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  One Hot Summer




  Sky-eyed farmer Beau Jessup and rich little princess Charlie Aldrich Thornton are about to reunite. Sparks start to fly under the hot southern sun. Their passion is powerful and immense, but danger crouches in the shadows. Old enemies and new ones threaten to destroy everything, as Charlie and Beau risk it all to defy the odds against them.




  Southern Moon




  Charlie's half-brother Mason Aldrich, spilled a shocking secret at the end of book one (One Hot Summer). Once the wild rebel in motorcycle boots and torn jeans, Mason came back to town two years ago and started a youth center. But the sexy bad boy who still knows how to drive the ladies wild holds more secrets. Unveiling these secrets would not only reveal Mason's alter ego...but shake the entire town to its very foundation.




  ~~To Hubby, A good man, salt of the earth, hard worker and wonderful partner.~~




  Cast




  James Aldrich: The deceased corrupt mayor and father of Charlie and Mason




  The Van Divers: An old established Va family from which Bonnie Van Diver and Bridgett Van Diver were born.




  Bridgett Van Diver: Charlie’s mother who died five years into her marriage to James Aldrich.




  Bonnie Van Diver: Dana’s mother who passed away in recent years. She had an affair with James and aborted a child.




  Mason Aldrich: He is the real son of James Aldrich with Janet, the third and last wife James Aldrich took. He was not claimed as a real son because of the hatred James bore him. He started the youth center Unity Hall




  Jake Jessup Sr: A poor farmer, father of Beau, Jake and Rain. He died in prison after James Aldrich set him up to take a fall in a drug bust.




  Jake Jr: the oldest Jessup son.




  Dana Van Diver: daughter of Bonnie, first cousin to Charlie and Mason.




  Beau Jessup: the son of Jake Sr. Now wed to Charlie One Hot Summer




  Gunner: Beau Jessup’s son with his first wife who is now serving time.




  Rain Jessup: the daughter of Jake Sr. had a son by Mason Aldrich at 17. Southern Moon




  Elijah Jessup: Five year old son of Rain and Mason.




  Mr. and Mrs. Moffat: Gave Charlie her first real job, they are experts on the Van Diver history and the town of Laural Vayle. They own a small newspaper.




  Prologue




  Cramming your life with work was the best way to keep one’s mind off the affair with a man still in love with his dead fiancée.




  Dana Van Diver let this thought run unhindered through her mind for a change. It was something rational to cling to. After all, she was fond of admitting she chose emotionally unavailable men on purpose. The usual requirement was that they were still stuck on an old flame, or too immature to commit, or at the very least, one of those guys who just needed a stand-in, until something better came along.




  There were problems with this usual method of protecting one’s heart this time, however. Jake Jessup didn’t even compare to the men in her past. He was the polar opposite to the five physical relationships she’d had in her thirty years; she’d had none in the last five.




  Regardless of his emotional ties to the love of his life, who had died almost six years ago, Jake was still the most incredible man she’d ever met—he was everything she thought didn’t exist in the male species and more. Which was what made it so hard to play the role of friend, the only role available to her where he was concerned now.




  Dana thought about the jokes she’d made before she’d actually met him, about sleeping with the sexy man in the pictures her cousin had taken for the town page at Jessup Farms. It was something way bigger than mere attraction when she’d finally met him in person.




  But Dana’s relationship with Jake Jessup, however limited, was beyond complex, thanks to a tangled past between the Van Diver women and her corrupt uncle. The present was equally complicated now that her cousins Charlie and Mason had relationships with the Jessups.




  Dana’s parents had divorced when she was a toddler; her Uncle James had been the cause of the break-up. A diary found after Bonnie’s death had disclosed that she’d had an affair with James. The corrupt mayor who’d killed himself when his devious past had caught up with him.




  Before she’d wed, Bonnie had aborted a child by James. Unfortunately, the result of all this secrecy was that she’d distanced herself emotionally from everyone—and screwed up Dana’s life too.




  It was in the aftermath of the scandal with Charlie’s dad that the Jessups came into the picture—it was her Uncle James’ fault Jake Sr. had died in prison.




