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				For Bruce, who changed my plans.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Bedlam. Phones rang continuously. People shouted, muttered or swore, sitting or on the run. Typewriter keys clattered at varying paces from every direction. There was the scent of old coffee, fresh bread, tobacco smoke and human sweat. An insane asylum? Several of the inmates would have agreed with that description of the city room of the New Orleans Herald, especially at deadline.

				For most of the staff the chaos went unnoticed, as the inhaling and exhaling of air went unnoticed. There were times when each one of them was too involved with their own daily crises or triumphs to be aware of the dozens of others springing up around them. Not that teamwork was ignored. All were bound, by love for, or obsession with, their jobs, in the exclusive community of journalists. Still each would concentrate on, and greedily guard, his or her own story, own sources and own style. A successful print reporter thrives on pressure and confusion and a hot lead.

				Matthew Bates had cut his teeth on newsprint. He’d worked it from every angle from newsboy on the Lower East Side of Manhattan to features reporter. He’d carried coffee, run copy, written obituaries and covered flower shows.

				The ability to scent out a story and draw the meat from it wasn’t something he’d learned in his journalism courses; he’d been born with it. His years of structured classes, study and practice had honed the style and technique of a talent that was as inherent as the color of his eyes.

				At the age of thirty, Matt was casually cynical but not without humor for life’s twists and turns. He liked people without having illusions about them. He understood and accepted that humans were basically ridiculous. How else could he work in a room full of crazy people in a profession that constantly exposed and exploited the human race?

				Finishing a story, he called out for a copy boy, then leaned back to let his mind rest for the first time in three hours. A year ago, he’d left New York to accept the position on the Herald, wanting, perhaps needing, a change. Restless, he thought now. He’d been restless for . . . something. And New Orleans was as hard and demanding a town as New York, with more elegant edges.

				He worked the police beat and liked it. It was a tough world, and murder and desperation were parts of it that couldn’t be ignored. The homicide he’d just covered had been senseless and cruel. It had been life; it had been news. Now, he wiped the death of the eighteen-year-old girl out of his mind. Objectivity came first, unless he wanted to try a new profession. Yet it took a concentrated effort to erase her image and her ending from his mind.

				He hadn’t the looks of a seasoned, hard-boiled reporter, and he knew it. It had exasperated him in his twenties that he looked more like a carefree surfer than a newsman. Now, it amused him.

				He had a lean, subtly muscled body that was more at home in jeans than a three-piece suit, with a height that only added a feeling of ranginess. His dark blond hair curled as it chose, over his ears, down to the collar of his shirt. It merely added to the image of a laid-back, easygoing male who’d rather be sitting on the beach than pounding the pavement. More than one source had talked freely to the façade without fully comprehending the man beneath the image. When and if they did, Matt already had the story.

				When he chose, he could be charming, even elegant. But the good-humored blue eyes could turn to fire or, more dangerous, ice. Beneath the easy exterior was a cold, hard determination and a smoldering temper. Matt accepted this with a shrug. He was human, and entitled to be ridiculous.

				With a half smile lingering around his mouth, he turned to the woman seated across from him. Laurel Armand—with a face as romantic as her name. She had an aura of delicacy that came from fine bones and an ivory skin that made a man want to touch, and touch gently. Her hair fell in clouds of misty black, swept back from her face, spilling onto her shoulders. Hair made for a man to dive his fingers into, bury his face in. Her eyes were the color of emeralds, dark and rich.

				It was the face of a nineteenth-century belle whose life revolved around gracious indolence and quiet gentility. And her voice was just as feminine, Matt mused. It turned vowels into liquid and smoothed consonants. It never flattened, never twanged, but flowed like a leisurely stream.

				The voice, he reflected as his smile widened, was just as deceptive as the face. The lady was a sharp, ambitious reporter with a stubborn streak and a flaring temper. One of his favorite pastimes was setting a match to it.

				Her brows were drawn together as she finished the last line of her copy. Satisfied, Laurel whipped the sheet from her typewriter, called for a copy boy, then focused on the man across from her. Automatically, her spine straightened. She already knew he was going to bait her, and that—damn it—she would bite.

				“Do you have a problem, Matthew?” Her tone was soft and faintly bored.

				“No problem, Laurellie.” He watched the annoyance flare into her eyes at his use of her full name.

				“Don’t you have a murder or armed robbery to go play with?”

				His mouth curved, charmingly, deepening the creases in his face. “Not at the moment. Off your soapbox for the day?”

				She gritted her teeth on a spate of furious words. He never failed to dig for the emotion that seeped into her work, and she never failed to defend it. Not this time, Laurel told herself as she balled her hands into fists under her desk. “I leave the cynicism to you, Matthew,” she returned with a sweetness belied by the daggers in her eyes. “You’re so good at it.”

