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This novel, as indicated in my dedication, is a lifetime of work. I was enthralled with history at a young age. When I was ten years old, I submitted an entry to my school’s Young Author’s contest called The Big Train. It told the story of a family that had bought a house in the country that was once a part of the Underground Railroad. The children were investigating strange noises from under the barn—ghosts of the past. My adult, paranormal romance version is probably not what my ten-year-old self imagined in 1982, but I’ve wanted to finish this story for a long time, to give it life and real meaning.

I wasn’t sure mixing two time periods would work, but I wanted Sadie to have her story, too. She does. She and Avery represent everything that I wish our society could embrace—love, acceptance, and freedom most of all.

I’m pleased with Avery, Grant, and Sadie’s story. It holds a special place in my heart combining my love of history with everything New Orleans. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.
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Beaumont House, Louisiana/Mississippi Border, 1839

I was dreamin’ again. Lawd, what a wonderful vision! Made the one ’bout me escapin’ the Beaumont House and Massa Robert’s cruel hand a right folly. ’Course, seein’ my Anton all dressed in his Sunday’s finest t’aint a hardship. 

It was only six months ago on my sixteenth name day that he proposed to me. Since then, I’s been thinkin’ of the day we’ll finally say our vows before God. 

As I walked through the wheat field wit’ my momma leadin’ me, I breathed the sweet summer air. She prodded me forward, an’ I stepped into the small chapel at the edge of the bayou. Madame Prescott, Massa Barkley and Fritz were there with my Anton, waitin’ for me to walk the aisle. A choir sang hymns of our love as a preacher stood at the altar.

Anton smiled at me.

Durned if he didn’ look handsome. His blue overcoat, decorated with fancy gold buttons, hung off his strong, broad shoulders like the seamstress had known him intimately. His trousers weren’t nothin’ special, but ’dat hat! Anton swears when we gets married, he’s gonna get himself one o’ those stovepipe hats, just like the men in the north wear.

As he took my hand, he kissed my cheek. The verdant flecks in his hazel eyes sparkled. It be enough to give any gal a light head. I squeezed his hand, prayin’ that God was truly there to guide us. Cain’t say’s my faith hadn’t been shaken, ’specially wit’ the sorry state of life I durn been handed. But with Anton by my side, we can conquer anythin’ that comes our way.

“Sadie Ellsbeth Taylor, do you promise to obey this man, honor and cherish him, in sickness and in health ’til your final days?”

My voice quivered. “I do.”

“Anton Michel Prescott, do you promise to love, honor and cherish this woman ’til your final days?”

Anton touched my cheek. “Yes, sir, I most certainly do.”

“By the power God has instilled in me, I now pronounce you...”I couldn’t see anything but him. Finally, we was one.

Madame Prescott approached me, sniffing loudly into her hanky as tears streamed from her eyes like rivers. With a gracious smile, she enveloped me in a hug that warmed me to my toes.

Patting my cheek, she removed a trinket from her reticule. “You are absolutely beautiful, dear girl. My Anton is a lucky man. You’ve given him your kind heart. I want to give you something as well.”

Madame pinned a fancy brooch to my dress, an’ I gasped. I’s seen this piece a thousand times. Madame often displayed it proudly on formal visits and occasions, most recently at the masque she’d hosted at Beaupraît Manor. It was way too good for the likes of me.

I ran my finger across the amethyst-colored cameo, an ivory carving of two doves in flight. Pearls set in a silver filigree surrounded the large piece. It almost looked ridiculous next to my plain ivory dress. I clasped it to my bosom. “Madame, it’s beautiful!”

“It was my mother’s. She brought it to New Orleans when she and my Granddaddy Beaupraît sailed for the new world. She gave it to me on my wedding day.”

I’s shook my head. “It be too much, Ma’am. I ain’ worthy!”

“Nonsense. Anton is my only son. Pass it to my grandbabies.”

“Sadie, what you doin’, girl?”

Momma. Where was she? I hear her. I scanned the small crowd, but her voice was the only thing I heard in a sea of murky faces. “Momma? Where are you?”

The smoke cleared, an’ she was by my side. She grabbed me in a strong hug that only her buxom arms could give, my only shroud of protection.

She touched the brooch. “Lawd, what’s Massa gonna say? He ain’t gonna be happy ’bout ’dis. Didn’t he warn you to stay away from that boy?”

Clouds churned in the distance, an’ I looked across the field. Massa Robert stood at the gates of the Beaumont House, his ruddy cheeks blazin’ with the colors of the setting sun. Fear wrapped a hand around my heart, and suddenly, the warmth of summer disappeared.

Anton called to me, but Massa had a hold on my soul. His fists gripped the wooden slats as he blasted his way through, an’ I shrank back, awaitin’ the beatin’ of my life. It be true...love be a death sentence for me. Ain’ that what Momma’s tole’ me time and again?

“Come on now, Sadie!” Momma clutched my hand and dragged me along like a wayward child. I looked back, but everything had disappeared. All’s I could see were stalks of sugar cane dancin’ in the wind.

My fate in life.

“Durn it all, chile, wake up!”

I bolted upright, gaspin’ as if I’d been floatin’ in the pond face down. The warmth of the summer was gone. Blinking, I wiped the sleep from my eyes. Anton’s smile durn been replaced by my momma’s cherubic face.

My dream had faded into my gloomy reality. Ain’ nothin’ in my vision but drab walls rotted through from pests. The dingy straw mattress in the corner of our rickety shack sank further into the ground as I tried to free myself from the threadbare blanket.

Deep lines creased Momma’s forehead as she wrung her hands. “Git on up. We ain’ got much time.”

I pushed myself up. “What’s wrong?”

She pulled the old rags off the window and wiped the dirt from the pane. “We got incomin’. You’s best get up.”

Squinting at the candle burnin’ bright on the table, I wiped the sleep from my eyes. “What time is it?”

“Jus’ past twilight. I’s betta’ get to the house afore Massa gets wind o’ anything. He jus’ got back from N’Awlins. You know what that means.”

I pulled on her sleeve with a grunt. “Please, don’t go to him tonight. Cain’t you jus’ let Massa Robert be? He probably be so drunk he won’ know anything’s goin’ on.”

Momma arched her left eyebrow and stuffed her fists on her hips like she always did when I was sassin’. “It’s my duty, girl. He be my massa, and he needs me. Why you think he keeps me around? We’s lucky. You an’ I coulda been sold off like the rest. ’Sides, he be your daddy. How you t’ink you came into da world?”

Glowering, I tied my apron around my waist and my tignon around my head. “He treats you like a trollop. It ain’ right.”

