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  To my husband and family, who called me an author for 24 plus years before I got the time to write my first manuscript.




  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.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Hllllllll(‘l‘

AININT AN A





