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  One Hot Summer




  Prologue




  Jessup Farms




  4th of July picnic




  Rain Jessup screamed her son’s name, “Eli!” as she jumped up from the picnic table and rushed for the lake. She kept yelling while she ran and dived into the lake, swimming furiously—vaguely aware that Mason Aldrich had dived off the dock and outswam her brothers, both Beau and Jake, to reach the overturned boat. Eli hadn’t surfaced yet!




  “Eee-li!” Rain’s screams echoed around the trees and hanging vines.




  Beau and Jake were yelling. Suddenly, Jake had Rain around the chest. She was floundering in her panic, but she had to reach her son.




  The boat flipped. Mason broke the surface holding Elijah. What seemed like moments later, Mason heaved himself and the husky boy out of the water, and immediately began C.P.R.




  Everyone was out of the lake, breathing harsh, coughing, gasping with their stares glued to Elijah as he finally spewed out water and opened his eyes.




  Mason grabbed Eli up off the dock and held him to his chest. He looked at Rain, who was sobbing in Jake’s arms. With a raw look in his eyes, he rasped, “It’s over. Do you hear me, Rain? I can’t do this anymore, dammit.” He swallowed with his hand cupping the boy’s head and his arm protectively around the shivering child. He got up and carried Eli over to the fire pit to get warm.




  Charlie, Beau’s girlfriend, and Dana, her cousin, led Rain to the bench and wrapped towels around her. They sat on either side of her, rubbing her back and comforting her, while she cried and looked at the ground, shaking her head over and over.




  “Don’t cry, Mommy.”




  Rain lifted her head, looked at her son. then hugged him tight. “You scared me.”




  “I was watching a fish and flipped over; I got my shoe hung on something. I’m sorry.”




  She held him back from her and said raggedly, “You’re wearing that life jacket from now on. I don’t care how good you swim—or how much you fuss.”




  “I will.” He hugged her again. When her crying turned to sniffles, he said, “You okay now? I gotta go pee.”




  She laughed helplessly and nodded. “Me too. Thanks to you.” Rain stood, her clothing stuck to her and shivering too. Then she glanced at Dana. “You want to drive back to the house with me to get some dry clothing?”




  “Sure.” Dana nodded. They walked off after Rain kissed her son again.




  When Rain and Dana returned, Rain’s hair was down, flowing over her back. She wore a plain straight sundress split on the sides, with flowered shorts beneath. She had a change of shorts for Eli and thermoses of coffee and some wine coolers Dana joked about. She went down and talked to Gunner awhile, then sat on the edge of the table, looking in the direction the men had walked.




  Charlie Aldrich Van Diver leaned against the table beside Rain, their arms touching. “You know what they’re talking about?”




  Rain nodded, her brown eyes shifting to Charlie, then away. “Here they come,” she breathed, shaky.




  The men entered the clearing. They glanced where Elijah was sitting on the bank fishing, with a towel around his shoulders. Then they all looked at Rain.




  Tension built in her, but Rain said with false calm to her brothers, “It’s none of your business.”




  It was Mason who glared at her unblinking, and murmured, “I made it their business.” His jaw tightened as he pointed at the river. “He could have drowned out there, Rain! My son. Mine. I don’t give a shit what you want anymore. I’m not asking, I’m telling you right now, I’ve got a right to be in his life. He needs me there.”




  “No.” Rain shook her head. “We’ve done j—”




  “Don’t you dare,” he snarled. “Don’t you dare insinuate I didn’t claim him by choice. I came back a dozen times and you wouldn’t let me near him.”




  Rain grit out, “He doesn’t need you. He’s fine. He has men in his life.”




  “Not a father, Rain!” Mason nearly shouted, then lowered his voice. “Knowing how mine was…oh, no, that’s right, you don’t know. Because you don’t give a shit, Rain. You think because you don’t need anyone, he doesn’t either. He’s a kid. A boy. And I’m not letting him grow up not knowing who his father is, or thinking I don’t want him.” His eyes turned a stormy green. “It’s over, Rain. I’m not playing by your rules anymore.”




  “If you tell him now,” Rain said quietly, “it will make things worse.”




  “I already know.”