I pulled a cigar box from beneath my mattress. Carrying it to the wobbly table, I opened it and pulled a used scrap of parchment from its depths. Taking a charcoal pencil from my windowsill, I licked the tip. “How many we’s got? I’s gotta get word to Anton.”

“Family of five. They’s jus’ found each otha’.”

Carefully scratching out the number from the last bunch, I scribed the number next to it. Five. We’s never had more than that. Massa Barkley’s fancy carriage didn’t hold many, but if our passengers be mostly chilins, it might hold more.

Rolling up the message, I placed it in my apron pocket along with the charcoal. “I’s headin’ to the pigeoneer.”

Grabbing my shawl from the back of the rocker, Momma wrapped it around my shoulders. She patted my face with a smile. “You’s lucky M’dame Prescott taught you to read an’ write. We all got our place in da world, Sadie. It’ll be ova’ soon ’nough. One day, we’ll be takin’ our own trip north.”

“If’n we ain’ dead.”

Momma stomped her feet and huffed, “Enough cheek, girl. Lawd knows your sass done got you in ’nough trouble. Ain’ that why we stuck riskin’ our lives like this?” Grabbing the oil lamp, Momma lit it and pushed it into my hands. “Get out ’der an tend to ’dat dovecote. Massa Barkley will be here soon.”

“Yes, Momma.”

I opened the door and stepped into the cool night. The familiar drone of crickets echoed around me as I glanced back at the Beaumont House where my father, Robert Beaumont III, lived with his old butler, Fritz.

A single candle burned in the downstairs window of Massa’s manor—Fritz’s sign that Massa Barkley would be here soon. There ain’t no one else to worry ’bout. Massa Robert wasn’t married an’ done gambled away most of his daddy’s money. He’s sold off most his slaves. He ain’ planted a durned thing in years, an’ the big house be in disrepair.

I walked through the shadows, skirting past the stables to the crumbling dovecote. It barely be standin’ after years of neglect. I opened the loft, and soft coos broke the silence. Madame’s favorite pigeon, Marcel, greeted me with a burr.

“Quiet, now.” I reached my hand in my pocket and pulled out a handful of grain. He hopped on my arm. As he ate from my palm, I removed the message from my pocket. “You knows what to do. Take this to your Missus.”

Guidin’ him to the window, I lifted him into the air. As he took flight, my heart pummeled against my chest. It always did. No matter how many times we took in runaways, I always felt death hovering over me, like somethin’ sinister knows what we’s doin’. Massa Robert’s wrath be nothin’ compared to what would happen if’n we get caught.

“Enough lollyin’ girl. Finish the job.” Chastizin’ myself, I climbed the rickety ladder with my lantern in tow up the side of the dovecote. I squeezed past the cracked rungs to the loft. I took the current lamp from the rafters and replaced it with my newly lit lantern. After a few seconds, I opened the hay doors on the other side. As the wind whipped through like a warnin’, I shielded the flame, praying it didn’t die. My signal was sent...we done set the train in motion.

“Fritz, what the hell are you doin’ out there?”

I froze. Massa Robert! What in Lawd’s name is he doing here? Where’s Momma? Flattening myself against the wall, I crouched behind the haystacks.

The walls of the dovecote vibrated, and the ladder creaked. “Fritz, you hear me?” His deep southern drawl was marred with slurs, surely on account o’ him takin’ in too much drink.

My blood ran cold. If’n he finds me here, I’s be aimin’ for a funeral, not freedom.

“Massa Robert, what you lookin’ at?”

“Fritz?”

“Yes, sah. You’s feelin’ okay?”

Massa Robert cleared his throat. “It ain’t nothin’. Jus’ thought I saw somethin’”

“It be real late, sah. You ain’ even dressed right. Look at you in your nightshirt. Come on down from there. I’s help you to the house.”

“Humph!”

The ladder creaked again. “Tha’s it. Come now, Massa Robert. I’s get you back to da house. You’s cold fo’ sho’.”

“Where’s my Mamie?”

“I’s don’ know sah, but we’s gonna find her.”

Hunkered in tighter than a needle in its box, I closed my eyes. The doors of the dovecote slammed against their hinges. Fritz and Massa Roberts’ voices grew faint. Still, I waited. After twenty-five trips, I’s learned nothin’ but patience from running the depot.

My heart pattered as quick as the foxes that invaded our chicken pens. After a few moments, I stood, my legs wobblin’ like that ol’ weathervane on top of the barn. Peeking out of the shutters, I released my breath as Fritz guided Massa Robert up the porch stairs of the Beaumont House.

When Fritz finally extinguished the candle in the window, the devil freed his hold on my soul. Without another thought, I took up the unlit lantern and hurried down the ladder toward the old barn. As I crawled through window, I wiped the apprehension—an’ Massa Robert—from my mind. I didn’t have time for Lucifer’s threats. We had incomin’.

Death could wait.
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Tulane University, New Orleans

Present Day

“Avery? Are you coming?”

Removing her cell phone from her ear, Avery Jackson pushed away from her desk as her friend and colleague, Jillian Matthews beckoned to her from the door. Avery put a finger to her lips and mouthed the words in a minute.

“Ms. Jackson, are you there?”

Clearing her throat, she returned to her caller. “Yes, I’m listening, Mr. Carmichael. You say you’ve released the estate?”

“Yes. Your grandmother’s wishes have been finalized. We’re ready to read her will.”

Relief and excitement flooded through Avery’s veins. Six months of agonizing hell while the darn lawyers figured out her grandmother’s estate, and she was finally as close to her dream as she’d ever been. “And the Beaumont House? It’s mine, right?”

Her attorney’s hearty laugh hissed through the receiver. “I can’t divulge the contents of the will until all parties are present, Ms. Jackson. You’ll just have to be patient a while longer.”

She closed her eyes and rubbed her right temple. Patience...her bane in life. “Very well. When?”

“We’re still trying to contact one of the recipients, Mr. Grant Michaud.”

Pressing the pads of her fingers into the desk, she drew her brows together. Michaud? Where had she heard that name? “Do you at least have a venue?”

“Why, the Beaumont House, of course.” She laughed as Mr. Carmichael’s chuckle vibrated against her ear. “Yes, Ma’am. Seems your Grammy had quite a romantic streak.”

That was an understatement. It wasn’t at all coincidence that Winnie Beaupraît, the famous romance novelist, and her Grammy were one and the same. One of the last true southern belles, she had a penchant for storytelling that had enthralled Avery since she was a little girl.