  Unlike Charlie, who’d grown up the pampered princess in the formal Van Diver home, Dana had lived in an apartment in Ohio and not here in this southern Virginia town where the secrets had played out between the Jessups and Uncle James. As a child forgotten in a bitter divorce—Dana’s own dad hadn’t been around much and her mother had kept her distance—she had eventually stopped going home to an empty house. At sixteen she had quit school, taken a GED, and gone to work at a warehouse, then a bar, usually living with friends.




  Now residing here in Laurel Vayle, living in the carriage house at the old Van Diver estate—though she could have lived in the big house—Dana worked with Mason Aldrich, Charlie’s half brother, at the youth center he’d come back and opened, now called unity Hall. They were healing, the cousins, and trying to build a life and not carry the mistakes of the past with them.




  Dana had recently become close to Rain Jessup, Jake’s sister. They had hit it off, finding much of their background in common. However, since Mason had confessed to all that he was the father of Rain’s eight-year-old son Elijah, a shock that was still resonating, Dana was trying to wade through that and Charlie’s marriage to Beau Jessup—and deal with her own overpowering attraction to the big, brawny, older Jessup brother.




  The brothers Jessup had made sacrifices, raised their sister and worked two and three jobs to put money into their farm. Jake was still grieving his fiancée, and who could blame him? Naomi, he’d told Dana, was cultured and beautiful, just one of those caring and special people.




  Dana had faced the fact that between Beau Jessup and her cousin Charlie Aldrich getting married and Mason’s connection to Rain, the chances were she and Jake would inevitably see a lot of each other. It was just one of the most stupid impulses she’d ever followed in her life—sleeping with him—as if there wasn’t enough of a tangled web between the families without her just diving in the middle of it.




  She’d hoped she’d be able to follow her own self-imposed rules about Jake, because her body sure didn’t recognize him as just a friend. She’d heard people describe Jake Jessup; a good man, salt of the earth, the strong silent one. He was deceptively quiet, with a kind of strength men just didn’t laugh off if they crossed him. He’d knocked out a reporter back when Charlie was missing, a kidnapping instigated by Beau’s ex wife Candy and Rain’s then boyfriend Zane. Beau would say that Jake was like that, he didn’t run his mouth...he didn’t need to.




  What Dana saw, aside from Jake’s inner qualities, was a big, powerfully built man with a rugged face, velvety brown eyes; a handsome man, whose deep dimples showed if he smiled, a man who loved his nephews, and laughed with his siblings. But Jake could be aloof and silent, watchful in a way that she knew meant he wasn’t missing much. Jake could also be gracious, sociable and easy going, even around Charlie.




  His obvious intellect showed with the diversity of conversation. Jake didn’t put himself out there like his brother Beau who was a sky-eyed roguish flirt. And someone who openly loved Charlie and showed it, a guy who easily brought to both Dana and Charlie’s mind their favorite Cool Hand Luke image. And there was Rain, another unique Jessup, whose dark attractiveness was unique from anyone around Laurel Vayle: athletic, sultry, with smooth skin, hair a dark brown, and eyes the shade of brandy.




  But Jake was, in Dana’s mind, the most masculine man she’d ever met, a throwback from days when men were men. But aside from the physical, it was something that just reached inside of her when he spoke in that bass rumble and looked at her with those long-lashed, brown eyes.




  After her first meeting with Jake she’d confided in Charlie. “No, I like him,” she’d said. “I mean everything about him... He’s as deep and complex as that voice. But he scares me too much. I’d come apart with a man that deep.”




  And since that statement her impression had only gotten stronger. Back when Charlie was missing, she recalled how he’d comforted her and hugged her. Dozen of conversations later Dana knew so much more about him. She’d ridden horses with him, seen his shop where he did beautiful restorations. She’d talked to him, about Charlie, Rain, about the farm, about Gunner and Eli—you name it.




  Yet he’d also brought up Naomi, his dead fiancée, when she’d toured the restored farmhouse he lived in. He’d shown her a picture of a stunningly beautiful woman, with looks any man would consider angelic.




  Well, at least in comparison to Dana, who had thousands of freckles. Her brown eyes were more a dark gold; her face was slightly oval. The relationships she’d had with men hadn’t improved that self-analysis any, since they always left her for beautiful women. Her cousin Charlie had that angular classic attractiveness, strawberry blond with green eyes. Dana had been called cute and pretty—but never had someone called her beautiful. She wasn’t even in the same league as the love of Jake’s life.




