




  “You’ve soaked me through.” She hoped to God that her reaction to being up against him wasn’t obvious. He’d been damp, warm, rock hard... Oh no, how could her body embarrass her like this?




  He slid up and looked back and down. Unfortunately for her, her breasts were visible through the camisole top. The whole mounds and dusky nipples.




  His eyes stayed put a long time, then met hers. “I’ll bring you something. You’ll probably dry out sitting on the porch.”




  Was that a deeper timbre to his voice? She had no choice. She dismounted the four wheeler, keeping her arms folded and sat in a rocker. He brought her a big black T-shirt with “Jessup Farms” and a picture of a tractor on it. She slipped it over her head. Beau also gave her a cold soda and sat down beside her.




  The sounds of the others in the backyard talking and laughing filtered in, along with the hiss of rattling leaves from the tress, and a distant crow call. Fidgeting, Charlie checked the camera, took out another roll of film, and drank some of her soda, watching the dogs before she could finally glance at him.




  “You up to dating yet?”




  Her face turned red. She shook her head no.




  His grin was lopsided. “The free peek has nothing to do with it.”




  She laughed, doubtful. “Of course not.”




  “I’m serious.”




  “I doubt it,” she muttered on a breath she drew in, and took another long drink.




  When she could glance at him again, he leaned his head back and studied her with semi-closed eyes. “Is it because of who we are? The past and all that?”




  “No,” she said honestly.




  He added to the question in an exaggerated twang, “’Cause I’m a farmer and you’re a lady?”




  “No. I’ve got fifty bucks and some credit cards,” she stated truthfully, “it’s not about that.” A lady? The way he’d said it struck her, as if he’d meant something more than just a woman. If he only knew...




  “You said you didn’t love the GQ asshole.”




  She grinned in spite of herself. How many times did she call Harry that in her mind? “Nope. But I’m probably not any better at dating than I was at marriage. I’m flattered, more than you know. I don’t want us to carry on what happened to our fathers.” She cleared her throat. “I’m flattered, mostly because you’re probably a popular guy with the ladies, and I’m not well-liked by anyone.” She shrugged though. “I don’t know if I’m staying around. The whole idea is to not complicate things. To not hurt anyone or make mistakes right off the bat.”




  He clearly thought about that a moment. “You want to get your feet wet, huh? Be here awhile and see how it goes.”




  “That’s part of it.”




  “You don’t flirt, do you?”




  “Not until today, no.” She laughed softly. That had been pure impulse and pure fun.




  “You had...a normal marriage?”




  “You’re getting kind of personal,” Charlie scolded gently. She’d never had a conversation with a man the way this one was going—she was more than rusty doing the male/female feeling out thing—she was totally ignorant.




  “It’s called open and honest,” he countered, obviously intent on getting a response. “Some women don’t want to date. They want uncomplicated, discreet sex.”




  “I see.” She felt stupid now—completely unsophisticated for not picking up on that. He offered a date, she turned him down, and he was offering uncomplicated sex. This was quickly progressing out of her depth and comfort level real fast.




  She wet her lips. “I’m supposed to tell you when the last time I slept with my husband was?”




  “Or anyone.”




  “I only slept with him. And not much after we married.” She looked at him, figuring that grownups should be able to be honest. Particularly since she’d turned him down. And there was the fact she didn’t have Dana here to tutor her on what sort of dating etiquette was hip now. Dana told her to go with honesty—Charlie went for honesty.




  “It was no big deal to me. I’ve already said I’ve had distant relationships my whole life. I didn’t find intimacy with Harry, and I didn’t miss it with him, or want it with anyone else.”




  His brow rose, his expression dumfounded. His voice almost a whisper. “You don’t like sex?”




  She wanted out of the conversation. “Harry wasn’t a lover, per se. He was a man who found that elsewhere. I don’t know why he married me, nor I him, actually. The first place we found ourselves not compatible was in bed.”




  He sounded confused. He looked too interested. “I don’t get that.”




  She gave up. She stood and said finally, “Dana calls it chemistry. It’s something we didn’t have. What we had was a convenient understanding for reasons beyond even me. Until he found the woman he wanted and that was it.”




  He stood too and looked at her closely. “Maybe ’cause the way you were raised, so well-mannered. It doesn’t sound like you had any closeness with people. Maybe he was raised that way, too.”