				“Yeah. How about a bet on whose story makes page one?”

				She lifted one fragile, arched brow—a gesture he particularly admired. “I wouldn’t want to take your money, Matthew.”

				“I don’t mind taking yours.” Grinning, he rose to walk around their desk and bend down to her ear. “Five bucks, magnolia blossom. Even though your papa owns the paper, our editors know the difference between reporting and crusading.”

				He felt the heat rise, heard the soft hiss of breath. It was tempting, very tempting, to crush his mouth onto those soft, pouting lips and taste the fury. Even as the need worked into him, Matt reminded himself that wasn’t the way to outwit her.

				“You’re on, Bates, but make it ten.” Laurel stood. It infuriated her that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. It infuriated her more that the eyes were confident, amused and beautiful. Laurel fell back on the habit of imagining him short, rotund and balding. “Unless that’s too rich for your blood,” she added.

				“Anything to oblige, love.” He curled the tips of her hair around his finger. “And to prove even Yankees have chivalry, I’ll buy you lunch with my winnings.”

				She smiled at him, leaning a bit closer so that their bodies just brushed. Matt felt the surprising jolt of heat shoot straight through his system. “When hell freezes over,” Laurel told him, then shoved him aside.

				Matt watched her storm away; then, dipping his hands into his pockets, he laughed. In the confusion of the city room, no one noticed.

				***

				“Damn!” Laurel swore as she maneuvered her car through the choking downtown traffic. Matthew Bates was the most irritating man she’d ever known. Squeezing through on an amber light, she cursed fate. If her brother Curt hadn’t met him in college, Matthew would never have accepted the position on the Herald. Then he’d be insufferable in New York instead of being insufferable two feet away from her day after day.

				Honesty forced her to admit, even when it hurt, that he was the best reporter on the staff. He was thorough and insightful and had the instincts of a bloodhound. But that didn’t make him any easier to swallow. Laurel hit the brakes and swerved as a Buick cut her off. She was too annoyed with Matt to be bothered by traffic warfare.

				His piece on the homicide had been clean, concise and excellent. She wished she’d stuffed the ten dollars down his throat. That would’ve made it difficult for him to gloat over it.

				In the twelve months she’d known and worked with him, he’d never reacted toward her as other men did. There was no deference in him, no admiration in his eyes. The fact that she despised being deferred to didn’t make her resent him any less.

				He’d never asked her out—not that she wanted him to, Laurel reminded herself firmly. Except for missing the pure pleasure of turning him down. Even though he’d moved into her apartment building, virtually next door to her, he’d never come knocking at her door on the smallest of pretences. For a year she’d been hoping he would—so she could slam the door in his face.

				What he did, she thought as she gritted her teeth, was make a nuisance of himself in a dozen other ways. He made cute little observations on her dates—all the more irritating because they were invariably true. These days his favorite target was Jerry Cartier, an ultraconservative, somewhat dense city councilman. Laurel saw him because she was too kindhearted not to, and he occasionally gave her a lead. But Matt put her in the intolerable position of having to defend Jerry against her own opinion.

				Life would be simpler, she thought, if Matthew Bates were still hustling newsprint in Manhattan. And if he weren’t so impossibly attractive. Laurel blocked Matt, and her ten dollars, out of her mind as she left the traffic behind.

				Though the sun was hanging low, the sky was still brilliant. Warmth and light filtered through the cypresses and streamed onto the road. Deep in the trees were shadows and the musical sound of insects and birds, creatures of the marsh. She’d always known there were secrets in the marshes. Secrets, shadows, dangers. They only added to the beauty. There was something exciting in knowing another way of life thrived—primitive, predatory—so near civilization.

				As she turned into the lane that led to her ancestral home, Laurel felt the familiar mix of pride and tranquility. Cedars guarded each side of the drive, arching overhead to transform the lane into a cool, dim tunnel. The sun filtered through sporadically, throwing patches of light on the ground. Spanish moss dripped from the branches to add that timeless grace so peculiar to the South. As she traveled down the drive of Promesse d’Amour, the clock turned back. Life was easy.

				At the end of the drive, Laurel stopped to look at the house. There were two rambling stories of whitewashed brick surrounded by a profusion of azaleas, camellias and magnolias. The colors, vivid and delicate, the scents, exotic and gentle, added to the sense of antebellum style and indolence. With the window down, she could smell the mix of heat and fragrance.

				There were twenty-eight Doric columns that added dignity rather than ostentation. Ivy clung to each corner post. The grillwork on the encircling balcony was as delicate as black lace and French doors led to it from every room. The effect of the house was one of durability, security and grace. Laurel saw it as a woman who had coped with the years and emerged with character and gentility. If the house had been flesh and blood, she couldn’t have loved it more.