  After passing out at Rain’s, during that bridal/bachelor party, Dana had awakened in bed with Jake Jessup. She’d been dressed in her underclothing, he, in full Levis and shirt and socks. But she’d flirted with him that night, after too many strawberry daiquiris.




  Being considered the street smart, free spirit, she had given Charlie and Rain tips on how to party—given that Rain had worked hard most of her life and missed out, and Charlie had only private school and snooty colleges in her background—But at that party Dana had danced too much, drunk too much, and noticed Jake way too much. They had waltzed, and then Dana had tripped over Jake’s feet later on her way to the bathroom. She’d figured she’d passed out sometime during the party; Jake had carried her to Rain’s guestroom and had lain down with her.




  She’d been hung over the next morning and already dreading facing her out of character, cut loose behavior, when she’d realized she was draped across Jake.




  She’d spied her low slung shorts on the dresser, realizing she was dressed only in a thong that showed the tattoo of a dove and a rose on her buttock and a bikini top, since Rain had the party on the pool deck. At some point her sheer blouse had been taken off. That was the biggest clue she’d been smashed—that she was even showing that much of her body since she tended to cover up more around people.




  Her naval ring had caused her some ribbing earlier in the day from Rain and Charlie, who were convinced that in spite of her tough life, Dana was way cool, and much hipper than they were. Yeah right—Dana had thought, so cool to pass out in front of a man like Jake, when you’re thirty years old.




  She had eased up and slid off the bed and was looking at him in the mirror as she pulled her shorts on. When she turned, Jake was awake and watching with those velvety brown eyes. Nothing was said between them, until the wedding that Sunday after which she’d simply known—they were going to be lovers.




  Nothing could have prepared her for the kind of love Jake Jessup made. The bone melting, hungry loving he unleashed in the following week.




  But… Dana should have also known, should have seen it coming, when he’d gotten up that last time they made love and dressed, seated on the edge of the bed, looking at the floor, he’d said, “I care too much about you, Dana, to use you...I’m sorry.”




  She’d let her heart absorb the piercing shock and then gotten dressed. She’d told him, “I understand.” But deep in her soul, she hadn’t. She’d hoped against hope that with Jake the feelings were real, the way he touched her body and kissed her was real.




  “We’re good friends. I took advantage that friendship,” he’d gone on in that bass rumble of his. “The way I still feel about Naomi I…”




  She’d cut him off by saying, “Hey, don’t worry about it. We’re mature and grown up. We’ve had an affair. Our friendship is entirely intact, so don’t beat yourself up over it.”




  But she’d fled as soon as she could, and she’d gone through the tears and rage and unending pain of being rejected again. None in the screwed up past mattered as much as Jake. Her body had immersed his, flesh, bone and soul. Her heart would never heal. She’d never in her life felt the devastation that she now had to hide.




  Dana had always been able to cove her vulnerable side with jokes, with an outer toughness—and she had to lie to herself now. She could do this, she told herself daily, she really could pretend nothing happened, be his friend...




  Chapter 1




  Dana had a lunch appointment with Rain. They were going shopping for baby things for Charlie who was due in April. Rain’s house, and Beau and Charlie’s, were only a mile apart from the old farmhouse where Jake lived. The odds of her running into Jake were high. But she’d made it through the past months when holidays required both families to gather, and nobody had yet caught on. Though Rain and Charlie realized she felt attraction to Jake, Dana was sure no one knew it had gone further than that deep attraction.




  She’d been aware that her cousin Mason, who was Uncle James Aldrich’s son by his second wife Janet, was sexually involved with Rain again. But in spite of finally having Eli here several days a week, he was in a dark, brooding mood these days and spending less time at the center and more time out of town.




  But caught up as she was in her own drama, Dana was having a hard time keeping up her own I’m always okay act.




  She had filled her life with work too; work at the center, starting a drama project at unity hall to give the kids a creative outlet, and consulting on a book with the town editor, Mr. Moffat on the Van Divers. Dana was also finishing up a picture book with Mr. Moffat’s wife, Betsy, featuring some of the old mills and beautiful landscape in the county. To the outside it looked like the free spirit was finally becoming focused and making something of herself, something that measured up, finally, to the dignified Van Diver legacy.




