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			For my sister, Susan, who, when I first told her I was writing a contemporary romance between two Civil War historians in Southern academia and it was based on Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, didn’t even laugh.
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			I could easily forgive his pride, if he had not mortified mine.

			—ELIZABETH BENNET

			[image: ]

			Chapter One

			Shelby Roswell rooted through her purse for the third time, tossing receipts and gum wrappers onto the cluttered desk. Those keys had been right in her hand a few minutes ago.

			Squeezing her eyes shut, she sped through her morning in her mind, from unlocking her office until she arrived at her Introduction to the Civil War class. An image flashed through her mind—she’d dropped the keys onto the ledge of the old oak podium. Bingo!

			Office hours didn’t end for thirty minutes, but she’d just slip out. Hardly anybody came to visit this early in the term, anyway. She thought of how different it would look in another two months, when a line of students would be eager to haggle over their papers’ grades.

			The phone rang, a harsh trill that she could hear even when she was in the main office down the hall. Shelby puffed out an impatient breath and snatched the old black receiver.

			“Shelby, it’s Daddy,” Phillip Roswell’s familiar drawl sounded in her ear.

			She loved how he called her office phone but never her cell. He didn’t trust anything that tiny to work right.

			“Your mama wanted me to remind you to come early weekend after next. She wants to introduce you around before the party.”

			“Hope springs eternal,” Shelby muttered.

			“Now, now. Just think how bored she’ll be after she gets you married off.”

			“So, I’m her hobby?” she asked, laughing. Only he could make her see the humor in being considered a spinster at age twenty-nine. Shelby’s mother spent more time trying to find her eldest daughter a husband than all the other mothers of Flea Bite Creek did for their daughters, combined.

			“Now you got it. And I wanted to know how the new addition was working out,” her daddy said, a smile in his voice.

			She could just see her father, probably sitting in his study, feet propped on the corner of the antique desk, morning sun filtering through the diamond-cut windowpanes. He rarely left that room now that he was retired.

			“Haven’t seen hide nor hair. I heard they gave him an enormous office over in Agate Hall.” She fiddled with a ballpoint pen, beating a staccato rhythm against her desk calendar. “And there was such demand for his classes that he’s using a lecture hall to fit in the hundred or so who signed up.” It galled her to admit that last bit. She was thankful to get the thirty or so kids she did.

			“Well, as long as he stays out of your way, I won’t have to come up there and have words with him.”

			Shelby snorted, imagining her mild-mannered Southern daddy having “words” with anybody. As the gentleman lawyer son of a gentleman lawyer, he didn’t often resort to arguing. Power spoke for itself.

			“I’m sure he will. He’s far too important to deal with me. They’ve already had two receptions this week so people could meet him.”

			“Did you go?”

			“Daddy, how could I sit there, smiling and playing nice? The review he did of my book was so mean, so low . . .” Her voice trailed off as she struggled to put into words what they both knew. It had not simply been a bad review. It had been a literary lynching in a national magazine.

			“Why don’t you have Arlen Beasley review it?”

			Shelby sighed. An old family friend, Arlen would have nothing but good things to say. But no one would care to hear them either, since he was almost completely unknown.

			“It’s done. Ransom Fielding wrote the definitive series on the history of the Civil War. And the review came out in NewsWorld.” She bit her lip and doodled in the margins of her calendar. Everything had been going so well. Her membership in the Southern Historical Society was almost assured, and she had nearly finished a groundbreaking article. But she had to bounce back from this catastrophe somehow. Her tenure application depended on it.

			“No matter how many times I say that his criticisms weren’t valid, nobody seems to listen. He didn’t even have a problem with the work, just the way I wrote it.”

			“Why is he there teaching a college course if he’s a writer?”

			“Well, he holds a position up at Yale, so he definitely can teach a course. I know Finch was thrilled to have him join our department even for a year.” Shelby nibbled her nail, a nervous habit she’d had since childhood.

			“He should be thrilled to have you, brilliant girl,” her father growled.

			“You’re like my own cheering squad. But I’d better get off the phone and go find my keys.”

			“Again? You remind me of your mother’s aunt Kitty. She got so bad we had to hire a minder so she wouldn’t set the house on fire.”

			“I don’t think I’m that bad yet. But I could do with an assistant.” Shelby eyed the teetering pile of research papers on her desk. Her housemate, Rebecca, liked to say Shelby used the EAS filing system: Every Available Surface.

			“For Christmas, then. No more old books, just someone to keep your keys from walking off,” he promised before hanging up.

			Shelby sighed, wishing her Christmas present included going back in time and muzzling a man who seemed hell-bent on ruining her career.

			After taking the stairs at a quick clip, Shelby was halfway down the first-floor hallway when she heard a voice drifting from the open classroom door.

			“I understand we all want to be comfortable, but—”

			The hallway echoed with the deep, unfamiliar voice. Shelby involuntarily slowed her steps.