  “Who cares?” She stepped around him and headed out back.




  His voice detained her for a moment. “Did you have friends?”




  Lord—get me out of this quickly. “Not real ones. No. Dana, eventually.”




  He reached her side and stared down at her, his eyes were very pale blue and potent. “I’m attracted to you, Miz Charlie”




  She let her breath out slowly. He’d said exactly what she’d felt. Why did he have to verbalize it? So long as he hadn’t, she could play safe little games in her mind—she could hold onto a teenage memory.




  She went for the old back up...the politely distant routine. “I’m not ready. And I don’t exactly trust that it doesn’t have anything to do with the contrast of our past. I’m not a curiosity.” Applause, applause...Charlie thought and stepped off the porch.




  Out back, she took more pictures while they ate and moved around...though she was always aware of Beau. She captured Jake and Rain as they threw a Frisbee with the boys and romped with them. She even took some of Beau with the two of them.




  Charlie was proud of herself again for keeping her professional armor intact. She damn well hated the fact Beau Jessup seemed to see right through it.




  The sun was setting. Charlie stood up from her lawn chair and said, “Thank you for putting up with me.” She went around shaking hands. “I’ve left some write-ups on the porch and a few sketches. Get back to me on them. I’ve got a week to finalize everything, so I’ll send the final layout via Internet.”




  Beau walked her to her car and saw her settled in. He muttered after she started the engine, “I scare you off?”




  “No.” She smiled at him. “I think we said what we needed to. I’ve only been here a few days.”




  He held her gaze a moment, then nodded. “Okay.” He stepped back.




  Charlie felt his gaze on her, and sure enough, when she turned and looked up through the windshield, he was leaning against the brace, as if waiting for her to look his way again. He tipped his hat in an aw shucks manner.




  Charlie shook her head before backing out. Oh man—she was really feeling something out of her range of experience here. If she’d have met him at fifteen, gotten close to him, who knows what would have happened? At this age, with her lack of experience…and the chemistry she’d felt...the sins of her father and the mountain of obstacles she faced... Not good timing…not good at all.




  Chapter 7




  Charlie had the pictures on disk, and was sifting through them when Dana pulled up the other desk chair. The oversized computer screen was filled with a sequence of the photos.




  “I’ve seen him,” Dana murmured when Beau’s picture came up. “He came by the center to pick up his son and talked awhile with Mason. He talked to a lot of the kids hanging around; he’s apparently popular with them.”




  When Jake’s picture came up, Dana dropped the chips she was munching on and gasped, choking out, “Who is that!”




  “That’s Jake.” Charlie glanced at her, watching her trying to pick up the chips while not looking away from the close-up.




  “The one whose girlfriend got killed?” Dana leaned up and made a sound in her throat. “I wonder if he’d like to have sex.”




  Charlie burst out laughing and sat back, tilting her head and considering the rugged man. “It’s odd, but I wouldn’t have considered a man like that handsome before. In college, every mixed outing was formal. You never really saw men like that. I didn’t look at men. Not even Harry, whose as GQ as they come. I had a thought the other day, that I know more gay men than straight.”




  “It was safe for you,” Dana murmured, watching while the other Jake photos advanced. “I went on those shoots, too, you know. The atmosphere was safe.”




  “How do you have sex so casually?”




  I don’t,” Dana grunted. “Not like, a lot. Regardless of how many boyfriends I’ve had. I’m thirty and I can still count the men I’ve slept with on one hand.”




  “Really?”




  “Yes. Some men you date or kiss at dance clubs, you don’t feel that chemistry. There’s something missing no matter how handsome they are, you just don’t respond to sexually—” She gasped again when the pictures of Beau taken in the sprinkler came up. “Charlie!” she all but yelled. “You bad girl...that looks like—”




  “It was an impulse. I just shot them.”




  “Not for the town paper.” Dana snorted.




  “No.”




  Dana said, “Um...um.” She saw the close-ups, and the way Charlie had captured those water drops on his skin. “I was always ribbing you about being so cool, calm and clueless. Here you’ve taken these pictures of a Paul Newman look-alike, sexy enough to make any woman drool.” She turned her gaze to Charlie’s flushed face. “He’s looking back at you like he could eat you up, too.”




  “He’s a natural.”