  * * * *




  “How are you feeling, Rain? You don’t look so good,” Dana asked Rain as they drove to the mall later in the week. Under the weather a few months back, Dana thought Rain looked as frazzled as Mason. She’d called and asked her bluntly if she was pregnant, after Charlie had called concerned about Rain’s bouts of sickness. Admittedly, that 4th of July picnic and the confession that her son belonged to Mason had certainly put Rain’s life in a tailspin. But Dana had thought that Rain and Mason had worked all of that out now.




  “I’ve had some headaches.” Rain shrugged, merging onto the main highway. “You know how things can get at the farm. We’re getting ready to start spring planting and I...”




  “What’s up with you and Mason?” Dana cut in gently, noting Rain’s attractive profile and seeing the tension around her red lips.




  “I don’t know,” Rain admitted in a voice that was tired and strained. “You know how Mason is. He doesn’t communicate his real feelings. He keeps me so damned confused...” Rain shoved her hand through her shoulder length dark hair. “It’s been a hellish year, what with Zane. And even though Elijah and Mason are developing a bond, I feel like I can’t get my balance sometimes.”




  Later, when they had shopped and were in the food court, Rain eyed her searchingly. “It has been a tough year, but you don’t look well either, Dana.”




  “Work.” Dana laughed, faking dry humor. “I had no idea when I confided in you and Charlie that I wanted to start this drama thing at the center and consult on the books, how hectic life would get.”




  “You regret it now?”




  “No. I enjoy it actually. I’ve learned a lot, and the center has linked up with drama teachers from all over. The kids are so hyped about it. Most of them will never afford college, and the ones who have dropped out of school missed out on everything. In spite of people thinking they’re dead beats, they like giving back to the community, even if it’s just entertainment.”




  “The book is coming along?”




  Dana wiped her mouth on a napkin and put the food cartons on a tray. “Yep. Mr. Moffat did the bulk of the research years ago. All I did was go through the family stuff at the house. I’ve also nearly finished taking all the photos for Mrs. Moffat’s book. She’s doing all the writing.” Dana shrugged.




  After looking at her a long time, Rain shook her head saying, “Jake’s a fool.”




  Dana laughed and then got up to toss her trash. “Let’s not go there. He’s grieving for someone he deeply loved.”




  But when Rain dropped her off later, Rain had leaned out the window and said, “Even men that strong have fears, Dana. Sometimes I think Jake is hiding behind his grief.”




  Dana shrugged again. “Whatever it is, it’s not something I can change. “ But she’d cried for a few hours after she’d gone to the carriage house and wrapped the gifts for Charlie. She’d cried because her head was filled with memories so real she could re-live them vividly, and if that was what Jake felt for Naomi after all these years… Dana knew there was no hope for her. Oh God, she thought, I’ve made the same mistake as always. Only this time, with a man like Jake Jessup, it was harder to laugh it off, pretend to get over it.




  * * * *




  Dana returned home from the center a few days later and walked into the big house to raid the fridge. Dressed in Levi’s and sweatshirt, she saw a distraught Mason sitting at the counter. He looked like hell, his usual handsome face marred by worry lines.




  “What’s wrong?” Dana felt her stomach tighten in anxiety.




  “It’s Rain. She’s been taken to the hospital. Eli is upstairs,” he muttered tensely, shoving his hands through his blond and brown streaked hair. “He found her lying on the floor. I’m waiting for Charlie to call. I don’t know what the hell is going on.” He shuddered. “I’ve got to find out what’s going on.”




  “I’ll go the hospital.” Dana grabbed up her keys and purse, her own fear surging because she’d just known something was wrong with Rain. The woman had looked pale and wan.




  “Please call and let me know?” His green eyes were stark. “Eli’s in shock. Jake and everyone were there… Eli called me at the center, he thought she was dead, and when I got there… I've got to stay with Eli.”




  “Okay. I’ll call as soon as I know something.” Dana dashed out to the convertible and jumped in. Speeding to the hospital, she saw a state trooper eyeing her, so she flipped her blinkers on.




  When she arrived, Charlie was in the emergency waiting room filling out papers. Dana said, “Call Mason as soon as you know something.” Then she’d hugged her. Charlie was crying and trying to get the information down.