			“—even here, there must be a certain level of—”

			The door was fully open, and as she came closer, Shelby could see the students packed solidly in the tiered lecture hall, every one of them riveted. A feeling of foreboding crept up her spine as she inched forward, her eyes finally confirming what her instincts told her: Ransom Fielding stood at the front of the room, and he seemed different from the man she’d glimpsed last week, striding across campus.

			He was tall, but not gangly, with broad shoulders. His suit was well made, much better than what an average professor would wear, and he carried it with style. An almost too-handsome face was saved by severe brows, and his blue eyes flashed as he spoke. His intensity seemed to ripple outward.

			“—the second day of class and there are still those of you who insist on disregarding my guidelines concerning classroom behavior.”

			The students seemed on the younger end of the undergraduate spectrum. Most of the girls were clustered down in the front three rows. The room was packed—nothing like the few rows she had filled earlier.

			“—there in the red baseball cap, turned backward. Yes, you.”

			A kid halfway up the room paused midbite. He had a bag of chips and an orange sports drink on his desk, his notebook not yet opened, one foot propped on the back of the seat in front of him. He slowly swallowed.

			“Come here and bring your food. No, just your food, not your books.”

			The student was somewhat lanky, and it seemed to Shelby that it took ages for him to get his foot down, gather his things and wander down the steps to the front. He stood to the side of the podium, shifting his weight nervously.

			“Your name?”

			“Tanner Keene,” the boy said softly. He smiled tentatively and looked out at the class. There wasn’t the slightest rustle of movement. No one stirred.

			“Well, Mr. Keene, did you bother to read my class notes before this course began?”

			The silence in the room was absolute. The boy cleared his throat. “I read a little of it, Professor Fielding. Your office hours, I think.”

			“Ah, yes, office hours. Very handy to know for the day you will come to argue about the low grade on your midterm paper.”

			There was a soft giggle from somewhere near the front. Shelby’s stomach churned. This man was like a grade-school bully, obviously enjoying himself.

			“Did you read where I specifically state there will be no eating or drinking in my class? Because, Mr. Keene, it’s inconsiderate and distracting to other students, and to myself. More than that, it is impolite.”

			These last words were spoken so clearly that Shelby flinched.

			“I’m sorry, sir. I can throw it away.” The boy moved to toss the little bag and the drink into the trash near the door.

			“No, you won’t throw it away. I think you should finish your snack. We will wait for you. All of us.”

			Shelby felt Fielding’s words drop one by one into the room like pieces of ice down her back. The boy gaped at him.

			“Go on. We’re waiting.”

			As Fielding spoke, the words stopped making any sense, and all Shelby could think of was that review he’d written. Did he think humiliating people was funny?

			Slowly, Tanner opened the little cellophane sack and withdrew a chip. He put it into his mouth and chewed, glancing up at the other students. Every crunch was magnified by the utter silence.

			Shelby’s eyes swept around the room. The students were riveted, most with fear, some with amusement. As Tanner chewed and swallowed, he again brought out another chip from the crackling cellophane bag. A few giggles sounded from the front rows.

			Something stirred in Shelby, deep down where the words Fielding had written about her book had taken on a life of their own. Just as a blind hog finds an acorn every now and then, so this author stumbles on a startling insight or two. The challenge is to find them in the fifty-six murky chapters that should have been cut to ten.

			It hadn’t helped that she had never been considered willowy. Well, not never. One year in grade school she had been skinny, knock-kneed, with front teeth too big for her face. Since then, she’d grown some serious curves. Her friends assured her that curves were better than looking like a marathon runner, but Shelby still secretly wished God had gifted her with a lean athlete’s body.

			She moved to the door and knocked softly.

			“—what we will do is—yes?” Powerful shoulders straightened with a jerk as she pushed open the door. His bright blue eyes widened, then narrowed.

			“Excuse me, Professor Fielding. I believe I left my keys on the podium.” Shelby strode forward and peered at the ledge of the wooden stand. “Yes, here they are.”

			There was the faintest waft of a woodsy smell as she reached under his arm. He was tall enough that she could grab her keys without having to bend too far. She glanced up at Fielding’s face. His dark brows were drawn together. A thrill went through her that was only partly anger. He opened his mouth to speak, but Shelby turned away and stopped near the guilty student at the door.

			“Oh, those look tasty! May I?” Without waiting for an answer she reached into the bag and grabbed a handful. Only a few were left, and Shelby managed to put them in her mouth all at once. She chewed thoughtfully, ignoring the sudden rustles and laughter from the students. A few crumbs fell from her lips and she brushed them from the front of her white shirt. The boy in the backward cap stood perfectly still, brown eyes wide, holding the empty bag in one hand and the drink in the other.