  The men stepped aside in surprise, parting to reveal the boy who stood with his pole and towel, just looking at them calmly.




  Rain groaned and closed her eyes.




  Beau said, “Know what, son?”




  “I know Mason Aldrich is my dad.” He looked at Mason with eyes as green and open as any blunt child’s could be. “I found out when I listened on the phone last year.” He looked at his mom. “Sorry, Mommy. I picked it up to call Tommy and you were already t—”




  “It’s okay.” Rain sighed heavily and looked at Mason.




  However, Mason was looking at his son, and he said, “You called the center and hung up a few times, huh?”




  The boy nodded. “I chickened out.”




  “I saw the number, and your mom thought I was making it up.”




  “She doesn’t believe me sometimes either.” The boy rolled his eyes.




  The men laughed. But Rain stared at the boy, as if she couldn’t believe how calm and cool he was about it.




  “You want to take a walk?” Mason asked him.




  “You fish?”




  When Mason nodded, Elijah handed him his pole. “Come on then, we might as well get this over with.”




  Charlie had her arm around Rain. She whispered in Rain’s ear, “It’s going to be all right.”




  Rain looked at her and sighed. “For them, probably.” Then she straightened and walked off down the trail.




  * * * *




  I wasn’t all right. Not then, and not now. Nothing would ever again be right.




  Rain had left a box of food Jake could bring after they ate, then started hauling things to her car. She’d had a nice one, but unfortunately, after being used in the commission of a crime by her ex-boyfriend, Zane Cooper, and Clay Stallard—it had been taken apart by forensic teams. Not that she couldn’t afford a new car, she just never got to point of letting Jessup’s success make her care about status symbols. They were farmers, no matter how big, and it was a working farm year-round. She wasn’t going to drive around town or the farm in something impractical. She’d been frugal for too many lean years.




  She drove an ordinary blue compact car for personal errands. The farm had dozens of jeeps, trucks and everything else on wheels to get around in. She’d loaded the trunk and back seat, and blew her long hair out of her eyes. It stayed braided most of the time and she wore a bandanna over it in the shop. However, after swimming out to try and rescue Eli, she’d been too shook up to think about it and she’d taken the braid out of her brown hair. Her irritation with it hanging down to her mid-back in the heat of evening now reminded her why she never wore it loose.




  She opened the glove box and took out a cloth band to pull it in a ponytail. She felt better with it off her neck; its straight thickness had felt like a blanket in the summer heat.




  Her oldest brother, Jake, sauntered over to her car and stood there, watching her a moment. “You leaving?” his deep bass voice rumbled.




  “Yes, see that Eli gets back. Okay?”




  Rain was aware her brothers felt guilt about her pregnancy back then, but they had been killing themselves on the farm and trying to look after a teen. They’d been strict. Nevertheless, Rain had a lot of pain from her mother running off, her Dad’s fate—getting arrested for drugs, dying in the pen—and yes, from struggling hand-to-mouth. She’d not been able to talk to her exhausted and seemingly daunting older brothers’ back then. It wasn’t their fault. She’d simply internalized things and sometimes acted out from that.




  “I don’t know how much Mason said, but—”




  “That he’d been in contact with you for a long time. That you refused to let him see the boy once he’d found out Elijah existed.”




  “It’s a little more complicated than that,” Rain told him. “Just know this, I was a fool for letting Zane play me. I got myself in a mess with him, almost with my eyes wide open. I admit that. I admit that I should have thought more of my son the past two years where Zane was concerned. But what’s between Mason and me is not even similar to that.”




  “I don’t know, Rain,” Jake had intoned quietly. “I guess Beau and I really don’t know you at all, do we? You’re smart, talented, and beautiful. You know Jessup Farms inside and out. And let’s be honest, much of our success is due to the fact you had so much vision and helped us see it was more than hay and cows and produce. But knowing that, and comparing it to the personal choices you make, where your life is at and everything…” He shook his head. “Maybe it was because you didn’t have a mother here. Maybe if Beau had wed better the first time, and Naomi had lived—”




  “Don’t, Jake.” She shook her head and stepped back, aware that the pain of losing his fiancée almost five years ago still ate at him. “We all admit we have issues because of who and what we are. I complicated my own life, for reasons I can’t describe in fifteen minutes. I can’t even make sense of it myself sometimes. I love my son. That’s the one thing that matters more than anything to me.” Her eyes filled with tears.