				She took the side steps to the porch and entered without knocking. Her childhood had been spent there, her girlhood, her adolescence. A wide hallway split the building in two, running from front door to back. Lingering in the air was the scent of beeswax and lemon, to mix with the fragrance from a bowl of camellia blossoms. The hall would have held the same scent a century before. Laurel paused only briefly in front of a cheval glass to brush the hair away from her face before she walked into the front parlor.

				“Hello, Papa.” She went to him, rising on her toes to kiss a cheek rough from a day’s growth of beard. William Armand was lanky and handsome with dark hair just hinting at gray. While he ran his daily paper with verve, temper and tenacity, he chose an easier pace for his personal life. He smelled of good whiskey and tobacco. In an old habit, he mussed the hair Laurel had just straightened.

				“Hello, princess. Good story on the mayor.” He lifted a brow in puzzlement as he saw the quick flash of irritation in her eyes.

				“Thanks.” She smiled so quickly, her father thought he’d imagined that dangerous light. Turning, she studied the woman who sat in a royal-blue tufted chair.

				The hair was pure white, but as full and thick as Laurel’s. It surrounded a face layered and lined with wrinkles and unashamedly rouged. Olivia Armand wasn’t ashamed of anything. Eyes as sharp and green as the emeralds in her ears studied Laurel in turn.

				“Grandma.” With a sigh, Laurel bent to kiss her. “Will you never grow old?”

				“Not if I have anything to say about it.” Her voice was raspy with age and stunningly sensual. “You’re the same,” she continued, taking Laurel’s hand in her strong, dry one. “It’s good Creole blood.” After giving Laurel’s hand a quick squeeze, she sat back in her chair. “William, fix the child a drink and top mine off while you’re at it. How’s your love life these days, Laurellie?”

				Grinning, Laurel dropped down on the hassock at her grandmother’s feet. “Not as varied as yours.” She caught her father’s wink as he handed her a glass.

				“Hogwash!” Olivia tossed back her bourbon. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong with the world today, too much business and not enough romance. Your problem, Laurellie—” she paused to jab a finger at her granddaughter “—is wasting time on that spineless Cartier. Not enough blood in him to warm a woman’s bed.”

				“Thank God,” Laurel said with a grateful look at the ceiling. “That’s the last place I want him.”

				“Time you had someone there,” Olivia retorted.

				Laurel lifted a brow while her father tried not to choke on his drink. “Not all of us,” Laurel said smoothly, “have your, shall we say, bawdy turn of mind.”

				Olivia gave a hoot of laughter and smacked the arm of her chair. “Not everyone admits it, that’s the difference.”

				Unable to resist her grandmother’s outrageousness, Laurel grinned. “Curt should be here soon, shouldn’t he?”

				“Any minute.” William eased his tall, angular frame into a chair. “He called just before you came in. He’s bringing a friend with him.”

				“A woman, I hope,” Olivia said irrepressibly before she polished off her bourbon. “Boy’s got his nose stuck in too many law books. Between the two of you,” she added, rounding on Laurel again, “I’ll never be a great-grandmother. The pair of you’re too wrapped up in law and newspapers to find a lover.”

				“I’m not ready to get married,” Laurel said tranquilly as she held her glass up to the light.

				“Who said anything about marriage?” Olivia wanted to know. Heaving a sigh, she looked at her son. “Children nowadays don’t know anything.”

				Laurel was laughing when she heard the sound of the front door closing. “That’ll be Curt. I believe I’ll warn him about the frame of mind you’re in.”

				“Damned pretty girl,” Olivia muttered when Laurel strolled out.

				“She’s the image of you,” her son commented as he lit one of his cigars.

				Olivia cackled. “Damned pretty.”

				The moment she entered the hall, Laurel’s smile faded and her jaw tensed. Her eyes flicked over her brother to the man beside him. “Oh, it’s you.”

				Matt took her hand, raising it to his lips before Laurel could jerk it away. “Ah, Southern hospitality.” Good God, he thought as his gaze roamed over her, she’s beautiful. All that passion, all that fire, under ivory and roses. One day, Laurellie, he promised silently, we’re going to set it all loose. My way.

				Ignoring the warmth that lingered on her knuckles from his lips, Laurel turned to her brother. He had the angularity and aristocratic features of their father, and the eyes of a dreamer. As Matt watched, the restrained temper on her face softened with affection.

				“Hi.” She put her hands on her brother’s shoulders, leaving them there after she’d kissed him. “How are you?”

				“Fine. Busy.” He gave her an absent smile, as if he’d just remembered where he was.