A twinge of sadness washed through her, and she sighed wistfully. “Yes, she did. It doesn’t surprise me in the least that she wanted her will read at the property.”

“We tend to heed to our client’s wishes, especially in Winnie’s case. Land sakes, what a charmer that old gal was.” A loud snort echoed through the speaker as Mr. Carmichael blew his nose. “Terry and I sure do miss her.”

Avery sniffled. The pain of losing the only person in the world that cared about her had carved a hole in her heart the size of the Gulf. Not a day went by that she didn’t think of Grammy. After all, the woman had been her saving grace after her parents died in a car accident—Edwina Beaumont was the only family she’d had. Hopefully, possession of the Beaumont House and the planned renovations would help heal the pain of losing Grammy. “I appreciate your kindness, sir.”

“As soon as we contact Mr. Michaud, I’ll give you an official time for the reading. I’m hoping to have this settled by the end of next week. Terry has booked us a cruise to Barbados, and you know how she gets if I have to cancel plans. Apparently, she’s tired of doing the Mamba with cabana boys.”

Avery chuckled. Theresa Carmichael was a grand old lady, as devout a Christian as they came. The gentile woman wouldn’t dare act in such a fashion. Although, Avery wouldn’t blame her one bit for such carnal pleasures. As one of the top estate lawyers in Louisiana, Reginold Carmichael worked night and day.

“We could always postpone the reading until you return. I won’t be ready to start renovations until June, anyway.”

He snorted. “Nonsense, dear. Your grandmother paid me a hefty sum, and I’d never leave a job undone. No worries. You’ll be restoring the Beaumont to its original state in no time.”

She closed her eyes. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your help.” She ended the call. Elation seeped from her veins.

Gah, almost there.

“Knock, knock!”

Jillian sang from the doorway, her voice dripping with the heavy southern accent of her native Alabama. Grinning, Avery whipped toward her. “Guess what?”

A smile curved at the woman’s full lips. Her green eyes widened and she clapped her hands. “Yay! You got it?”

Avery blew out a breath. “Well, not quite. They’re hoping to read the will by next week.”

Jillian squealed and drew Avery into her arms. “I’m so excited for you, Av. You’ve been fantasizing about this project for years.”

Avery sighed happily. Years. Too many to count. The Beaumont House was her childhood dream come true. As the oldest French Colonial sugar cane plantation in Louisiana, the Beaumont Plantation’s history had intrigued her so much she did her master’s thesis on research techniques for historical buildings. That her grandfather owned it was icing on the proverbial cake.

When she’d discovered that her grandfather was the great-great grandson of one of the Beaumont kin, she sought out the story behind it at once. That it was still in the family was nothing short of a miracle. 

And after my renovations, it will be declared a national landmark.

She rubbed her hands together. “I have so many calls to make. I found a carpenter in St. Charles Parrish that specializes in period renovations. I want to get his estimate, pronto.”

“Are you still hoping to register it by the holidays? That doesn’t give you much time.”

Arching an eyebrow, Avery tapped her pen against the desk. “You doubt my abilities?”

Jillian laughed. “Never. When have you ever passed up a challenge?”

Smiling, Avery placed her black-rimmed glasses on her nose and picked up her day planner. “Precisely. It will be more difficult to convince Dean Hartford to approve my three-month sabbatical.” Opening the door to her office, she walked out with Jillian in tow.

“You think I’ll be able to handle your job?”

Her friend’s voice wavered, and Avery slowed her gait. Jillian was one of the most confident women Avery knew—in everything but academics. She draped an arm around Jillian’s shoulder. “You’re more than capable of running the university archives. You’re just as qualified as I am. The summers aren’t nearly as strenuous as the regular terms. Besides, I’ll only be an hour and a half away. You can always call me if you need help.”

As they turned the corner to the wide-open expanse of the Howard-Tilton Library’s main hub, Avery sat her legal pad on the counter with a sigh. The entire building was a mausoleum at the moment. At least, that’s how it felt at the end of every school year. The rush of students during the spring semester’s finals always thrilled her, but she dreaded the impending loss of student workers and the archival candidates. The summer schoolers wouldn’t be arriving for another week.

Avery leaned into her friend, hugging her to her side. “I’ll miss this place, Jillian. I’ll miss you.”

Jillian’s blond curls bobbed at her shoulders. “You aren’t getting rid of me that easily, girl. I plan on spending my weekends at the Beaumont, sipping wine and bugging the hell out of you.”

Avery laughed. “I believe you.” She set her day planner aside. “I don’t have anything scheduled this afternoon. Lunch at the cafeteria?”

“Sounds great.”

Just as they were about to leave, the library doors flew open. A handsome, thirtyish man strode through the entry as if on a mission. Avery’s heart thrummed. Dear Lord, who is that?

A gasp sprang from Jillian’s lips, and she fanned herself. “Oh, my! It’s the History Hottie. Dear God in heaven, I hope he’s here for me.”

Avery squinted at the lean, masculine man. She’d seen him a few times around campus, but she’d never been properly introduced. Not that the occasion would have presented itself...the man was way out of her league.

His broad shoulders flexed as he ambled toward them. Dark hair swept across his forehead in a small swirl, accentuating brown eyes laced with copper flecks. He looked like Superman, her favorite superhero of all time. Nix the blue tights. And the red boots.

Clark Kent without the glasses.

Avery nudged Jillian. “Who is that?”

“Our new Civil War history professor. He took over for Dr. Radcliffe last semester after his heart attack. I guess the man’s pretty popular with the students.”

A real-life Indiana Jones. Avery’s lips parted and she bit the bottom one as a sigh escaped her throat. A hint of muscle bulged beneath his white Oxford. No man had the right to be so beautiful.

And...he was coming toward her.

As a grin spread across his face, Avery squared her shoulders and turned away. Oh, God, had he seen me leering at him like some harlot? She grabbed her books and held them to her chest like a shield as she skirted behind the counter. “On second thought, let’s do lunch another time, Jill. I have a lot of work to finish. You can help...him.”

Jillian threw her hands to her waist and whispered loudly, “Girl, would you just—? Ugh, you’re the only twenty-seven-year-old virgin I know that would run away from that gorgeous specimen of a—”

“Shut up!” Avery tugged on Jillian’s arm.

“Excuse me. Avery Jackson?”

Gah, his velvety voice was absolute heaven. Slowly turning, she faced the man now standing in front of her counter. An amused grin had settled at his lips, and heat skyrocketed across her face. She threw Jillian a murderous look.