			“These are so salty. Do you mind?” Shelby hated drinking after anyone else. Her sisters used to tease her that she would die of thirst in the desert rather than share a glass. But a fury was burning inside, and she wanted the bully to know that he would not win. Not here, not today.

			She grabbed the sports drink and drank deeply, chugging the contents of the half-full bottle. Peering into the bottom, she exclaimed, “Well, looks like that’s finished.”

			She turned to leave, chuckles turning to laughter all around her, but paused midstep. On the board Fielding had written:

			General Beverly crosses the Ranawah Mountains after his hometown of Oxford is threatened.

			She read it twice, just to be sure. Had the country’s most lauded Civil War scholar really made such a glaring mistake? Yes, he’d not only made it, he was teaching it.

			“Oh, and by the way, Beverly was from Flea Bite Creek, not Oxford,” she said in a clear voice. “I covered him in chapter three of my book about the Civil War battles in this area. I can loan you a copy if you’d like to read it.”

			Ransom Fielding had not moved. A muscle jumped in his jaw and the tendons on his large hands stood out where he gripped the podium. He seemed incapable of speech, but if he could speak, she had no doubt what he would say.

			With a nod, Shelby strode toward the door. The last thing she saw as she walked through the doorway, amid another wave of raucous laughter from the students, was Mr. Finch, the head of her department. His balding head was a shade deeper red than his face, which bore an expression of deep disapproval. His knobbed hands were splayed flat on the desk, his entire posture one of shocked fury.

			And to his right was Mrs. Greathouse, the head of the Southern Historical Society, who was currently reviewing Shelby’s application for membership. A membership she desperately needed.

			Gone was the polite smile from their previous, and only, meeting. Mrs. Greathouse’s lips were now a thin, pale line of anger. From under her trademark silver crest of hair, her black eyes met Shelby’s with a startling malevolence.

			Shelby forced herself to keep walking, but her mouth had gone completely dry. Her professional woes had taken an ugly turn, and a bad book review was suddenly the least of her problems.

		

	
		
			Good opinion once lost, is lost forever.

			—MR. DARCY, PRIDE AND PREJUDICE
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			Chapter Two

			Once Shelby was back inside her office, she closed the door and sat behind her desk, heart racing. The man was completely out of bounds! The damage he was doing to students! Pedagogy at its worst! And what was Finch doing there? With Margaret Greathouse? Shelby’s thoughts whirled and beat against each other. She glanced at the clock. Not even eleven. Rebecca would still be teaching. She alternately paced the office and tried to sit down to work, but her emotions rioted within her.

			When the fierce fire of her outrage had cooled to a simmer, she dropped her head in her hands and faced the facts. Her behavior had been completely unprofessional. She had allowed her temper to dictate her actions. And now she would have to apologize.

			Just hours ago during her morning devotions she’d read the Bible verse about being “quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to anger,” but a few hours later there she was, busting into Fielding’s classroom, furious. The thought filled her with shame. Lord, why can’t you just put me on mute when I’m running my mouth? But God didn’t work that way. He let his children make their own messes—and clean them up. She groaned, grabbed her keys and headed outside. A walk would clear her head, help her find the words she needed to eat crow.

			Shelby was deep in thought as she made her way down the narrow stairs to the second floor of the offices. She’d bought a small Civil War diary online and it should arrive any day. It would be a glimmer of happiness in her current situation. The sound of the departmental secretary’s humming echoed out from the office. She tried to softly back out into the hallway. The woman could talk the ears off a jackrabbit and Shelby didn’t have the time or the happy temperament to deal with her today.

			“Shelby! There’s something in your box!” Jolee’s cheery voice rang out from the far corner of the high-ceilinged office. It was amazing how she always knew when someone came in, even though between her desk and the doorway was a few feet of blind hallway.

			“Hi, Jolee. Just checking my mail.” Shelby wandered over to the mail cubbies. Her small, white square was stuffed full. Slowly she reached out, extracting a cellophane bag of chips and a large orange sports drink, still cold from the vending machine. She carefully opened the white piece of folded paper that was under the drink and sucked in a breath.

			You seemed ravenous. Thought you might need a snack.—RF

			Shelby read and reread the tidy, handwritten note.

			“Isn’t that nice? I tried to tell him that you didn’t really eat junk food and I’d never seen you drink anything but water, Diet Coke and coffee, but he insisted.” Jolee glanced up with a grin as she stacked outgoing mail next to her desk. Her bright blue eyes sparked with curiosity.

			“Yes, very nice. We’re . . . I’m sure we’ll be good friends,” Shelby choked out, warmth stealing up her neck. She gathered up her “snack” and waved a hand at Jolee, avoiding her inquisitorial stare.

			He had thrown down the gauntlet, but she had no intention of fighting. She was a peaceful, Christian woman who was devoted to the Gospel of unity and love. At least, that’s what she repeated to herself as she dropped the vending machine junk in the trash and strode to the front doors.