  He admitted, “He’s mature for his age; he’s sharp and wise in ways some of us ignore. He’ll be okay. You’ve got to make more sense out of your personal life, Rain—for your own sake.”




  “I’m trying, Jake.” She turned to the car to leave. “Just give me some time. Please.”




  She saw him nod. Then he turned to walk back to the lake.




  Her brothers had been protective of her, and they had hated Zane right off. She knew they loved her though, in spite of having to work several jobs, plus the farm, after their father had died in prison. All three of them had made a success of Jessup Farms. Rain saw that perplexity in their eyes. She was a successful partner in Jessup Farms; her crafts and canned goods, and constant additions to the marketing of the fruit, cheeses and other produce, proved she wasn’t completely stupid, and that she had vision beyond simple farming. In her personal life, though, she’d never managed to make any sense at all to her brothers.




  In spite of her business success, she had a list of minuses a mile long and, thanks to Mason’s interference, she had a shitload of trouble heading right to her door.




  Rain sighed. So many bad choices marred her own life, not the least of which was Zane Cooper, a man she’d gotten tangled up with, and who turned out to be more dangerous than his local thug image. She’d used him as a shield between her and Mason after Mason returned to town.




  Given last summer’s horrific ordeal, which her own blindness had contributed to—she was somehow not at all surprised when her secret came out after seven long years of protecting it. And who else to do it, but Mason Aldrich—Elijah’s biological father?




  The get together today was for closure after Rain’s boyfriend, Beau’s ex, and a farm hand had been found guilty of a horrible conspiracy involving Charlie’s kidnapping. The months of trials, and the tension of watching the two trying to find their way back to each other…there had been friction on her side of the family a long time, because she felt guilty for so many reasons.




  She’d made bad choices yes, but she’d never regretted the son she’d given birth to at the young age of seventeen. Elijah was her life.




  Now Rain felt stripped of everything. She couldn’t hide out. Like the rest of her life, she had to suffer the stares and probing looks, because for some strange reason, in spite of growing up without a mother and having a father die in prison, she was supposed to be a woman without any weaknesses.




  Ha! Rain laughed sadly, silently. She wasn’t proud of the fact she’d let Zane into Eli’s life. She’d known, felt, the warning signs for two years. Nevertheless, she couldn’t have imagined what lay behind his handsome face, any more than she could imagine handling Mason’s return without having some way to keep her feelings hidden away.




  She let those tears fall as she drove past the buildings and old farmhouse, by Beau’s place, where Charlie’s truck was parked, and on to her faux log double-wide. It was actually a cedar siding that looked like half logs. Her green thumb had produced all the flowering bushes and beds and hanging plants that ornamented all the lawns and lined the roadway. From childhood, she had planted on the farm, and her place was no exception. The large porch was graced with planted antique milk jugs, watering cans, just about any container that would hold soil.




  Her doublewide sat half a mile from Beau’s new house, situated a mile from Jake’s, the original old farmhouse.




  She couldn’t think any more today, having just gotten past beating herself up for letting Zane in her life in the first place; she didn’t have her usual kiss my ass attitude to hide behind.




  She parked outside the split rail fence. As she trudged up the flagstone walk, she glanced at the birdbath and pond she’d put in, and the bright-colored flora that surrounded them. Big and small flowering bushes encircled her entire house, also the unique designed beds, little nooks with benches and iron chairs, trellises that led to walks, rock gardens and mini waterfalls.




  In the backyard, there was an aboveground pool with a large three-tier cedar deck; graced with wooden tubs overflowing with flowers and iron lanterns holding bird feeders.




  Rain made several trips carrying in the boxes and soda cases. When finished, she took some over-the-counter pain pills. Kicking her shoes off, she padded barefoot on the deep cream carpet that ran through the house. Her bedroom, on the backside, had a big bay window. She had blinds up, but privacy wasn’t a problem on land this sprawling.




  Moving to the antique wardrobe, she pulled out a cool silk nightgown. It hit mid-thigh and had thin straps. After taking off everything but her satin panties, she slipped it on.