Sucking up her courage, she smiled. “Um, yes. I’m her. I mean, I’m Avery. Jackson, that is.” Oh for heaven’s sake, kill me now. Clearing her throat, she removed her glasses and held her head high. “Can I help you, Mr....”

“Michaud. Grant Michaud.”

Her heart flipped to her stomach as she stared at him. Michaud? “Excuse me?” A dimple popped at his chin as his chocolate eyes danced, and he leaned against the counter with a sexy grin. “I take it you’ve heard of me?”

“Er...” Sucking in a deep breath, she swallowed the lump in her throat. If his good looks hadn’t thrown her off-kilter, then his deep laugh certainly had.

“It’s good to know I’m making a name for myself here. Ms. Jackson, I have a project that I’m working on, historical research about the role of the southern plantations in the Civil War, and I understand that you’ve compiled quite a collection of information about them from the Library of Congress.”

She frowned. Apparently, Mr. Carmichael hadn’t contacted him about Grammy’s will. “Yes. I did my master’s thesis on archiving Louisiana’s heritage.”

He cocked his head. “Do you have time for coffee? My treat.”

She glanced over his shoulder at Jillian who was nodding and mouthing the words, “Hell, yeah, girl!”

Avery set her books on the desk and opened her calendar. “Very well. When?”

Giving her an old look, he glanced around. “Now? Unless you have something more pressing.”

Jillian waved her hands, encouraging Avery to go. Typical. Jill had been trying to fix her up since the first day they’d met their sophomore year of college. Avery had to admit she was more than curious about this man and his background. Perhaps she could discover why Mr. Michaud had been named in her grandmother’s will. Grammy had never mentioned him.

He isn’t hard on the eyes.

Biting her lip, she eyed him warily. She’d be breaking the first of her Rules of Life. She didn’t date. More to the point, she avoided the male species at all costs. The last time she’d let her heart lead her, she’d ended up with more disappointment than she could stand in a lifetime. 

The only difference was John had been a nobody. Etched like Michelangelo’s David, a fine specimen like Dr. Michaud had the potential to rip her heart to shreds.

As if reading her mind, he chuckled. “It’s just coffee.”

Avery closed her book and sighed. “Fine. Let me get my purse from my office.”

*****
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“Is your field of study New Orleans history, Mr. Michaud?”

Sitting at the Corner Café a few blocks from campus, Grant studied the attractive red head seated across from him. His knee bounced erratically as he raised his cup to his lips. He swallowed his overly zealous excitement. 

After two years and ten trips to New Orleans, Avery Jackson was sitting in front of him, live and in person. His breath caught as he zeroed in on those sexy glasses perched on her nose. She was everything his piggy head had conjured up...every inch the quintessential librarian. He shifted his hips, attempting to make room for the case of blue balls threatening him for the millionth time since he’d learned of her existence two years ago. 

And here he was, completely taken in by this wisp of a woman. Truth be told, she wasn’t the type he usually went for. He’d never been attracted to red heads. Most of the ones he’d met were too bold and argumentative. Like one of Edwina’s heroines, Avery had jumped off a page of a romance novel, staggering him with her beauty. 

Eat your heart out, Edwina. He stifled a laugh. Alright, that was too flowery. But from the first moment he laid eyes on Avery, her porcelain skin and huge—ahem, assets—had hit him over the head with a damn two-by-four. In his thirty years, he’d never had an instant erection while meeting someone for the first time. 

Her head bobbed as she talked, and Grant sat forward. Better yet, his attraction to her wasn’t just physical like it had been with most of his conquests. Her intelligence and joie de vivre had him thoroughly intrigued. They sat conversing as easily as if they were long lost friends, and hell if he didn’t want to come clean and tell her she’d starred in his fantasies every damn night for months.

Correction—a whole fucking year.

“Are you all alright, professor? I asked you a question.”

She touched his arm, and his skin tingled beneath her soft fingers. Clearing his throat, he set his cup on the table. “Oh, New Orleans history? Um, not really. My expertise is the Civil War, particularly the causes and underlying catalysts. But the last three years, I’ve been doing research with a partner about plantation life and its relevance to the start of the war. Since I’m descended from one of the oldest New Orleans families, my interests run deeper for Louisiana history.”

Tapping her fingers against her cup, she tilted her head. Her rose-colored lips drew into a sweet pout, and another wave of lust washed over him like the shoreline of Lake Michigan. He leaned on the table.

Down, boy!

She tore open a packet of sweetener and stirred it into her cup. “Michaud? Your name certainly sounds French. I don’t recognize it from any of my research, though. I’m an archivist with the NOLA Historical Society.”

“Please, call me Grant. May I call you Avery?”

A small smile tugged at her lips as she adjusted her glasses. She sat forward, and the valley between her breasts deepened. A spattering of freckles dusted the tops of her perfect orbs like golden grains of sand. As she took a sip of coffee, they jiggled slightly.

Grant’s mouth went dry. Jesus, was he even going to be able to get through this meeting without picturing her in nothing but the skin God gave her? And those glasses?

Sexy as hell. Maybe Librarian fantasies really do come true.

Get control, Mr. Pig. He shifted against the hard-backed chair. “Actually, I’m speaking of my maternal side, the Beaumont family. Michaud is a common name from the Wisconsin area. That’s where my father’s family is from.”

She smiled, her dimple puckering once more. “I wondered. I didn’t notice a southern drawl. Midwest schooling?”

“Yes. I have a doctorate in history from the University of Chicago. And you?”

“I did my undergrad in Communications at the University of Louisiana with a minor in history. Then I went to Louisiana State for my master’s in library sciences.”

“And you ended up at Tulane?” He stroked the dark stubble at his chin and laughed. “How interesting.”

Pushing her shoulders back, she sniffed. “They were looking for certified ALA candidates and I fit the bill.”

Grant pressed his lips together and inwardly smacked himself for the insult. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to sound condescending. I just wondered if that was something of an oxymoron. It would be like me getting my undergrad at Northwestern and then my master’s at U of C or vice versa.” He sighed. That wasn’t any better. Even to his own ears, he sounded like an arrogant asshole.

She rolled her eyes. “If you must know, my parents were faculty at Lafayette. I got free tuition. Since the school doesn’t have a library sciences degree, I searched for the closest facility in state that did.”

His mouth ticked upward. “What do your parents teach?”

Gripping her napkin, she gave him a sidelong glance. “My mother was a professor of linguistics and my father was the dean of students.”

His heart dropped. “Was?”

“Yes. My parents died in a car accident when I was ten. My grandmother raised me.”

Oh shit...he knew that. Hadn’t Edwina mentioned something about Avery’s childhood trauma? Say something, damnit! “Um...”