				“The busy might be an issue tonight,” she told him with a chuckle. “Grandma’s in one of her moods.”

				He gave her such a pained look that Laurel laughed and kissed him again. Poor Curt, she thought, so shy and sweet. Turning her head, she looked directly into Matt’s eyes. He was watching her coolly, with something undefinable flickering behind the aloof expression. A tremble skidded up her spine, but she kept her eyes level. Who is he really? she wondered, not for the first time. And why, after an entire year, am I still not sure? It always puzzled her how a man with his energy, wit and cynicism should remain such good friends with her gentle, dreamy brother. It puzzled her, too, that she couldn’t pin him down to a type. Perhaps that was why he invaded her thoughts so often. Involuntarily, her gaze slipped down to his mouth. It curved. Silently, she swore.

				“I guess we’d better go in,” Curt said, oblivious to the undercurrents around him. He smiled in a quick, boyish way that animated his soft eyes. “Having Matt along should distract her. Distracting women’s one of his best talents.”

				Laurel gave an unladylike snort. “I’ll bet.”

				As Curt started into the parlor, Matt took Laurel’s hand and tucked it into his arm. “Another wager, Laurellie?” he murmured. “Name the stakes.”

				There was something insolent in the softly spoken words. She tossed her head back in an angry gesture that pleased him enormously. “If you don’t let go of my hand, I’m going to—”

				“Embarrass yourself,” Matt finished as they crossed the threshold into the parlor.

				He’d always liked the room—the faded colors and polished old wood. There were times when he was here that Matt forgot the years he’d spent in a cramped third-floor walk-up with a radiator that let off more noise than heat. That part of his life was over; he’d seen to it. Yet snatches of it crept up on him in spite of success. Shoes that were too small, a belly never quite full—an ambition that threatened to outdistance opportunity. No, he’d never take success for granted. He’d spent too many years fighting for it.

				“So, you’ve brought the Yankee, have you?” Olivia sent Matt a sparkling look and prepared to enjoy herself.

				Curt greeted his father, dutifully kissed Olivia’s cheek, then busied himself mixing drinks. Grandma had that look in her eye.

				“Miss Olivia.” Matt took the offered hand and lifted it to his lips. “More beautiful than ever.”

				“Rascal,” she accused, but the pleasure came through. “You haven’t been to see me for a month—a dangerous amount of time at my age.”

				Matt kissed her hand again while his eyes laughed into hers. “I only stay away because you won’t marry me.”

				Laurel struggled not to smile as she chose a chair across the room. Did he have to be so damned charming?

				Olivia’s laugh was a sound of pure, feminine appreciation. “Thirty years ago, you scoundrel, I’d have given you a chase, even if you are a Yankee.”

				Matt took the offered glass, and the grateful look, Curt gave him before he turned back to Olivia. “Miss Olivia, I wouldn’t have run.” He perched on the arm of her chair, much, Laurel thought resentfully, like a favored nephew.

				“Well, the time’s passed for that,” she decided with a sigh before she aimed a look at Laurel. “Why haven’t you taken up with this devil, Laurellie? He’s a man to keep a woman’s blood moving.”

				Color, as much from annoyance as embarrassment, rose in Laurel’s cheeks as Matt sent her a wolfish grin. She sat in stony silence, cursing the fairness of her skin.

				“Now that’s a fine, feminine trick,” her grandmother observed, tapping Matt on the thigh. “Good for the complexion, too. Why, I could still call out a blush on demand after I’d had a husband and three lovers under my belt.” Pleased with the deadly stare her granddaughter aimed at her, Olivia lifted her face to Matt’s. “Good-looking girl, isn’t she?”

				“Lovely,” Matt agreed, enjoying himself almost as much as Olivia was.

				“Breed fine sons.”

				“Have another drink, Mother,” William suggested, observing the war signals in his daughter’s eyes.

				“Fine idea.” She handed over her empty glass. “You haven’t seen the gardens, Matthew. They’re at their peak. Laurellie, take this Yankee out and show him what a proper garden looks like.”

				Laurel shot her grandmother an icy glare. “I’m sure Matthew—”

				“Would love to,” he finished for her, rising.

				She switched the glare to him without any effort. “I don’t—”

				“Want to be rude,” he supplied quietly as he helped her out of her chair.

				Oh, yes, she did, Laurel thought as she swung through the garden doors. She wanted very badly to be rude. But not in front of her family, and he knew it. “You really enjoy this, don’t you?” she hissed at him the moment the door closed behind them.

				“Enjoy what?” Matt countered.

				“Infuriating me.”

				“It’s impossible not to enjoy something one’s so good at.”

				She chuckled, then despised herself. “All right, here’s the garden.” She made a wide gesture. “And you don’t want to see it any more than I want to show it to you.”