  Beau and Jake would have built her a mansion if she’d wanted it, but she’d bought the prefab with the fireplace and big windows and deep carpets instead. She had a massive garden tub and a big kitchen and living room. Three bedrooms and two baths, and porches all around. Someday she might want a traditional house, but until she knew exactly what she wanted in a home, she was satisfied and quite proud of her rustic looking modular. At this point in her life, anything bigger would have been wasted space, and she liked the snug comfort of the home she’d chosen herself. She liked the fact she’d paid for it herself too.




  Sliding the cloth band free of her hair, she scraped her nails over her tight scalp. Lying on the dark bronze, overstuffed sofa in the living room, she closed her eyes and willed the blood to stop pounding behind them. What she couldn’t erase were those early hours today and the question in everyone’s eyes when the truth came out.




  Rain knew things about Mason Aldrich, by deduction, by assumption. Somewhat like his father, Mason was a man with two faces—one public and the other private. There was darkness inside him; mysterious, disquieting…not corrupt, but brooding nonetheless. Rain was drawn to that as long as she had known him, and she had known him all of her life.




  She’d once thought that all the fairytales spun around the Van Diver mansion Charlie and Mason had grown up in were real. They weren’t true for Charlie, who’d been isolated from the real world and known only the false one her father had constructed to cover his black soul.




  Rain had often gone to the Van Diver house when her father and brothers were groundskeepers. She had been so young, sitting silent in the shadows, waiting for them to finish up. She’d watched Mason Aldrich the way some people watch rare birds, and though he was brown/blond haired and green-eyed, he’d always been a mystifying and unique species. Amid his debonair father, his proper and protected younger sister, and even his sophisticated mother, Mason used to be in leather and wearing motorcycle boots with shoulder-length hair.




  He had been the bad boy to some—not like the crooked mayor, his father, a man who’d taken his life before the contract killers could get to him.




  The dirty money James Aldrich made and the famous Van Diver legacy had sat on that house like a golden aura to the destitute and motherless Jessups. Rain had sat in the formal flower garden, or out by the shed looking at the white fountain in the front, and imagined that rainbows and fairytales were found amid the white columns and beautiful piano music drifting out of the parlor. To be the descendants of the town’s founders, to live life in a house like that…




  However, Mason hadn’t fit with the rest, even then. And Rain had watched him, always been aware of him…that raven amid the butterflies.




  He used to be silent, angry, and a dark shadow that changed the whole atmosphere of the house. Cut in a way that fell in his eyes and blew across his rugged face, his hair was to his nape now. He was always tanned and had been muscular from a young age. On his upper arm, he had a tattoo of a black cross and full moon; another low on his abdomen she’d only noticed the edge of, and knew personally, that it hadn’t been there the night she’d gone to him in that hotel out of town.




  His father had betrayed hers and Jake Jessup Senior had died in the state pen for selling James Aldrich’s drugs. How she ended up having Mason’s son was as tangled and complex as the rest of their past. It was a web she now saw unweaving…and they were still strangers…still two people who had kept the secret of Elijah’s conception to themselves…until Mason blurted it out.




  The son was more a loner, an enigma. No one knew much about Mason’s past. If his half-sister, Charlie, hadn’t fallen for her brother, Beau, she’d never know what their lives had been like. Charlie, the mayor’s spoiled little girl, had turned out to be completely different from what they had assumed, and it had taken Rain awhile to trust Charlie.




  Rain was honest enough to admit she admired Mason. His work at the center, Unity Hall, was impressive. He’d come into town a couple years ago and started giving as much as his father had taken. He was making a difference in a lot of lives on the other side of the tracks with the services he provided at the center. She didn’t understand him fully, nor know him very well.




  The day after the episode at the lake, and Mason’s blurting out the truth, was Elijah’s birthday. He’d turn eight, even though he looked twelve. He looked like a smaller shadow of his father, except his hair wasn’t that shaggy blond and brown streaked Mason’s was; Elijah’s was a bit darker. Yet, just as Mason acquired the handsome Aldrich looks, so had her son.




  Her son had already grown to five feet and was on the husky side. His age showed with his awkwardness; some days he’d trip over his own big feet. He was mature, growing up with her brothers as mentors, but he could still be such a little boy sometimes. But he had known Mason was his dad for a year! That still shocked Rain.