Setting his cup on the table, he stabbed his fingers through his hair. God, he sucked at this emotion crap. Since he and Leslie had broken their engagement a year ago, he’d been working on improving his shortcomings—of which there were many, apparently. Sensitivity training and all that bullshit.

Obviously, it wasn’t working.

With a huff, Avery gathered her purse from the back of the chair. “Dr. Michaud, I appreciate your efforts of consolation, but I assure you, I’ve long since healed from the trauma.” She stood. “Thank you for the coffee. I have a lot of work to finish.”

“Wait!” Grant groaned inwardly, wishing the earth would swallow him whole. “I wanted to meet with you because we’re both vying for the Beaumont House. Reginold Carmichael contacted me.”

A genuine look of surprise skittered across her delicate features for a split second before disappearing. As her nostrils flared, a pillar of frost flashed from her eyes that probably wouldn’t melt even on the sultriest July day.

She stuffed her fists on her hips. “What was all this? A meet and greet to see how you can best manipulate the situation to your advantage?”

He blinked rapidly. “Not at all. I think our intentions are one and the same, and I wanted to come to some sort of agreement before the official reading.”

Eyeing him suspiciously, she threw her purse on the table and sat. “Well, you certainly have my attention, Dr. Michaud. How did you know my grandmother? She never once mentioned you.”

He clasped his hands together on the table. “Three years ago, after my grandfather died, my mother was going through his safe deposit box and discovered that my great-grandfather, Peter Beaumont, had tried to purchase the plantation with no luck.” He took a sip of coffee, pausing for dramatic reflection like he did with his students.

Her eyebrow shot up and she tapped her foot against the linoleum.

Leaning forward, he sighed. Obviously, she wasn’t in the mood for wit. “In 1936, Henri Beaumont, the owner and heir, bequeathed the property to all three of his sons.

His eldest, Robert, and youngest, George—my great-great grandfather—sold their shares to their brother, Albert, who had taken an interest in renovating it.”

Her shoulders relaxed, although her blue eyes still spit fire. “Go on.”

“Apparently, Albert and his wife had hoped to turn the Beaumont House into a fancy hotel. It was post WWII, and money was plentiful. Unfortunately, he couldn’t find workers to stay on site. There were silly rumors about ghosts.”

Amusement flickered across Avery’s face. “Is that so?”

“It’s crazy, right?”

She crossed her legs, all proper and lady-like, a true southern belle. “If you ask native New Orleanians, they’ll say it’s not only plausible, but an integral part of their heritage.”

Her slight drawl lingered, and heat pooled in his stomach. This woman was slaying him with her school-marmish ways. She had more intelligence and grace in her little finger than Leslie or Angel or Brittany for that matter. He suddenly wished they’d chosen a more private spot for lunch.

“Something wrong, Dr. Michaud?”

Caught off guard, Grant pushed his libido in check. “I wish you’d stop calling me that. I’m not my father.”

A soft chuckle rolled off her lips. “Good to know I can get a rise out of you, anyhow.” Swallowing the ache that shot up his groin, he stared at her. She had no clue. Placing a hand on his arm, she leaned forward. “Very well. Grant. You mentioned rumors about the supernatural.”

“Er, yes. Albert Beaumont’s staff refused to stay at the house for longer than a month claiming they’d seen apparitions, lights flickering, that sort of thing. Not that I really believe that crap. I chock it up to the innate sense of laziness that seems to dominate the south more than so-called ghosts.”

Pursing her lips, she slid her glasses down her nose and drummed her fingers against the table. “Is that so?”

Shifting in his seat, he wiped his hands on his pants. Oh, shit, now she’s pissed. I practiced this, damnit! Don’t shoot off at the mouth.

“In the spirit of goodwill, I’ll pretend you didn’t just insult half the country.” She held her hand up before he could defend himself. “Let me stop you right there. I’ve heard this story many times from Albert’s son, Edward. Or, as I called him, Grampy.”

He pushed his coffee cup aside and sighed. “You’re my cousin?” Damned if that didn’t put a damper on things.

“A step-cousin, and apparently so far removed I doubt they’d even register it as such. Grammy married Edward two years after my parents died. He was the lawyer assigned to manage my trust fund.”

Grant frowned. Edwina never told him that. “Was he good to you?”

A wistful look fogged her eyes, tears shimmering at her lashes. “He was a wonderfully compassionate man. That was a difficult time for both Grammy and me, and I needed Grampy as much as she did.” She cleared her throat and smiled. “Well, perhaps not. Do you know what my grandmother did for a living? She was a romance novelist.”

Grant chuckled. He knew full well about Edwina’s love of history and romance. The old woman had hit on him so many times during his visits, he’d begun to wonder if she was demented. Research for her books, she’d tell him. “That isn’t surprising in the least.”

Avery’s eyes danced. “Her stories had nothing on Grampy’s, at least, not in my eyes. The tales he’d spun were so intriguing I’d sit for hours and listen to his strong, southern drawl. He was enthralled with the Beaumont House, and the stories he told of its glory days were fanciful. I dreamed of attending one of the grand masques or sending a homing pigeon from the dovecote to some crush that lived on the next plantation.”

Grant smiled. She’d built the house up in her mind as some romantic place and time, just like Edwina might have done. “Your grandmother was quite the show woman herself.”

Her lips quivered. “She was indeed. Did you know that Winnie’s last book was set at the Beaumont House? She’d all but retired, but Grampy had encouraged her to write one last story. It was a sort of biographical depiction, albeit fictionalized as only Grammy could write it.”

“How’d it do?”

She tilted her head and her rosy lips curved into a bow. “It hit the national best seller list the first week.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Impressive. Is that why you’re interested in the Beaumont House? To continue Edwina’s work? Do you moonlight as a writer, too?”

She laughed. “God, no. Grammy had a true gift, one I didn’t inherit, unfortunately. I love to read, but I can’t string sonnets on paper the way she did. I simply love history.”

Was she for real? He squirmed against the seat, quashing the desire to come in his pants. “And when did you find this love?”

She stroked her chin. “The old plantations have always spoken to me. When I was fifteen, I did a school project about the Grand Dames of New Orleans. I told Grampy how sad it was to see these beautiful pieces of history destroyed...by hurricanes, neglect, it doesn’t matter. They’re our living, breathing ancestry. I wanted to rescue them and return them to their former glory.”

Swallowing hard, he stared at her longingly. Her descriptive rendition of the plantation was like a historian’s wet dream. Damn, he was in trouble. “That’s a noble ambition.”