				“Wrong,” Matt said simply, and took her hand again.

				“Will you stop that!” Exasperated, Laurel shook her hand but failed to free it. “That’s a new habit you’ve picked up.”

				“I just found out I like it.” He drew her off the terrace onto one of the narrow paths that wound through the flowers. “Besides, if you don’t make a good showing at this, Olivia’ll just think of something else.”

				Too true, Laurel admitted. She’d tolerate the man beside her. After all, the sun was splashing red on the horizon and the garden smelled like paradise. It’d been too long since she’d taken the time to see it at dusk. They walked under an arched trellis with wisteria dripping like rain. The birds of the sunlight were beginning to quiet, and those of the night had yet to wake.

				“I’ve always loved it best at this time of day,” Laurel said without thinking. “You can almost see the women with their hooped skirts swishing along the edges of the paths. There’d have been musicians in the gazebo and strings of colored lanterns.”

				He’d known she had a streak of romance, a touch of her brother’s dreaminess, but she’d been so careful not to show either to him before. Instinctively, he knew she hadn’t meant to now, but the garden had weakened her. He wondered, as he trailed his thumb lightly over her knuckles, what other weaknesses she might have.

				“It would’ve smelled the same then as it does tonight,” Matt murmured, discovering just how exquisite her skin looked in the golden light of sunset. “Hot and sweet and secret.”

				“When I was a girl, I’d come out here sometimes at dusk and pretend I was meeting someone.” The memory made her smile, a little dreamy, a little wistful. “Sometimes he’d be dark and dashing—or he’d be tall and blond, but always dangerous and unsuitable. The kind of man a young girl’s papa would’ve whisked her away from.” She laughed, letting her fingers trail over a waxy, white camellia. “Strange that I would’ve had those kinds of fancies when my papa knew I was much too ambitious and practical to fall for a . . .”

				Laurel trailed off when she turned her head and found him close—so close it was his scent that aroused her senses rather than the blossom’s; his breath she felt on her skin rather than the sultry evening air. The light was touched with gold, blushed with rose. Hazy, magical. In it, he looked too much like someone she might have dreamed of.

				Matt let his fingers play lightly with the pulse at her wrist. It wasn’t steady, but this time it wasn’t anger that unsettled it. “A what?”

				“A rogue,” Laurel managed after a moment.

				They were talking softly, as if they were telling secrets. The sun slipped lower, and the shadows lengthened.

				His face was so lean, she thought suddenly. Not predatory, but the face of a man who wouldn’t step aside if trouble got in his way. His eyes were guarded, but she’d noticed before how easily he concealed his thoughts. Perhaps that was why he nudged information from people without appearing to nudge at all. And his mouth—how was it she’d never realized how tempting, how sensual his mouth was? Or had she simply pretended not to? It wouldn’t be soft, she thought as her gaze lingered on it. It would be hard, and the taste essentially male. She could lean just a bit closer and . . .

				Laurel’s eyes widened at the drift of her own thoughts. Beneath Matt’s fingers, her pulse scrambled before she yanked her hand away. Good Lord, what had gotten into her? He’d tease her for months if he had any idea how close she’d come to making a fool of herself.

				“We’d better go back in,” she said coolly. “It’s nearly time for dinner.”

				Matt had an urge to grab her and take the kiss she’d very nearly given him. And if he did that, he’d lose whatever inching progress he’d made. He’d wanted her for a long time—too long—and was shrewd enough to know she would have refused ordinary advances from the first. Matt had chosen the out of the ordinary, finding it had its amusements.

				Patience, Matt reminded himself, was a crucial element of success—but she deserved one small dig for making him pound with desire and frustration.

				“So soon?” His voice was mild, his expression ironic. “If Olivia had sent you out here with Cartier I doubt you’d have cut the tour so short.”

				“She’d never have sent me out here with Jerry,” Laurel said before the meaning of her statement sank in.

				“Ah.” It was a sound designed to infuriate.

				“Don’t start on Jerry,” Laurel snapped.

				Matt gave her an innocent grin. “Was I?”

				“He’s a very nice man,” she began, goaded. “He’s well mannered and—and harmless.”

				Matt threw back his head and roared. “God save me from being labeled harmless.”

				Her eyes frosted and narrowed. “I’ll tell you what you are,” she said in a low, vibrating voice. “You’re insufferable.”

				“Much better.” Unable to resist, he stepped closer and gathered her hair in one hand. “I have no desire to be nice, well mannered or harmless.”

				She wished his fingers hadn’t brushed her neck. They’d left an odd little trail of shivers. “You’ve gotten your wish,” she said, not quite evenly. “You’re annoying, rude and . . .”

				“Dangerous?” he supplied, lowering his head so that their lips were only inches apart.