  “Bullshit.” Dana laughed softly. She saw the ones he’d taken of Charlie and watched while Charlie dragged them into another folder, muttering something about them just acting silly. She said, chuckling, “Charlie, you’re acting like some repressed virgin.”




  “I am not.”




  “Yes, you are. From what you told me about Harry, you’ve never even been turned on by a man.”




  “I can’t help that. Maybe I’m frigid.”




  “There’s no such thing. Men came up with that because they were bad lovers, or lazy ones who wouldn’t learn how to turn a woman on. I’ve heard girls talk my whole life, Charlie. You’re years behind everyone else.” She looked at the screen. “What’s he make you feel?”




  Charlie flushed deeper.




  “Come on.” Dana elbowed her. “Do you feel kind of breathless? Your heart beats a bit faster? And maybe, when you look at him, your stomach gets tense—and a bit further down—gets all tingly?”




  “You’re awful.” Charlie snorted, shaking her head, knowing her face belied her denial.




  Dana grinned and winked. “It’s okay, I won’t tell.” She sat back and propped her feet up on the desk, musing, “Are you going back out there?”




  “Yes, at the end of the week.”




  “Can I come, too?”




  Charlie looked at her and blinked. “That’s not like you, Dana. I know you kid a lot, but even you are detached to a point. The man is still in love with a woman who died. He’s emotionally unavailable.”




  “That’s the kind I pick.” Dana shrugged. “Too busy, too immature, too hung up on an old flame.”




  “Why?”




  Dana sat up. “You know why. Look at me. I was the cut-up, the funny friend, the troubled teen. I’m a freckled redhead, not some glamour queen. I’m not the girl next door like you, the fresh-faced classic.”




  “We look a lot alike, Dana.”




  “Hey, I learned early about rejection, from Mom and Dad, from boys who dated me a week until something better came along.”




  “You were popular.”




  “I’m not whining. I learned how to deal with people on a level that kept me from getting my feelings hurt.”




  “You’ve never been short of boyfriends.”




  Dana looked at her and laughed sadly. “I didn’t have the life you did, Charlie. Can’t you understand that? I’ve never been anything special to anyone.”




  Swallowing, Charlie suddenly felt tears sting her eyes. Gruffly, she said, “I’m sorry.” And she was, because in the past few weeks, she was thinking about Dana, just as Mason was on her mind as well. She realized that Dana should have hated and resented her. Dana had to get everything herself, the basic food, clothing; she’d survived, while Charlie lived in her magic, pretend world.




  “Oh, hell, it’s all good. But you were like that. Even if your dad spoiled you for the wrong reasons. I’ve never been spoiled or pampered or first on anyone’s list. But since you grew up, you haven’t not searched for the right kind of caring or affection. You shut down to keep all that truth from hurting. What James did hurt you—just like my parents hurt me.”




  “Yes. It did, but—”




  “We’re all hurting. Even Mason.”




  “I know that, Dana.” Hell, Charlie didn’t know what to say. This house, this town, it was making them all shed their protective skin and she wished she could give Dana back what her father had stolen, as well as what life should have afforded her.




  Dana sighed and slid her feet off the desk, turning in her chair and took Charlie’s hands a moment. “Do you know, the times I slept with men was because I wanted desperately to feel something other than pain and rejection? I pretended that they wouldn’t get up and leave. They always did. I guess subconsciously, I wanted them to. If they stayed around, they’d eventually discover whatever I lacked that made people toss me away so casually.”




  “I love you, Dana. You’re special to me.”




  Dana started to cry silently. “Oh, hell, I know that.” She hugged her cousin tight. She sniffed. “Pity trip is now over. Hey, in the apartment, I was always acting crazy and trying to make you laugh and lighten up because Harry was an ass. I was trying to break through that strict and programmed shell you were raised in.”




  “I knew it.”




  “Honest to God, honey, you hadn’t even watched any movies, besides ballet and documentaries, and you lived in California.” She gave a watery laugh and leaned back. “Remember how I stood on the balcony and flirted with men running on the beach and you’d laugh?”




  “Yeah.” Charlie chuckled.




  Dana shrugged. “I have to be like that. I have to release sometimes, because my life ain’t that damn funny at all.” She wiped her cheeks. “I’m human, Charlie. I have the same needs as every other woman. And when a man holds you, if only for awhile, you feel special.” She sighed and smiled lamely. “I just wish—it didn’t have to always be pretend.”
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