She chuckled. “I wholeheartedly agree. The first time Grampy showed me the plantation, I was devastated by the condition of the manor. A new dream was born.”

Rubbing his chin, Grant frowned. He’d been perturbed by the state of the main house as well. From beyond the gate, it looked like it needed a major overhaul. He’d never been inside the house itself, but he could only imagine what damage there was after years of neglect.

“If Beaumont loved it so much, why wouldn’t he have tried to at least salvage some of it?”

Frowning, she shrugged. “That’s a good question. I’m not sure he knew where to start. As a probate lawyer, he was very busy. Besides, I got the feeling he was more attached to the thought of his family being a prominent part of Louisiana history than keeping the actual structure alive. He once told me that things fade away, but memories last generations. That’s why he wanted Winnie to write her book.”

“Why didn’t he keep it in the family? Edwina found us. Why didn’t Edward Beaumont?”

“I’m not sure he knew there were any Beaumont’s left besides him. His brother died before he did, and neither one of them had children. Since I was the only one that had taken an interest in the house, he promised it to me. He wanted someone to have it that would put some love back into it.”

Grant sat back and scratched his neck. Well, shit. He definitely hadn’t expected her to have such heartfelt desire about the house. This smart, gorgeous woman sat across from him with more knowledge of his family home than he had. Edwina hadn’t been able to give him as much detail as he would have liked. “What are your intentions?”

She took a deep breath. “I want to return the Beaumont House to its original state. Mixing research and archival methods in today’s technological world I dug up more history on his family home than Grampy would have thought possible. The plantation was the subject of my master’s thesis.”

Goosebumps prickled across the back of Grant’s neck as he straightened his shoulders. Here it is, the moment of truth. Reaching into his bag, he pulled out a book and set it on the table. He stared at her intently and tapped her published work. “This one?”

Her pert lips dipped into a low frown as she touched her first published work. “Where did you get this?”

“From the educational stacks at Louisiana State.” Grabbing her hand, Grant sighed. “Avery, I came to Tulane six months ago—hoping to find you.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2
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Avery’s mouth dropped open. Did he really say he’d been looking for her? “Why?”

“Because of this.” He held up the book. “I’ve been researching the south for years. You have an in-depth look at a working plantation that surpasses most historians. You humanize it...albeit in a rather romantic fashion. Although, knowing who your grandmother was, that isn’t surprising in the least.”

A smirk curved at his lips. Flaring her nostrils, she clenched her fists, ready to battle his pithy comment degrading Grammy. What in the world is wrong with this man? One minute he’s praising her, and the next he’s starting World War III. Why was he so contradictory?

And why the hell did he have to look at her like she was the last woman on earth? A hot flush raced across her body as an out-of-control Mardi Gras band paraded through her swelling bosom. As the moisture grew at her nether regions, she pressed her thighs together, praying to God he hadn’t witnessed the mutiny of her body. Jillian often said that she could tell when Avery was turned on...her face lit up like a stop light. Jill would laugh and tell her to hit go.

Ugh, this isn’t the time! She crossed her arms and stuck her chin out. “Why didn’t you call me sooner? You knew where I was, apparently.”

Grant played with the spoon, focusing his gaze on his cup. “The university had an opening for an associate history professor. What better way to study my field than to live close to the resources?”

She took a deep breath. He’d ignored her question altogether. She cocked her head. “Grant...”

He clasped her hand, and as the tips of his fingers tickled her palms, every cell in her body sparked as if she’d had three mimosas with breakfast. A flush crept to her neck, and she darted a glance at the door. She shook it away before it became a full-blown conflagration.

It’s just physiology, just a chemical reaction in my body.

Reluctantly, she pulled her hand from his grasp, and with trembling hands, she raised her cup to her lips...except it was empty. A broad smile spread across his gorgeous face, sending more quivers to her lady parts.

“Would you like a refill?”

Getting control of her emotions, she slowly stood. “No, thank you. I should be getting back to work.”

“I’ll walk with you.” He grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair and laid a twenty on the table.

She rolled her eyes. Smart thinking, girl. Of course, he’d walk back with her...he worked at Tulane, too. 

As they stepped outside, she breathed in the sultry air. Mid-May in Louisiana wasn’t nearly as uncomfortable as July, but the humidity and mold wreaked havoc on her lungs. She suppressed a cough, hoping it wouldn’t turn into a major asthma attack. She’d already embarrassed herself in front of him more than she’d wanted.

“So, your plans include renovations.”

She cleared her throat. Yes, good. Plans. “I have an architect in New Orleans willing to work with me on the project. He’s got a wonderful reputation for period homes, and when I pitched the idea to him, he was more than happy to help.”

“Who is he?”

“Jerome Pickney. Have you heard of him?”

“No, but I haven’t lived here long enough to have met many people. How old is he?”

Issuing Grant a haughty glare, she halted. “What does that have to do with anything?”

He ran a quick hand over his neck. “I mean, how much experience does he have? You can’t be too careful with the hired help. Better to know what his credentials are firsthand.”

She stared at him incredulously. “I’m not sure how to take that comment, Professor. Are you trying to be helpful or are you insinuating that I’m so naïve I wouldn’t think to vet the man before hiring him?”

Grant planted his feet and crossed his arms over his broad chest. “The former, although I don’t know you well enough to reserve judgment on your naivety. Can you blame me? I’m concerned about my ancestral home.”

As he flashed his charm in her face, she tapped her foot irritably. “Your great-great grandfather relinquished the rights to said home nearly sixty years ago. Grampy promised it to me.”

“But legally, it passed to Edwina.”

She slammed her index finger in his face. “With the expressed desire that I inherit it. She’s my grandmother. Surely, you aren’t insinuating that she would have given a complete stranger the Beaumont House over her own granddaughter?”

“How do you know Edwina and I were strangers? You said she’d never mentioned me.”

A grin lifted at the corner of his mouth. It took every bit of her strength not to slap it from his face. “Perhaps you weren’t important enough for her to mention.”

Relaxing his arms, he brushed a hand across his neck. “Touché. If you must know, after Edwina contacted us, my mother begged me to meet with her. She wanted to preserve a part of her ancestry, and it made sense that I took the reins. This is my expertise, after all.” Holding his head high, he crossed his arms. “I’ve traveled to Louisiana ten times over the last two years to visit with Edwina and listen to her fascinating story. I never saw you there, nor did she mention you.”

A gasp fell from her lips as a deep ache pierced her heart. Ten trips? She hadn’t visited her grandmother that much in four years. Knowing this man had spent more time with her grandmother before her death—even though she’d only lived two hours away in Lafayette—only exacerbated Avery’s long-standing guilt.