				“Don’t put words in my mouth, Bates.” Why did she feel as though she were running the last leg of a very long race? Struggling to even her breathing, Laurel took a step back and found herself against the wall of the trellis. She would have sidestepped if he hadn’t moved so quickly, blocking her.

				“Retreating, Laurellie?” No, it wasn’t just temper, he thought, watching the pulse hammer at the base of her throat. Not this time.

				Something warm moved through her, like a lazy river. Her spine snapped straight. Her chin jutted up. “I don’t have to retreat from you. It’s bad enough that I have to tolerate you day after day at the Herald, but I’ll be damned if I’ll stand here and waste my own time. I’m going in,” she finished on a near shout, “because I’m hungry.”

				Shoving him out of her way, Laurel stormed back toward the house. Matt stayed where he was a moment, looking after her—the swinging hair, the long, graceful strides, the simmering fury. That, he thought, was one hell of a woman. Making love to her would be a fascinating experience. He intended to have it, and her, very soon.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Because she was still seething from the night before, Laurel decided to walk to the paper. Half an hour in the warm air, shifting her way through people, pausing by store windows, listening to snatches of casual conversation from other pedestrians would go a long way toward soothing her agitation. The city, like the plantation house outside it, was an old, consistent love. Laurel didn’t consider it a contradiction that she could be drawn to the elegant timelessness of Promesse d’Amour and the bustling rush of downtown traffic. For as long as she could remember, she’d straddled both worlds, feeling equally at home in each. She was ambitious—she was romantic. Practicality and dreaminess were both a part of her nature, but she’d never minded the tug-of-war. At the moment, she felt more comfortable with the noise and hustle around her than with the memory of a twilight garden.

				What had he been up to? she asked herself again, jamming her hands in her pockets. Laurel felt she knew Matt well enough to understand that he rarely did anything without an underlying purpose. He’d never touched her quite like that before. Scowling into a shop window, Laurel recalled that Matthew Bates had rarely touched her at all in an entire year. And last night . . . last night, Laurel remembered, there had been something almost casual about the way his fingers had brushed the back of her neck and skimmed over her wrist. Almost casual, she repeated. But there’d been nothing casual about her response to it.

				Obviously, he had caught her off-balance—intentionally, Laurel added with a deeper scowl. What she’d felt hadn’t been excitement or anticipation, but simply surprise. She was fully recovered now. The garden had been moody, romantic. She’d always been susceptible to moods, that was why she’d found herself telling him foolish things. And why, just for a minute, she’d wanted to feel what it would be like to be held against him.

				Blossoms and sunsets. A woman might find the devil himself attractive in that kind of a setting. Temporarily. She’d pulled herself back before she’d done anything humiliating, Laurel reminded herself.

				Then there was her grandmother. Laurel gritted her teeth and waited for the light to change. Normally, Olivia’s outlandish remarks didn’t bother her in the least, but she was going too far when she insinuated that Matthew Bates was exactly what her granddaughter needed.

				Oh, he’d lapped that up, Laurel remembered, glaring straight ahead. He was easily as impossible as the old girl herself—without her charm, Laurel added loyally. She took a deep breath of the city—exhaust, humanity, heat. Right now, she appreciated it for what it was: genuine. She wasn’t going to let an absurd incident in a fantasy world spoil her day. Determined to forget it, and the man who’d caused it, she started to step off the curb.

				“Good morning, Laurellie.”

				Surprised, she nearly stumbled when a hand shot and grabbed her arm. Good God, wasn’t there anywhere in New Orleans she could get away from him? Turning her head, she gave Matt a long, cool look. “Car break down?”

				Haughtiness suited her, he mused, as well as temper did. “Nice day for a walk,” he countered smoothly, keeping her arm as they started to cross the street. He wasn’t fool enough to tell her he’d seen her start out on foot and followed the impulse to go after her.

				Laurel made a point of disengaging her arm when they reached the sidewalk. Why the hell hadn’t she just gotten into her car as she would have any other morning? Short of making a scene on the street, she was stuck with him. When she gave him another glance, she caught the amused look in his eye that meant he’d read her thoughts perfectly. After rejecting the idea of knocking him over the head with her purse, Laurel gave him a cold smile.

				“Well, Matthew, you seemed to enjoy yourself last night.”

				“I like your grandmother, she’s beautiful,” he said so simply, she stopped short. When her brows drew together, he smiled and ran a finger down her nose. “Isn’t that allowed?”

				With a shrug, Laurel began to walk again. How was she supposed to detest him when he was being sweet and sincere? Laurel made another stab at it. “You encourage her.”

				“She doesn’t need any encouragement,” he stated all too accurately. “But I like to anyway.”