			The morning sunlight smacked her in the eyes as she trotted down the brick steps and swiftly crossed the quad. The expansive grassy area dotted with students at any hour of any day was bordered by two enormous academic buildings and the library. The history building sat as something of an afterthought, holding down one small corner. Agate Hall loomed over the south end of the lawn, ten stories high and as characterless as a post office. All the important visiting professors got an office at the top of Agate. All the better to survey their temporary domain.

			The elevator to the tenth floor seemed to take hours. Shelby nervously nibbled one fingernail and mentally rehearsed what she would say. Please give me Your words, she prayed. Rebecca often prayed she wouldn’t get tongue-tied before a big presentation. That particular curse had never been Shelby’s problem, sadly. Don’t let me say anything I’ll regret later.

			The office door had a standard brown nameplate attached, white letters spelling out the occupant’s name. She took a deep breath and knocked.

			There was no response.

			Shelby pushed the door the tiniest bit and peeked inside. A desk stood empty, papers stacked in tidy piles. The desktop computer hummed, and a cup of hot coffee gently steamed near the keyboard. She glanced back down the long hallway but saw no one.

			Through the enormous window behind the desk, Shelby could see Chapman Hall in the distance. Being ten stories up made the redbrick building look even more humble, almost forgettable. Still better than having her office in a big gray box, she thought.

			A comfortable leather armchair was in the corner near the door. Shelby perched on the edge of the cushion and gazed around. The office was large, but empty except for a few boxes near the door. Several books were stacked haphazardly, and she instinctively reached for the leatherbound ones at the bottom. The first was by Anthony Trollope. The next was Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë. The third was Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen. Shelby snorted softly, wondering whose books had been left behind. She slid them back and picked up a familiar, glossy hardback from the next stack.

			“A History of the American Civil War, Volume One, by Ransom G. Fielding,” it read in gold letters. She thought of her little volume on Thorny Hollow and resisted the urge to chuck the thick tome through the window. Instead, she flipped it open and read a few lines from the middle.

			“Brigadier General Beauregard mustered a detachment from Garnett Hill, as ex-governor Wise attempted to fortify the troops and cross the intervening mountains.” Shelby read the sentence again, a rapid-fire description. “Assisted by General Bragg, he confronted the Nationals in a heavy rainstorm, nearly penetrating the enemy camp within hours.” The facts weren’t glossed over with fine prose, but it wasn’t dull and dry, either. She hated to admit it, but Ransom was an excellent writer. No wonder so many people enjoyed his books.

			Shelby slammed the book shut at the sound of a throat clearing behind her. She rose from her chair, cheeks burning, and tossed it back on the stack. Ransom Fielding loomed in the doorway. His handsome face was unsmiling. In fact, he was positively scowling. She fought a sudden, insane desire to laugh.

			“I figured you had just stepped out.”

			He stalked toward the desk and seated himself. She noticed his hair was a bit long, reaching his collar.

			“Did you enjoy the book?” he said, eyes on his computer screen.

			She wanted to lie. “It’s well written.” She wouldn’t tell him she owned the series. It used to be within reach of her desk until two months ago, when she’d removed the five fat volumes and shoved them to the back of her closet at home.

			“I have a good editor. And took a lot of writing courses.” His tone was wary, waiting.

			“I guess I need to sign myself up for one,” she said, unable to resist. He had to know that she had read his review. It wasn’t possible for him to think she hadn’t.

			Something flashed in his eyes—maybe anger, or remorse. “Always a good idea before you try to publish a book,” he said.

			There was a long silence as Shelby struggled against the words she wanted to fling at him.

			He stood and walked toward her. She noticed deep lines, like commas, were around his mouth, even when he wasn’t smiling.

			“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you that when they asked me to review a book on the Civil War history of Flea Bite Creek, I’d hardly heard of the place. I shouldn’t have turned in that review. I was having a bad week.”

			Shelby tried to study him objectively, without taking in his perfect features or the intensity he radiated. Was it possible that he was actually remorseful? And that he thought a simple apology would cover it?

			Completely possible, she decided.

			“Well, your bad week became my bad year.” Shelby was in no mood to be gentle.

			He frowned. “There’s a line, a description I shouldn’t have used—”

			“‘The blind hog’? Right, that was a special touch. Like the cherry on top.”

			He fixed her with a steady gaze. “I’m sorry.”

			She strode forward so abruptly that he almost flinched. “If you’re sorry, then fix it,” Shelby gritted out. “Print a retraction. Say. You. Were. Wrong.” She shook her finger at him with every word.

			Ransom’s eyes narrowed and he didn’t step back. “It was wrong to use that phrase, but the rest of the review was fair. The book was too long, too wordy. It was a mess.”

			“So it could have used a good editor. That was no reason to bury me.” Shelby’s eyes were flashing, her cheeks flushed with heat.