  Chapter 1




  She must have slept. Rain sluggishly opened her eyes; trying to distinguish what had jolted her out of slumber. There was a tapping on the door; she slid to a sitting position, figuring maybe Elijah had ridden one of the four wheelers or dirt bikes over to get one of his video games or movies. Still woozy with slumber, she got her foot caught on the throw as she headed for the door; the knock sounded twice more.




  “Just use your key, Eli,” she called, using her pet name for him as she muttered and yanked it open.




  Mason stood there.




  Due to the fact her landscape lights were on, Rain registered it was past sundown. They illuminated the yard and the two lanterns by the porch glowed fairly bright.




  “What?” She scraped her hair back out of her eyes as it slid forward, still blinking herself awake.




  “I think we should talk. Don’t you?” Mason reached up, bracing his palms on the door facing. Obviously he’d changed clothing and was showered and wearing boots and Levis that she knew were Jake’s. He had no shirt on.




  “My head is killing me,” she muttered. “Tomorrow is Elijah’s birthday. We’ll talk then.”




  “Okay.” His green eyes met hers. “But we’ll talk right now too.”




  Rain sighed, and then shrugged. “Let me get some clothes on.” She flipped a switch by the door, which controlled a ceiling fan on the well-lit porch. “We’ll talk out here.”




  His gaze roamed over the garment that showed a fair amount of cleavage and to the thigh of her tanned legs. “It’s warm out here.”




  Rain shook her head, wondering what his game was. Mason wasn’t a flirt, nor had he tried to be involved with her romantically. Their phone conversations, fights and arguments, were always about Elijah.




  Back inside, Rain yanked the throw off the sofa, a six-foot square of chenille, and returned to the door and stepped out. He’d taken a seat in the wooden chair with a leather seat Jake had made. She took the one across from him, with an aged bench serving as a table between them. Seated on the cane settee with a padded flowered cushion, drawing up her legs and covering them with the throw, Rain rested her elbow on the armrest, pushing back her hair. Holding it, while resting her head against her palm, she met his gaze again.




  “I want joint custody.”




  That was no surprise. “Have you discussed that with Elijah?”




  “I did.” His jaw was still tense, his voice tone deep and reserved. “He brought it up. He said that now everything was in the open, he figured we should get to know each other better.”




  She bit her full bottom lip. If her son had been calling the center, wanting to talk to Mason, which had also come out today, she knew she couldn’t deny him the right. “Okay. I’ll talk to the lawyer and fix it up.” Her eyes filled with meaning as she added, “You don’t let anybody talk shit to him over it, Mason. I mean that. It’s going to be gossip for awhile, and I won’t have him upset over James or Daddy, or you.”




  His gaze narrowed slightly. “You don’t know me very well if think I’d let anyone hurt that kid.”




  “That’s right—I don’t,” she ground out softly. “You’re basically a stranger to me.”




  “Bullshit, that wasn’t what I meant.”




  “It’s true, nonetheless. I know what everyone else knows and speculates about. I know a few things they don’t, but let’s face it, Mason, we don’t know each other.” She let her gaze drop over his bare torso, her eyes pausing on that tattoo on his upper arm. Then she met his gaze again. “You’re not just the guy who came back and opened the center and reached out to a forgotten sector of town. I’m not just a farmer. We’re not Jake and James’ offspring. You get what I’m saying?”




  “I get it,” he said flatly, his own dark hand reaching up to comb back the long bangs the faint evening wind blew across his eyes. His hand dropped to his thigh, his gaze penetrating as he murmured, “You’re just going to have to trust me where Elijah’s concerned. You know one thing that counts, and that’s as soon as I found out he was born, I’ve been trying to claim him, to provide for and know him.”




  She did know that. “Just don’t expect him to be any different than he is. He’s a strong, smart, and tough kid. He’s had to be. He’s got his own personality and he’s not an Aldrich or a Jessup.”




  “What kind of statement is that, Rain?” His laugh was more of a smirk. “Did I, at any time in my life, show pride that I was an Aldrich? I don’t want my son because I’m like James, and want some blind hero worship, or cookie cut-out to feed my ego. He’s my flesh and blood, and has nothing to do with either of our fathers.”