				Laurel wasn’t quite successful in smothering a laugh. The sidewalk was crowded enough to make it necessary for their arms to brush as they walked. “You don’t seem to mind that she’s setting you up as my . . .”

				“Lover?” he suggested, with the annoying habit of finishing her thoughts. “I think Olivia, for all her, ah, liberated ideas, has something more permanent in mind. She threw in the house for good measure.”

				Stunned, Laurel gaped at him. He grinned, and her sense of the ridiculous took over. “You’d better be sure she tosses in some cash; it’s the devil to maintain.”

				“I admit, it’s tempting.” He caught the ends of Laurel’s hair in his fingers. “The . . . house,” he said when her gaze lifted to his, “isn’t something a man turns down lightly.”

				She slanted a look at him, one she’d never aimed in his direction before. Under the lashes, sultry, amused and irresistible. “Matthew,” Laurel said in a soft drawl, “you’ll put me in the position of considering Jerry more seriously.”

				Then, he thought as desire crawled into his stomach, I’d have to quietly kill him. “Olivia’d disown you.”

				Laurel laughed and, without thinking, linked her arm through his. “Ah, the choices a woman must make. My inheritance or my sensibilities. I guess it’s just too bad for both of us that you’re not my type.”

				Matt put his hand on the glass door of the Herald Building before Laurel could pull it open. “You put me in the position, Laurellie,” he said quietly, “of having to change your mind.”

				She lifted a brow, not quite as sure of herself as she’d been a moment before. Why hadn’t she noticed these rapid mood swings in him before? The truth was, she admitted, she’d dedicated herself to noticing as little about him as possible. From the first moment he’d walked into the city room, she had decided that was the safest course. Determined not to lose the upper hand this time, she smiled as she pushed through the door. “Not a chance, Bates.”

				Matt let her go, but his gaze followed her progress through the crowded lobby. If he hadn’t already been attracted to her, her words would have forced his hand. He’d always liked going up against the odds. As far as he was concerned, Laurel had just issued the first challenge. With an odd sort of smile, he moved toward the bank of elevators.

				***

				Laurel’s entire morning involved interviewing the director of a highway research agency. A story on road repair and detour signs wasn’t exactly loaded with fire and flash, she mused, but news was news. Her job was to assimilate the facts, however dry they might be, and report. With luck she could get the story under the fold on page two. Perhaps the afternoon would yield something with a bit more meat.

				The hallways, rarely deserted, were quiet in the late-morning lull. Other reporters returned from, or were on their way to, assignments, but most were already in the field or at their desks. Giving a perfunctory wave to a colleague hurrying by with an on-the-run lunch of a candy bar, she began to structure her lead paragraph. Preoccupied, she turned toward the city room and jolted another woman. The contents of the woman’s purse scattered onto the floor.

				“Damn!” Without glancing over, Laurel crouched down and began to gather things up. “Sorry, I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

				“It’s all right.”

				Laurel saw a very small hand reach out for a plain manila envelope. The hand was shaking badly. Concerned, she looked over at a pale blonde with pretty features and red-rimmed eyes. Her lips were trembling as badly as her hands.

				“Did I hurt you?” Laurel took the hands in hers instinctively. A stray, an injured bird, a troubled stranger—she’d never been able to resist anything or anyone with a problem.

				The woman opened her mouth, then closed it again to shake her head violently. The fingers Laurel gripped quivered helplessly. When the first tears rolled down the pale face, Laurel forgot the noise and demands of the city room, the notes scrawled in the book in her bag. Helping the woman up, Laurel led her through the maze of desks and into the glass-walled office of the city editor.

				“Sit down,” she ordered, nudging the blonde into a faded leather chair. “I’ll get you some water.” Without waiting for an agreement, Laurel strode out again. When she came back, she noted that the woman had swallowed her tears, but her face hadn’t lost that wounded, bewildered expression. “Come on, sip this.” After offering the paper cup, Laurel sat on the arm of the chair and waited.

				Inside the office, she could hear the muted echo of activity from the city room. It was early enough in the day that desperation hadn’t struck yet. Deadline panic was hours away. What desperation there was came from the blonde’s efforts to steady her breathing. Hundreds of questions buzzed in Laurel’s mind, but she gave the woman silence.

				“I’m sorry.” She crushed the now empty paper cup in her fingers before she looked up at Laurel. “I don’t usually fall apart that way.”

				“It’s all right.” Laurel noticed the woman was slowly, systematically tearing the paper cup to shreds. “I’m Laurel Armand.”

				“Susan Fisher.” Blankly, she looked down at the scraps of paper in her lap.

				“Can I help, Susan?”