			“I wasn’t burying you,” he said, equal parts angry and defensive.

			“So, as long as you don’t know the author personally, it doesn’t count?” He was so tall she had to tilt her head back to look him in the face. She could see the shadows under his eyes, the smooth darkness where he’d shaved. He met her gaze, his mouth opened as if he were going to retort, but didn’t find the words. He focused on her with an energy that seemed to sear like fire. Her eyes dropped to his lips, and she felt a jolt run through her that was much more than anger. 

			Stepping back, she shrugged, feigning resignation. “What’s done is done. If you printed a retraction, it probably wouldn’t get any press.”

			“I wish—”

			“Don’t we all. Wish, that is.” She felt suddenly weary, as if she had run several miles. Taking a deep breath, she said, “I came here to say . . .” Shelby tried to force her features into something like sheepishness. “I wanted to apologize for barging into your class.” That was all she could muster. She wasn’t sorry she had interfered with his “punishment.”

			Ransom Fielding crossed behind the desk and angled into his chair. He said nothing, regarding her coolly.

			After a few seconds, Shelby started to feel her blood pressure rise. She wondered if they were going to have an old-fashioned stare-down.

			“All right.” He drawled the words, left them hanging between them. It wasn’t a question, but it might have been. It was almost impossible to hold his gaze without her heart pounding. She looked around the room, searching for a distraction.

			“Better now?” Just the tone was enough to make her hackles rise. He moved to go back to whatever was on his screen.

			“What?”

			“Well, obviously this apology wasn’t meant for me, but rather for you. Now you feel better, having done the very least required.”

			For a moment, she was speechless. “You deserve much worse than having someone interrupt your class.”

			“Interesting. So you came all the way to my office to offer an apology, yet you think I deserved worse.”

			Shelby’s eyes widened. He was making her sound unhinged. “You humiliated a student. Having him stand by the podium and eat his lunch while you lectured is really beyond the pale.” She couldn’t speak calmly now. Her temper was rising by the second. She heard rushing in her ears.

			“I make every student aware in writing and at the first class that I brook no eating in class. He brought it on himself. The students here are completely uneducated in classroom etiquette.” Ransom was still calm, but his jaw was tense and his hands clenched into tight fists.

			“A simple reminder or a word would have sufficed. He was already embarrassed, but you had to hold him up for ridicule.” She hated the high pitch her voice had taken.

			“He won’t do it again, and neither will any of the others.” Ransom shrugged, as if that were the end of the matter.

			“But at what cost? You’ve done real damage here. I’m surprised you’ve existed so long in this career with no pedagogical skills to speak of.”

			His voice was cold and angry. “I’ve existed this long because I’m a good historian and I can write, unlike some of us. Teaching is secondary. I am here to teach them what I know, and I can’t do that with students wandering in at ten minutes past, clutching their fast-food bags and Big Gulps.”

			“I’d rather have a great teacher who can’t write a decent book than a terrible teacher who can,” Shelby bit out. “I’m not opposed to banning food and drink and tardiness, but what you did has instilled a fear in your students that will keep them from learning. And the worst of it is, you really didn’t have to.” He certainly could have commanded them with his reputation alone, and movie-star looks thrown in for good measure.

			He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

			I hope I’m giving him a headache, she thought viciously.

			“Perhaps when you’ve been teaching a few more years you will—”

			“I’ve been teaching plenty long enough. If anything, I’ll likely become more liberal in the classroom, when I don’t have as much to prove. And I wasn’t a student so long ago that I don’t remember how it works, which professors were best. Mutual respect is what brings out true learning and thinking.”

			“Inspiring, really. And after you burn out from giving all your respect, time and effort while receiving nothing much in return, we’ll talk about it again.” He calmly stacked a few papers into a pile. “But for now, I have to go meet my aunt for lunch. She’s scheduling the coming events for the Southern Historical Society and wanted my input. That’s why she was sitting in on my class.”

			His aunt? She stared at him, hoping against hope. “Is . . . is Margaret Greathouse your aunt?”

			He nodded, rising from behind his desk and crossing the room. He glanced at the large clock on the wall above the door. “If you’ll excuse me, my office hours are over and I need to finish up here.”

			Shelby had no choice but to turn and leave. As she slowly made her way back down the elevator, she played his words over and over in her mind. That she couldn’t seem to put that morning’s verse into action when he was around was the least of her worries. A terrible feeling settled into the pit of her stomach. Dread and anger and something so shocking that she found herself whispering, “It was nothing, just nerves.”

			But deep down she knew that Ransom was a threat to her carefully planned life in more ways than one.
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			Ransom stared at the blank screen in front of him, his pulse pounding. He was used to women throwing themselves at him. But this one was fiery and angry and full of clever arguments, the opposite of an eager-to-please fan.