  “I did, “Charlie looked up, “though I’m pissed at him. He’s broken Rain’s heart these past months. He’s been working at the farm and coming to see Eli, but he’s shut her out.”




  “Mason is dealing with a lot of shit we don’t even know about yet,” Dana told her. “I wish he’d admit he obviously loves her too, but something is haunting Mason. God only knows what Uncle James put him through.”




  “She’s been sick…just collapsed in the fields a few weeks back. Today, it looks like she fell and hit her head on a chair. But she hadn’t been well for sometime, not sleeping and eating well either.” Charlie got a tissue and blew her nose, then said, “She was unconscious and there was blood. Poor Eli—it scared him so bad. It scared us all.”




  “Where are Beau and Jake?”




  “Outside the treatment room.”




  Charlie was dialing Mason, so Dana found the treatment room. It was noisy in the hospital; people were lined up all along the walls. She went to Beau who still had his straw cowboy hat on and work jeans and denim shirt. Aware that Jake was a foot away, dressed much the same, she took Beau’s hand and focused on him instead.




  “How is she?”




  “We don’t know,” he retorted in that southern drawl, “They’re getting a room ready. The doc wants some tests started. They don’t think it’s the head wound that’s keeping her out.” His sky blue eyes were filled with worry. “She’s been sick on and off.”




  “I know. She kept brushing it off.”




  He hugged her. “You don’t look so hot yourself, Red”




  “Work.” She smiled stiffly, aware of Jake more than ever. “What can I do?”




  His eyes darkened. “You make sure Mason takes care of Eli and...”




  “He loves his son, Beau.”




  That handsome face hardened. “Pardon my bluntness Red, but he was sleeping with Rain, knowing damn good and well that she’s got feelings for him. How many damn times are we supposed to overlook the fact? He comes into her life and she’s left hurting? He got her pregnant at seventeen and split...”




  “Beau—you know he wanted to raise Eli. She wouldn’t let him.”




  “Right now, I’m just feeling a lot of doubt about that,” Beau muttered and glanced at the door. “He was staying over there. He’s working at the farm part time, in between going out of town to work. He told me they were dating, that he was making money so he could offer her something. Then, just like that…he’s dropped Rain.”




  “There are probably reasons for it.” Dana shook her head. “Mason has a lot in his past.” God, she’d had no idea Rain and Mason were already having problems.




  Beau muttered, “I know that. But that’s my sister in there...”




  “Then talk to him man to man, Beau, please. There’s been so many misunderstandings and so much pain this past year. Give him a chance to explain. Mason never had a decent father or a close friend. Maybe he needs to talk to you.”




  Beau looked down at the floor. “My concern is Rain right now.”




  Dana nodded and hugged him again. She stepped back, finally looking at Jake who had been silently watching and listening. “I’ll wait around ’till she’s put in a room.”




  Jake nodded, his eyes obviously going over her, lingering a moment longer on her face.




  Dana went back to Charlie, who had told Mason what she knew of Rain’s condition. But in moments the men were signaling them to the elevator.




  Dana was allowed see Rain for a moment before she left the hospital. There were tests being done and blood being drawn, but the picture of the woman, now pale, breathing too shallow and with stitches in her head, upset Dana as she drove home. She sat in the car and cried some, wondering if the Jessups and Van Divers would ever just be allowed some happiness? Pulling herself together, she got out of the car, before going inside to see what she could do to help with Eli.




  She really loved the kid, even before she knew he was Mason’s. Elijah looked twelve instead of eight, a smaller shadow of his father, except his hair wasn’t blond and brown streaked like Mason’s. It was a bit darker. Still, he had the handsome Aldrich looks.




  Dana heard the child crying and tapped on the door. Elijah didn’t reply. She walked into the room Mason had fixed up for him with sports themes. It had a dormer window and used to be Charlie’s old room. In the stately, formal house, it was now kid friendly and more comfortable for a boy his age.




  “Hey, buddy.” She sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed his back. “It’s going to be okay. Your mom is going to be fine.” She pat him gently. “You want to talk some?”




  He yanked the pillow over his head, turning away from her.