				That almost started the tears again. Such simple words, Susan thought as she closed her eyes against them. Why should they make her feel all the more hopeless? “I don’t know why I came here,” she began jerkily. “I just couldn’t think of anything else. The police . . .”

				Laurel’s reporter’s drive rose to tangle with her protective instincts. Both were too natural to her for her to even notice them. She laid a hand on Susan’s shoulder. “I work here; you can talk to me. Would you like to start at the beginning?”

				Susan stared up at her. She no longer knew whom to trust, or if indeed trust was a word to believe in. This woman looked so confident, so sure of herself. She’d never had her life shattered. Why would this poised, vibrant-looking woman listen, or believe?

				Susan’s eyes were blue, soft and light and vulnerable. Laurel didn’t know why they made her think of Matt, a man she thought had no sensitivity at all, yet they did. She put her hand over Susan’s. “I’ll help you if I can.”

				“My sister.” The words tumbled out, then stopped with a jerk. With an effort, Susan swallowed and began again. “My sister, Anne, met Louis Trulane a year ago.”

				Louis? The name shot through Laurel’s mind so that the hand over Susan’s stiffened. Bittersweet memories, loyalties, growing pains. What could this tearful, frightened woman have to do with Louis? “Go on,” Laurel managed, making her fingers relax.

				“They were married less than a month after they met. Anne was so much in love. We had—we were sharing an apartment at the time, and all she could talk about was Louis, and moving here to live in the fabulous old house he owned. Heritage Oak. Do you know it?”

				Laurel nodded, staring off into nothing more than her own memories. “Yes, I know it.”

				“She sent me pictures of it. I just couldn’t imagine Anne living there, being mistress of it. Her letters were full of it, and of Louis, of course.” Susan paused as her breath came out in a shudder. “She was so happy. They were already talking about starting a family. I’d finally made arrangements to take some time off. I was coming to visit her when I got Louis’s letter.”

				Laurel turned to take Susan’s hand in a firmer grip. “Susan, I know—”

				“She was dead.” The statement was flat and dull, with shock still lingering around the edges. “Anne was dead. Louis wrote—he wrote that she’d gone out alone, after dark, wandered into the swamp. A copperhead bite, he said. If they’d found her sooner . . . but it wasn’t until the next morning, and it was too late.” Susan pressed her lips together, telling herself she had to get beyond the tears. The time for them was over. “She was only twenty-one, and so lovely.”

				“Susan, it must’ve been dreadful for you to hear that way. It was a terrible accident.”

				“Murder,” Susan said in a deadly calm voice. “It was murder.”

				Laurel stared at her for a full ten seconds. Her first inclination to soothe and comfort vanished, replaced by a whiff of doubt, a tingle of interest. “Anne Trulane died of a snakebite and exposure. Why do you call it murder?”

				Susan rose and paced to the window. Laurel hadn’t patted her hand, hadn’t made inane comments. She was still listening, and Susan felt a faint flicker of hope. “I’ll tell you what I told Louis, what I told the police.” She took an extra moment to let the air go in and out of her lungs slowly. “Anne and I were very close. She was always gentle, sensitive. She had a childlike sweetness without being childish. I want you to understand that I knew Anne as well as I know myself.”

				Laurel thought of Curt and nodded. “I do.”

				Susan responded to this sign of acceptance with a sigh. “Ever since she was little, Anne had a phobia about dark places. If she had to go into a room at night, she’d reach in and hit the light switch first. It was more than just habit, it was one of those small fears some of us never outgrow. Do you know what I mean?”

				Thinking of her own phobia, she nodded again. “Yes, I know.”

				Susan stepped away from the window. “As much as Anne loved that house, having the swamp so near bothered her. She’d written me that it was like a dark closet—something she avoided even in the daytime. She loved Louis, wanted to please him, but she wouldn’t go through it with him.”

				She whirled back to Laurel with eyes no longer calm, but pleading. “You have to understand, she adored him, but she wouldn’t, couldn’t do that for him. It was like an obsession. Anne believed it was haunted—she’d even worked herself up to the point where she thought she saw lights out there. Anne would never have gone in there alone, at night.”

				Laurel waited a moment, while facts and ideas raced through her mind. “But she was found there.”

				“Because someone took her.”

				In silence, Laurel measured the woman who now stood across from her. Gone was the defenseless look. Though the eyes were still puffy and red-rimmed, there was a determination in them, and a demand to be believed. An older sister’s shock and loyalty perhaps, Laurel mused, but she let bits and pieces of the story run through her mind, along with what she knew of Anne Trulane’s death.

				It had never been clear why the young bride had wandered into the swamp alone. Though Laurel had grown up with swamps and bayous, she knew they could be treacherous places, especially at night, for someone who didn’t know them. Insects, bogs . . . snakes.
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