			He dropped his head in his hands and closed his eyes. And so beautiful. That wild auburn hair, and huge hazel eyes that snapped with intelligence. He could hardly look at her without wanting to touch her. It had been so long since he’d wanted anything, he had almost forgotten what it felt like.

			He had meant the snacks in the mail slot to show he wasn’t without a sense of humor. The way she had crammed those chips into her mouth was one of the funniest things he’d witnessed in years. Those kids would never forget it. She had really done him a favor.

			He winced, thinking of the review of her little book. It had been harsh, even brutal. But when he’d had second thoughts and called to withdraw it, the editor said they had already gone to press. For weeks he wanted to believe it hadn’t mattered, that no one noticed. But it made the rounds, growing more and more famous by the week, as fiercely competitive academics feasted on it like vultures.

			This year at Midlands was supposed to be sort of a vacation, time to write and do some research. He would teach his classes and let the little history department brag about the famous name they had on the rolls. He had hoped to apologize to her earlier in the term, but she never came to any of the department gatherings Finch had arranged. If he could convince her that he hadn’t meant what he’d written, they could move on.

			But once she was standing here, with her half apology, he couldn’t resist the fight. What did she think, that he wouldn’t see through it? That she wouldn’t do it over again if it happened tomorrow? He knew her type, fearless in the face of tyranny. And that’s what made him angry. He wasn’t a tyrant. Not the way she made him out to be.

			He had been so careful since Lili died. He went out with beautiful women, but kept his emotions clamped down hard. He never dated a woman who could carry on a real conversation, no one with spark. No one who could make him feel more than the mildest sense of pleasure.

			He rubbed his hand over his face and groaned. Shelby had spark, all right. She was practically on fire. And he knew better than to get anywhere near that kind of woman.

		

	
		
			A lady’s imagination is very rapid; it jumps from admiration to love, from love to matrimony, in an instant.

			—MR. DARCY
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			Chapter Three

			“But don’t you think the snacks are just a bit, you know, funny?” Rebecca shrugged one slender shoulder and tucked a silky strand of deep brown hair behind her ear. She slipped on a pair of oven mitts from the drawer and slid the pizza out of the oven onto the cooling sheet. The spicy diced-chicken-and-­caramelized-onion pizza smelled heavenly. A bayou pie, as the locals called it, had never looked so good.

			“Funny? Not at all. You’re giving him the benefit of the doubt. If it were anyone else, maybe it could be a joke. But we’re not talking about anyone, we’re talking about Ransom Fielding. A man who apparently lives to humiliate students and colleagues alike.” Shelby took some plates down from the cabinet and fetched the glasses. “Ice water or tea?”

			“Water, thanks. I don’t know, you two got off on the wrong foot and everything is going to be colored by that one bad episode.”

			As Shelby whirled around, her face flushed in anger, Rebecca held up her hands in mock surrender.

			“One bad episode? He mocked me in a magazine that has a circulation of over a million!” Shelby opened the silverware drawer with a little too much force, rattling the forks. “I admit I shouldn’t have gone in there.” Her tone was bitter. “He’s got a fearsome reputation, and whatever he chooses to do in the classroom is probably fine by the administration. I should be glad that he didn’t go to the dean of faculty to complain. We could be having a meeting about it.”

			Rebecca rolled her eyes and laughed, depositing the mitts back in the drawer. As an English professor, she understood jealous colleagues and micromanaging department heads, and the silliness that happened high in the ivory tower.

			“I need a do-over. How was I supposed to know his aunt is Margaret Greathouse?” Shelby grumbled as they sat at the table.

			“You need to plug in to the gossip. Seriously.” Rebecca frowned. “You can’t expect to know what’s going on when you stay at home all the time.” Rebecca took a bite of the pizza and chewed thoughtfully. “What if, just consider the possibility, under that thorny exterior he really is just a nice Southern man?”

			Shelby shook her head. “How many people do you know who act like that are actually sweet and loving deep down? That only happens in romantic literature.”

			“Not to harp on Jane Austen, but do you know why everyone loves Darcy?”

			“Here we go. Austen has the answer for everything.” Shelby laughed outright. There were no six degrees of separation for Rebecca: everything related directly back to Jane. “Um, everyone loves Darcy because he’s rich and has a huge house?”

			“Very funny. It’s because he was sort of a jerk in the beginning, thinking he was above the rest of humanity. But after that first encounter, he really didn’t do anything reprehensible. He was proud and a little obnoxious, but mostly he was shy.” Rebecca took a sip of ice water and nodded sagely.

			“Shy? I never got that.”

			“Mm-hm. Elizabeth is tattling to his cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam about the first time they’d met and how Darcy refused to dance even though there were plenty of available women. Fitzwilliam says that Darcy’s not in a position to ‘recommend himself to others.’ She questions how that’s possible, his being so rich and well connected. They’re talking about his ability to make small talk and be charming.”