  “I said it because he’s not your cure, Mason. Just like he wasn’t mine. He’s not your magic to deal with whatever goes on in that mind of yours that people never figured out. Just like he wasn’t mine, he’s not your childhood and innocence and belief in everything good. He’s got his own feelings and his own emotions. He doesn’t need to feel like he’s supposed to make all the grown-ups emotionally okay.”




  He stared at her almost angrily. “For two years you exposed my son to scum like Zane Cooper. Two years that son of a bitch was in his life, and I wasn’t. You have a hell of a nerve trying to question my motives and psychoanalyze me.” His voice dropped to a growl and his handsome face was taut. “That bastard kidnapped my sister. He was st—”




  “All right!” she cut him off curtly. “I know what he was.”




  Mason glared at her, almost trembling with fury. “Did you let him beat on you in front of that boy?”




  Her face drained of color. “He did not hit me!”




  “No? Oh, he just called you bitch and whore and trash, is that it, Rain?”




  Trembling herself now, she sat up, her hands clutching the throw. “Who told you that?”




  “Jesus Christ.” He shook his head, looking at her as if she were clueless. “He screwed every woman in Turkey Creek, plus a few in town, Rain. He treated them all the same way. He talked about you in the pool halls and in th—”




  “Okay, so he spoke trash, but he—”




  “Don’t.” He shook his head angrily. “I’ve lived here two years, and I’ve been in the same places you two have at the same time. Don’t even blow it off.”




  Oh God, this was turning out worse than she’d imagined. “He did not abuse me in front of Elijah.”




  “The kid’s not an idiot, Rain. He hated that man.”




  “It’s none of your business.”




  “Oh yes it is, because Elijah was exposed to some redneck asshole, who treated his mother like shit.”




  Her stomach in knots, Rain looked at him, guilt gnawing at her. How dare he judge her? Her voice was rough as she said, “Why don’t you just accuse me of being an unfit mother, Mason?” Her lips thinned a moment. “Go ahead, get on your high horse now that it’s changed from black to white. Now that you’re some hometown hero instead of the badass rebel. You know so damn much about it, don’t you? Everything about my life from your superior observations.”




  “I wasn’t saying that. But some things are obvious, Rain.”




  “Are they? My, how nice for people who just waltz into town with a mission to save the world, and become judges of other people’s lives.”




  “You’re deliberately reading what you want to into it. Yes, I’m angry because you denied me access to him, and the right to claim him, but you let that bastard come here and see him when I couldn’t.”




  “He wasn’t around Eli more than a few hours. Ask Jake and Beau, if you don’t believe me. They wouldn’t let him around Eli much. And the one evening they were here, and Eli saw those e-mails, it was only because he was supposed to be at the farmhouse and he rode the dirt bike down here to get something.”




  “Are you saying you think the boy just hated Zane for no reason? That he didn’t know the bastard treated you like shit?”




  “He didn’t treat me like shit. You don’t know anything.”




  Mason shook his head. “Okay, Rain, for the sake of staying on track; let’s just agree he’s a lowlife.”




  “He.” She felt a sick kick to her stomach. Mason had every right to hate Zane and to hold all of them who had harmed his sister responsible. She had to live with her guilt from that too, dammit.




  Forcing his voice to sound calm, Mason said, “The fact remains, you denied me any rights to Eli.”




  “You drifted in and out of town from the time you were sixteen. Just what was I supposed to base my trust in you on? Just because you were older, I was supposed to believe everything you said? Every phone call you made here? From all over the country?”




  “Each time I spoke with you, I said I’d come back. I would have.”




  “God, Mason.” It was her turn to laugh. “I was seventeen years old. I was right here, breaking my back with Beau and Jake trying to make this place pay off, plus raise a child. You think that my growing up, knowing who you were—up to the last time I saw you—made me just think, well huh, I should expect Mason to roll back into town a changed person, ready to put down roots and be a daddy? Yeah, I can sit back and take it easy and—”




  Realizing she wasn’t fighting fair, Rain stopped abruptly. His life had been as harsh as hers in some ways. From Charlie, Rain knew that even as a kid, Mason and his father had fought. He’d gone to a military school, probably James’ idea to straighten Mason out but that hadn’t lasted long. Rain was aware Mason had spent plenty of nights in Turkey Creek in the back of a rough old house known for cheap whores and illegal poker games. He hadn’t been spoiled like Charlie, but dammit, this attack wasn’t fair.