  Usually he was a high-energy kid who had role models like Jake and Beau to mold him into a well-rounded child. He loved the farm and recently had become close to Mason. His reaction worried Dana. She watched sobs shake his sturdy frame. He wore baggy Levi’s and a jersey and his sneakers were untied. It was easy with his size to forget he was just a little kid.




  He had changed Mason’s life. She knew that now. Mason used to be wild, restless, always in leather, wearing motorcycle boots, with shoulder length hair. And to her memory, he’d rarely smiled. His hair was to his nape now, cut in a way that fell in his eyes sometimes, Brad Pitt style Rain had once said. He was tanned and muscular, still had a tattoo of a black cross and full moon on his upper arm. He’d told Charlie he’d had it put there at sixteen when Uncle James’ thugs had beat him, and left him in a graveyard outside of town. He had another low on his abdomen she’d not seen all of.




  As she sat there comforting the boy, Dana reflected that she and Charlie knew he’d done a stint in the marines, that he’d drifted in and out of town for years. One of those trips had made Eli. But his past was a murky shadow to most people. Dana realized they all had things they hadn’t talked about in spite of the life they were building here.




  Dana tried to talk to the boy again, but he wasn’t responding. Not wanting to upset him further, she went downstairs and found Mason cooking Eli something to eat.




  “He’s pretty shook up.”




  “He thinks she’s dead. Charlie said there was blood everywhere.” He cleared his throat and said gruffly, “I think he blames me.”




  “Why?”




  Mason put the pasta bowl on a tray. “I don’t know.” He rested his hands flat on the table a moment. “I’ve really screwed up. I’ve screwed everything up.”




  Dana touched his back. “What happened? You were obviously sleeping with her recently. You know Rain isn’t the kind of woman you...”




  Mason cut her off tightly. “I know. I know all of that. We’ve always had this chemistry. I just... I can’t give her what she needs, Dana. I can’t. I’ve...hurt us both.”




  “Is this about the past?”




  He swallowed and nodded. But then he laughed coldly saying, “Dad really did win, didn’t he? Even from the grave that bastard won’t let go of me.”




  “No. Dammit, no,” Dana said softly. “Look, Mason. I think you love her. But can any of us know what that is? Charlie does now. But hell, all of our lives were a mess. Maybe because of the mess we were raised in, we can’t express our feelings or trust people. Probably that’s more truth than we want to admit, but Rain is strong and beautiful and she obviously feels very deeply for you. Try and push past the panic. Not just for Eli, but for you and Rain.”




  “I can’t reach him. He’s...”




  “Keep trying. Once she’s awake, he’ll see she’s okay. He’s in shock, finding her lying there, bleeding. For an eight- year-old, that’s scary.”




  He picked up the tray, half talking to himself. “She’s got to be okay. I can hardly think...I have to take care of Eli.”




  Dana swallowed thickly, witnessing his guilt and torn emotions. “Everything will be okay,” she said before he went up the stairs.




  But it wasn’t. Elijah withdrew further, and Dana found herself at the center more often, so that Mason could stay with his son. Between that and running to the hospital, she was tired and feeling pretty damn helpless. She watched Mason go through hell too, calling the hospital, trying to get Eli to talk to him.




  He’d contacted the school, but even in the second week after the accident Eli wasn’t better. He was eating, although he stayed in his room. Dana tried to reach him too, after a drive home from the hospital. Although, as soon as she told him no, Rain wasn’t awake—the doctors were doing tests though—the kid went back into his shell.




  Mason called one of the tutors to arrange for himself to home school for now so that Eli wouldn’t fall behind in class. Eli sat up in the window and ignored him. At his wits end, Mason asked Dana to stay home and watch him and then went to the center, to catch up on his work with fundraisers. After a particularly bad day, he called and told Dana he was going to the hospital...to try and see Rain. Dana was working in the home office when she received the call and checked on Eli. She called Charlie and discovered that Jake and Beau were at the hospital with Rain. She sat there, staring at the computer screen, her stomach tense because she hoped that Mason and Rain’s brothers didn’t get into a confrontation. She knew that between the wedding and working at the farm, Mason had developed a relationship with them. But they’d been the main guardians of Rain and Eli for so long that their instinct was to resent the way Mason had come into Rain’s life again and upset it. They were protective of them both.
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