			“All right, but I don’t think Fielding is shy. The man speaks at conventions and lectures to full college classes for a living. I think his true personality is what we’ve seen: arrogant and rude.” Shelby wiped her fingers on her napkin and reached for another piece. Bayou pie was delicious, but it was messy. Her kitty, Sirocco, watched her hopefully from beside the chair, black tail swishing in a gentle rhythm.

			“Maybe,” Rebecca said, her tone implying she entertained serious doubts.

			“You’re determined to like him. He’s handsome, rich and popular so you’re not going to let his actions speak for him. But it still doesn’t change the fact that we’re talking about a kid eating in class. It’s not like he was hurting anyone. It wasn’t the right way to handle it.”

			Rebecca narrowed her eyes. “And your interruption was the right way to handle it?”

			Shelby felt her cheeks flood with heat. “It seemed like it at the time.” She picked at her plate, pushing the chicken from one spot to another. She knew she should be grateful to Rebecca—only your real friends tell you when you’re being a hypocrite—but she didn’t feel entirely thankful right now.

			Rebecca leaned over and squeezed Shelby’s hand. “Look, I’m completely on your side about the review. Every word he wrote about your book was wrong.”

			Shelby nodded. At least Rebecca remembered how awful that review had been, how much it had hurt to see Shelby’s pride and joy cast in a negative light.

			Rebecca continued, “But, I have to say that I find it extremely distracting when someone snacks while I’m lecturing. Plus, every now and then, they’ll have something that smells incredible. There was a girl last week who brought a warm cinnamon roll. I thought I was going to die.”

			“You should have confiscated it. You could have stuck it in your bag and brought it home for me.”

			“It’s not a bag, it’s a Miu Miu tote.” Rebecca waved a hand. “Anyway, don’t bury poor Professor Fielding in the garden just yet. You never know what will happen.”

			Shelby sighed. “You’re usually the voice of reason. But I’d bet my tenure that things are going to get uglier. I just have that feeling.”

			“Well, stay out of his way then.”

			“Yup. That’s why I’m going to hang out with Aunt Junetta this weekend, so I’m nice and relaxed when I have to face the crazies at home.”

			“You’re still going to that wedding on the twentieth? I thought you vowed no more forced socializing.”

			Shelby half shrugged. She wasn’t sure she could really explain. A Southern girl was at her mama’s beck and call way past the age most people were considered adults. If her mama wanted her to drive home, dress up, attend a wedding and stand around at a fancy reception thrown by old family friends, then Shelby had to do it.

			“I may have been a little hasty to use the word vow. The Putneys have been friends of ours for generations. I should show up to their daughter’s wedding. And it’s not all bad. I get to see a lot of old friends. I just get tired of hearing the same old questions about why I’m not married. Sometimes when I’m in a room with all my parents’ friends, I start to feel like I’ve gone back a century or two.”

			“Come on, you’d love to go back a century or two.” Rebecca laughed and poured herself more ice water. “Wow, this pizza is hot! I don’t remember it being quite this spicy. Did you change the recipe?”

			Shelby frowned, considering her slice. “You know, when I cooked up that chicken, I was thinking about what Ransom did and I might have added the red pepper flakes twice. I was so mad I’m surprised it’s even edible.”

			“Mmm, it’s still good. I’m just going to have to drink a whole pitcher of water. Anyway, Mrs. Putney usually has a good mix of people there, not just the old folks. Maybe I should go. I might just meet ‘the one’ and have a big ol’ Southern magnolia wedding.”

			“Not likely. You’ll have your wedding in DC with all your relatives. But I can’t see you with a Southern man, anyway.” Shelby cocked her head, appraising her glamorous roommate.

			“Because I’m African-American?”

			“No, because you’re a Yankee.”

			Rebecca laughed. “If I can live with you for years on end, I’m sure I could handle a Southern man.”

			“Don’t even try to upgrade to a male version of me.” Shelby said. “There’s not a Southern man alive who’s going to cook for you, or discuss your Darcy obsession, or let you dress him in this season’s prettiest sandals.”

			“True. But I could fake it well enough to get along with the right guy.”

			“No, you couldn’t. Not even for five minutes.” Shelby started to clear the table. “You’re perfect just the way you are. The right guy will love you, North or South.”

			Rebecca carried the rest of the pizza into the kitchen and got out the aluminum foil. “You know, for someone who doesn’t date a whole lot, you’re sure full of advice.”

			“I don’t have a lot of time to goof around. I’m busy enough without dating half the town.”

			“But goofing around is fun! We’re nice girls who go to church every Sunday. There’s no harm in going out on a Friday night, and some of the people I meet are a great change from my colleagues. They could really care less what journal just accepted my last article. Ross, the guy from that nightclub over in Oxford, he processes legal claims in a cube farm. And he thinks my job is boring.” Rebecca snickered, her lips twisted up in a smirk.