  If it hadn’t made the news the past few months during the trials and even Beau’s custody hearing, Rain wouldn’t know any of this. And knowing that big house hadn’t held rainbows and fairy tales for everyone inside didn’t change the fact that all she had with Mason Aldrich was a son. The rest of the world knew as much about Mason as Rain did and that was only the outer layer of the man sitting across from her.




  “All right,” Mason conceded quietly, his green gaze steady as if trying to read her thoughts. “You made your point. But after I did come back two years ago, you should have known better.”




  “By then, Eli was already five, almost six. Just in school and being teased enough over Jake, Senior and yes, looking like James. Adults stopped him on the playground and said things to him. It was a hard time for him. He was my priority, not you.”




  “And yet, you started seeing a man like Zane. Well, hell,” he sneered, “that sure helped.”




  She sighed, rubbed her eyes, and just sat there a moment. “You can have joint custody. I’d recommend you don’t bring Zane up to Eli though.”




  With more honesty than she was showing at the moment, Rain reflected that when Mason had come back for good, he’d faced the mistrust of the town and surprised everyone by buying the old clinic on a extensive lot, and turned it into a community center, Unity Hall. He had left a reckless and dark young man. Before that, he’d always disappeared for long stretches of time. Yeah, okay, he may have changed, but there wasn’t enough between them for Mason to have gained her trust.




  Tiredly she offered, “I’ll have the lawyer call you. I’d rather we didn’t settle on an odd schedule. We work here every day of the week, though Sunday is family day. I don’t want to set anything up that’s going to disrupt his life too much. He’s close to Gunner and his uncles.”




  “I’m pretty tight with Gunner myself.”




  Rain nodded. He’d been a big help to Beau during the custody trial. “I understand the two of you have to get to know each other.” She raised her head then. “I’ll agree to however long that takes, since he’s out of school. But I…”




  “I’ll settle for working around his schedule, rather than the other way around. Now that the center is successful and we have regular hours, I’ll have more free time. I’d have him there sometimes, of course, but I’d like to see some of his life here too.”




  She agreed, only because it was a huge place and she could stay at any of the houses. Plus the shop, which was also a store, workroom, sitting area, and game room. It could provide a place to escape to if she needed it. “Okay. Just let me know ahead of time, because he spends time with Beau and Jake and Gunner. I always have to know where he is.”




  “All right.”




  A silence stretched out, yet the crickets, katydids, and frogs sounded blaring. A heady fragrance of all the flowers planted around came on the gentle breeze; an enchanting blend of roses, jasmine, and dozens of others she usually savored.




  Rain rubbed her aching head again and felt her stomach roll. She hadn’t eaten much today, because the picnic hadn’t exactly panned out. That and taking the pain pills on an empty stomach likely didn’t help matters. She sighed, rubbed her hands over her face, and then hugged her stomach lightly as she stared at Mason.




  He’d been watching her wordlessly, slumped a bit in the chair, his long legs extended under the antique bench, his elbows on the armrests, and his hands lax. That gaze wasn’t still though; it moved over her long hair, ruffling in the breeze and scanned her face, just touching her eyes, then down to her folded arms, and onto her body. He lifted them to her face again.




  It was discomforting. Other than making Elijah, they hadn’t ever sat this close, talked in person, or spent this much time together. They hadn’t been alone either. Their phone conversations had been intense and angry, and filled with much of the same push and pull, as they’d just experienced. It was an unusual relationship, if one could call it that. Moreover, the only subject between them was Elijah.




  Her gaze roamed too, over those elevated cheekbones and square jaw, the close-shaved beard he wore, that was little more than a shadow. He had a slightly full mouth, and a strong, arrogant nose. His sea-green eyes were pale in his bronze face. The straight hair, gold mixed with brown and almost white, had been long all those years ago, but now his bangs were straight uneven mixed strands, almost touching his jaw and shaggy against his nape in back. It should have made him look like a beach bum—it didn’t. It made him look a little untamed and sexy, and Mason was defined and muscled in a way that didn’t come from just weight lifting. With lines at the corners of his eyes, he had an inflexible maturity to his face that contrasted with the hair and eyes. Yet, he did have a rather intense stare, which she’d been the object of earlier, and he was using it again to watch her.