She swallowed the dread clogging her throat as Grant held his head high. The man was the epitome of confident. Cocky. How in the hell could she compete with him? With this? Grant Michaud had more rights to the plantation than she did. If Grammy had contacted him knowing they had a familial right to the house, it meant that he was a Beaumont, certified one hundred percent. How many times had she heard over the years how important birthright was, especially in the South? Suddenly, all the dreams she’d had for the plantation escaped like a helium balloon.

I have to get out of here. Gripping her purse, she stopped and looked both ways before planning her escape. She wasn’t going to keep her tears at bay much longer. 

She turned to him and muttered, “Thank you for being so gracious to my grandmother her last few precious years, Dr. Michaud. I’m sure it meant the world to her. I hope you’re able to renovate the Beaumont House to her former glory.”

With that, she darted across the street, dodging cars and ignoring his protests as she ran toward the school. For the first time since her parents’ funeral, she felt like a lost child. To make it worse, the only person in the world that had seen her cry, that had been there when she needed her most, was gone. And she had the nerve to call herself a good granddaughter?

Crossing the quad, Avery stormed through the nearest door and burst into tears. “I’m so sorry, Grammy.”

*****
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“Professor Ormand has suggested that we meet mid-summer for a technological intervention since our incoming class of freshman will exceed us in skill.”

Titters surrounded Grant as he sat in the back row of the staff lecture hall listening to his boss conduct their monthly faculty meeting. He glanced around, feeling like a stranger amongst them. Most of his colleagues were women, although it suited him just fine. The passion his fellow Tulane professors put into their work and research projects was infinitely more enticing than the stodgy old boys club at the U of C. Maybe that’s what intrigued him about Avery Jackson. She’d worked harder on her thesis than all of his grad students combined.

Avery. Damn, over the last week, he’d thought about her nearly every hour of every day. The look on her face when she’d all but conceded the Beaumont House had ripped his heart in two. That had never happened to him before. In fact, he was better known for his stone-cold heart. At least, that’s what his ex used to call it. He’d failed at more than one relationship because he was emotionally detached. He certainly never worried about women’s feelings, even post-break-up.

What was it about Avery? Sure, the woman had an intellect far superior to anyone he’d dated. And sparring with her had been stimulating in more ways than one. But it went beyond that. Apparently, her intelligence, wit, and sweet, innocent face were a trifecta of C4, causing a blast that had thawed his icy heart. He couldn’t let things fester between them. He needed her.

As he envisioned her sweet tits crushed against his bare chest, he pressed his fingers against his temples and sighed. On my team, damnit, for her expertise, remember?

“That wraps it up. Get your end of semester statistics to me by Friday.”

Chairs scraped across the floor and his colleagues bustled out the door. Grabbing his messenger bag, Grant stood back, waiting for the head of their department, Dr. Susan Merritt.

A formidable woman, Merritt micromanaged her staff, expecting nothing but loyalty and hard work from them. Edwina had introduced him to Sue, and through their dealings, he’d discovered how alike they were. As the foremost expert of New Orleanian history in the country, she’d been collaborating with him for almost a year. They both wanted the same thing—academic recognition as top historical experts in their fields.

Gathering her things, Sue strode to Grant. Her lips curved in her signature smug grin. “Dr. Michaud. Today’s the day. They’re reading Edwina’s will, aren’t they? Have you heard anything yet?”

As the statuesque woman’s brow darted up, wrinkles snaked across her forehead. Her dark hair, just showing signs of graying, was pulled back in a severe bun. Extremely proud of her Creole heritage, Sue wore colorful blazers and scarves that brought attention to her features. Although, she was so far removed from that lineage that she probably couldn’t claim rights legally.

Grant shrugged noncommittally. “I’m leaving this afternoon for Beaumont, but I’m not sure what to expect. I’ll finally get a chance to tour the entire plantation, so we’ll get an idea of what issues we might encounter during the renovations.” He exhaled, hoping the woman would just go with it. He knew more than he let on, but it was better not to make promises to Sue that he couldn’t keep.

She jutted her sharp chin out and smirked. “And what about your sniffling manipulator?”

He rolled his eyes, wishing to God he’d never told Sue about Avery’s reaction to the possibility of losing the Beaumont House. It wasn’t her fault he’d made a deal with Tulane and Edwina right under her nose. “Ms. Jackson seemed genuinely upset about the whole thing.”

Nudging him with a sharp elbow, Sue laughed. “Touching. I’ve known you for two years, Michaud. Empathy doesn’t suit you.”

Grant pressed his lips together in a firm line. She wasn’t the first to mention his ruthlessness. It was common knowledge that he’d failed Compassion–101. He’d masterminded more than his fair share of strategies to get the upper hand with projects, including taking one of his South African colleagues to bed during his first two months of grad school so he could raid her computer in the dead of the night. In the dog-eat-dog world of academics, the only way to get ahead was to lie, manipulate, and use people. He never saw the intrinsic harm in it since everyone was vying for the same end goal.

Until now. For the first time ever, he felt guilty about how he’d left things with a woman. He’d lied to Avery. Edwina had mentioned her often.

Worse, he’d left her with the impression that Edwina had died with regrets when it was obvious the old woman had adored her. Not that he’d had much choice. Edwina had made him promise not to tell her that they’d met. Apparently, she didn’t want Avery to worry about their plans.

Add another notch to my sin belt.

Wincing, he stabbed his fingers through his hair. “Can we just get back to the topic at hand?”

Sue nodded curtly. “The Beaumont House. I want everything you can get...pictures and video, viable buildings that are still standing. We can estimate our exact cost and hand the financials to the board by next week.” She patted him on the back. “Since you’re the first to examine the interior, I’m counting on your thorough investigation. If we get the funding approved, this will be a major boon for both the university and New Orleans.” Her teeth glistened as her thin lips spread. “No pressure. ”

Grant snorted. Sure. No fucking pressure at all. “When have I ever let you down?”

Her left eyebrow arched high on her forehead. “True. But people are bought every day, whether the medium be cold hard cash or a pretty face. Maybe you can use that to your advantage.”

He glared at her. Did she really think he was that big of a dick? Of course, her comment never would have bothered him before. Scratching his nose, he sniffled. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that, Dr. Merritt.”

Pushing the door open, they emerged into the Gibson Quad, the hub of Tulane’s residential life. Usually teeming with students, the abandoned residence halls and well-manicured lawn were morosely quiet.

“I can’t wait for the summer camps to start,” Grant said. “It’s depressing between semesters.”

She barked a laugh. “Obviously, you’ve never been here for the summer youth programs. It isn’t as glamorous as it seems. Kids screaming, balls bouncing all over the place in the quad. It’s ridiculous.”

He laughed. Was she for real? “They’re kids, Sue.”

“They’re brats.”

He issued her a sidelong glance. She was always brash, and at first, he’d found it refreshing. That’s why they’d gotten along so well. But this was the first glimpse that she’d ever given him of any bitterness she might be harboring.

Cocking his head, he placed an arm on her shoulder. “Care to talk about it?”

Pushing a strand of hair back from her face, Sue grimaced. “Hell, no.”

Grant suppressed a sigh of relief. Can’t make the woman vent if she doesn’t want to. Dealing with emotional women had never been his strong suit. Although after three failed relationships, he’d promised his mother he would try to increase his emotional intelligence level in time to give her grandchildren before she died.

Skirting around the buildings to the parking lot, he walked Sue to her compact Camry. She unlocked the door, grumbling about the burden of having a vehicle in town. He couldn’t relate. He never drove to work. His apartment was only a few blocks away, and he usually biked.

Placing her briefcase inside, she climbed in the car and rolled down the window. “Call me as soon as you get to the plantation, Michaud. Send me a text. Or a picture. No, a video. God damnit, just send everything.”

He laughed. “I promise I won’t leave you hanging, Sue.”

Her lips quirked into her signature, one-sided smile, and she waved. “Good luck, my friend.”

She sped off, and Grant walked to the bike racks at the far end of the parking lot. As he unchained his tire from the rack, a familiar figure brushed past him—a woman by the inviting scent of her. Bolting up, he followed her path. All he saw was the flash of red hair and that sexy sway to her hips and he knew who it was. “Avery?”

She stopped and turned around. Holding her briefcase against her chest like a shield, she gave him a frosty look. “Hello, Dr. Michaud.”

Ouch. Relegated to formal titles.

She stared at him with those mesmerizing blue eyes, and his breath caught. Her hair was pinned back in a formal bun and her black-framed glasses were vacant. And when the hell had freckles spattered across her nose like adorable little raindrops? Apparently not satisfied with his lapse in conversation, she shook her head and walked away.

“Wait!” Abandoning his task, Grant strode to her, finally finding his voice. “Today’s the big day. We’re going to the Beaumont House. Are you excited?”

Biting her lip, she looked at the ground. “I’m not going.”

His heart plummeted. “What?”

“I called my lawyer and relinquished my rights in the off-chance that Grammy has given me the house. I named you the grantee in my stead.” A blush crept across her cheeks. “Er, no pun intended.”

He scowled. He’d spent nearly every waking hour anticipating the will reading because she would be there. But now? He touched her arm. “Why would you do that? This is your dream, remember?”

Raising her chin, she shook her head. “It belongs in the Beaumont family. Your genealogy checks out. You have more of a right than I do to renovate it or do whatever you have planned.”

He crossed his arms and frowned. “You checked my family status?”

Jutting her hip forward, she tossed her beautiful mane behind her shoulder and overdramatized her slight drawl. “Why, yes, Dr. Michaud. Southern as I am, nobody will eva’ accuse l’il ol’ me of being lazy.”

The blood circulated through his heart a million miles an hour. Little vixen. All she needed was a long, hooped gown in blue satin and a pair of white gloves. Throw in a parasol and reticule, and she’d be perfect.

Jesus, I’m losing it.

Grant stood toe to toe with her, forming a stubborn front. Brushing his knuckle across her check, he whispered, “If you aren’t going, then neither am I.”

Her breath hitched, her mouth rounding in a perfect O. “You can’t be serious.”

“Dead. I had every intention of working out a deal with you, Avery. Your expertise of the plantation’s history is astounding. If your dedication to renovating the house is as passionate as your thesis was, it’s better to have you by my side than against me.”

She shuffled her feet, her gaze drifting toward the city. “I don’t know...”

“Go to the reading with me. This is the first time I’ll get to see the inside of the manor. Since you’ve already been there, I’d love it if you’d be my tour guide.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s a really lame excuse.”

Grant laughed. “Maybe.”

Pulling on the back of her hair, she sighed. “I’ve already cancelled my ride. I don’t have a car.”

“I’ll drive you.” The skeptical look she gave him made him grin, and he nudged her playfully. “Come on, it’ll be fun. You can tell me everything about the plantation, so I know exactly what I’m looking at when we get there.”

Her brow shot up. “You’re a historian. Surely you can figure things out on your own.”

“Perhaps. But it won’t be near as intellectually stimulating to argue with myself.” Avery burst out in laughter, a rich, belly-gut giggle that clutched at his insides and turned him inside out.

He touched one of the silken strands whispering across her cheeks and tucked it behind her ear. God almighty, this woman had no idea she was pure kryptonite. “Is that a yes?”

She shrugged. “I suppose a trip to Beaumont wouldn’t be the worst part of my week.”

“As long as you’re sure it won’t put you out,” he said dryly.

She placed her hand on his arm. “I’ll go with you, and I promise to be the perfect tour guide—if we can call a truce.”

She held her hand out. Grant pressed his palm to hers. The warmth of her fingers enveloped his entire body, and he grinned. “Very well, Ms. Jackson. Truce.”

This could be the best deal he’d ever made. 
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Chapter 3
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“Alright, Miss Jackson. You’re the expert. What can I expect when we get to Beaumont?”

As Grant drove northwest on Highway Ten toward Baton Rouge, sweat poured from every cell of Avery’s body. Not because the air was a saturated, sticky mess. He’d been listening to her ramble on about her thesis for over twenty minutes, and the heat from his beautiful chocolate gaze had set off an inferno blazing within her. Unfortunately, she had no clue how to extinguish it.

They’d left New Orleans only half an hour ago, and already, she was questioning her sanity. Why in the world had she agreed to this? Nothing good could come from it. She’d spent the last half hour ogling a guy that was way out of her league.

Not that he’d noticed her in that way.

He nudged her, his elbow nearly brushing her breast. “You promised me a tour, remember?”

Moisture pooled at the lining of her panties. Why did his voice have to be so sexy, soft and sensuous like the timbre of a cello floating on a breeze? Catching a glimpse of his lopsided grin, she wrung the edge of her shirt. “We aren’t even there yet.”

“Fair enough. I just thought you could paint me a word vision.”

“You’re mistaking me for my grandmother, sir.” She cocked her head. “Haven’t you seen the property?”

He gripped the steering wheel and sighed. “I drove by a few times
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