  She was looking at his mouth when he said huskily, “What’s he want for his birthday?”




  “He wants everything. But he’s getting a video game from me and a DVD from Jake, and Beau usually just gives him pocket money. He gets an allowance for chores, but that goes into his save jar, for a Ferrari when he’s sixteen.”




  Mason actually smiled. “Really?”




  She rolled her eyes. “There’s no telling him no. By then, he’ll want something more affordable and practical, and whatever everyone else is driving at school. He likes wasting a little money in town sometimes, so Beau gives him bucks for that.”




  “Are you having a party here?”




  “Out back. There’s a pool, and he’s going to have some friends over, plus the family. It’ll be around three. I expect most of the kids will stay over since its summer, so…” She shrugged. “He likes baseball, horses, dogs, and everything. I guess it would be better to just call him early at Jake’s and ask. He’ll be up at sunrise doing feeding, which he also loves.”




  Mason nodded, then said, “Can I bring anything? Food or…”




  “I’ve got so much left from today.” She shook her head.




  He drew his legs back, and sat up with his forearms on his thighs, still looking at her. “I don’t want us to fight in front of him.”




  “Neither do I.”




  “We’re adults; we can be civil.”




  Her brow arched. “Just don’t cross the line, Mason. Don’t throw Zane in my face. I know what he was and is, okay? I made a mistake that’s more complicated than anyone knows. I admit that, and after what he’s done, I just want to forget he exists. I’ll deal with the guilt. I love Eli.”




  “I know you do.”




  She sighed. “I think I’m going to be sick.” Rain got up, dashed to the side of the porch, and hit her knees. She braced one hand on the porch and the other on her stomach.




  “Are you all right?” He was right behind her and knelt beside her




  Her hair shielded her face. She fought the nausea. “I didn’t each much today and the sun was hot and then everything at the lake. I took some pills for a headache.” She breathed in through her nose.




  “Want some water?”




  “In the fridge, there’s some white soda. Just bring it.”




  He got up and she heard the door open and close. He was standing by her when she heard the hiss of the soda being opened, and then he was on his knees and handing it to her. “Here.”




  She took it and sipped, her hand trembling.




  “I’m sorry, I should have waited. I’ve just waited so long that…”




  “It’s okay.” She shook her head and got to her feet. Smoothing her hair back, she took a few more sips. She glanced at him. “Is there anything else tonight? I really need to crash out.”




  “No, I’ll go. I’ll see you at the party.” He took a step away from her, and then he turned and faced her again. “You want me to fix you something? Or call Jake?”




  “No really. It’s just stress and no food.” She walked toward the door and said, “I’ll call the lawyer in the afternoon. It should only take a few days to get everything in order.” Opening the door, she turned. “You want his name changed?’




  “I think that’s up to him. I don’t have any ego about it. He and I both know he’s mine. If he wants to keep Jessup, I’m okay with that.”




  She nodded and went through to the living room, and then closed the door. As she heard him go down the steps, she moved to the kitchen and ate some crackers.




  She was going to have to get her shit together before that party. The last months with Charlie, Zane, worrying about her nephew, and dealing with the likelihood Mason would be in her and her son’s life if Beau and Charlie got married, having everything come to a head, caused her to be ragged inside and out.




  Head still pounding and stomach hurting, she lay on the bed. Her life had always been stressful and hard, but now she had to acknowledge what Jake said. She had to start dealing with letting go and stop internalizing everything. She had to be strong on the outside, because on the inside, she was a frigging mess.




  Chapter 2




  On the day of his son’s birthday, Mason exited the store on Main Street with Eli’s gift. Sitting in the truck, he dropped it into the bag he’d bought and then stuffed tissue paper inside. The card had taken up most of his time. He knew kids hardly read them, but he wanted his son to have it to possibly look back at sometime. It had a cool cover with a farm much like Jessups’, but the verse spoke about a dad whose life had changed because the son had been born.
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