			“I don’t like to go out where it’s too loud. What’s the point of spending the evening together if at the end you still don’t really know anything about the other person?”

			“That is the point. If you don’t talk, then you don’t argue, and it all ends up a great success. Of course, we all know how much you love to argue.”

			Shelby put the glasses in the dishwasher and turned. “I don’t love to argue! I really don’t know how you can say that.”

			Rebecca raised her eyebrows and said nothing, letting an eloquent silence hang between them.

			“All right, I do argue, but it’s not because I love to ruffle feathers. It just makes me upset to hear people spout their ignorance. And they’re as happy as a dead pig in the sunshine to keep on being ignorant.”

			“Ew, I hate it when you say that.” Rebecca wrinkled her nose.

			“I guess I’m like Darcy then, not really able to make small talk.” Shelby set the coffeemaker for the morning. “That’s it! I’m Darcy and I just need to find my Elizabeth.”

			“My friend, you couldn’t handle Elizabeth.” Rebecca laughed. “But let’s go try on some outfits so you know what you’re wearing to the wedding.” She grabbed Shelby’s hand and dragged her from the kitchen.

			She let herself be pulled along. With her effortless glamour, perfectly arched brows and flawless complexion, Rebecca was the epitome of beauty. At one time Shelby would have throttled a horse to look like her, but that was in the past.

			Mostly.

			“Oh,” she groaned, “I knew this was coming. At least make sure that I can sit without having to suck in my tummy. Otherwise, I really will be itching for a fight.”

		

	
		
			A person may be proud without being vain.

			—MARY BENNET
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			Chapter Four

			Shelby popped a CD into the classic Jaguar’s brand-new stereo system and headed out of town. The tense muscles in her shoulders gradually relaxed and a feeling of optimism crept over her. A weekend away, working and cooking at her aunt Junetta’s, was just what she needed.

			“I don’t think the departmental deep freeze can last forever, Sirocco. Finch and his followers have to talk to me eventually.” She reached over and smoothed her kitty’s long, black hair and smiled as the cat responded with her usual mmmmmrrrrp. Rebecca made fun of Shelby’s tendency to talk to the cat, but she was a good listener and it helped Shelby clear her thoughts. Plus, Sirocco never spilled a secret.

			“But it will blow over. So he’s written a bazillion books and is tenured at an Ivy League school, and I haven’t and I’m . . . not.”

			A shiver went up her spine at the memory of Finch’s face when he called her in to his office. Your position is in jeopardy, he’d said. Was it even possible? Rushing into Ransom’s class had been a stupid decision, but it wasn’t illegal or immoral or really harmful. She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts.

			“As soon as Fielding sees that everyone loves him best, he’ll let it go.” But bullies never let go, the little doubt in the back of her mind whispered.

			The week since the day she’d stormed into his class had been quiet. As in, there was no one to talk to. Friends who used to stop to chat now walked by without a word. When she passed a group of colleagues, little whispers followed her. Ron DiGuardi was the only person who stood by her. They’d been friends since her first day in the department, when she’d walked into the department office and heard him giving Jolee a minilecture on medieval mendicants. He and his wife, Tansy, had welcomed Shelby into their family, and apparently not even departmental drama could sever that relationship.

			Shelby turned up the stereo and tried to forget, at least for a little while, the wreckage she’d left behind. She was determined to spend the weekend reading, writing and painting, something that always made her feel better and now might soothe her wounded pride. The Thorny Hollow region had a charming name, but no one wanted to live there, not really. The longtime residents seemed to have given up the fight against the creeping kudzu, preferring to hack out small plots of grass around their modest homes. One convenience store, sitting at the end of a dreary main street filled with shuttered boutiques, was the total shopping experience available unless you wanted to drive to Oxford. Shelby’s parents had one of the few truly beautiful homes, but it was just beyond the city limits, as if it, too, preferred to keep its distance. But Shelby embraced the town wholeheartedly, even the dreary little library with the dark basement for the children’s section. She had spent countless hours there as a child, not minding the spiders that spun webs in corners no one bothered to clean.

			In record time, she pulled into the long driveway of her aunt’s ranch-style house. Aunt Junetta came out at the sound of the car tires in the driveway.

			“Shelby, dear, let’s get you inside and get started on some pies,” Aunt Junetta said, a huge smile on her softly wrinkled face. She had one of the most extensive Southern-recipe collections in the county and wasn’t afraid to use it. Shelby breathed in her aunt’s freesia perfume and let herself be hugged to within an inch of her life. She felt the ache of tension in the pit of her stomach loosen. She leaned back and gave Junetta a kiss. “Let’s definitely make some pies. And I’ve got a few paintings I want to work on in between research.”

			“Oh, I can’t wait to see them. You’re such a talented girl, Shelby.” Junetta tucked Shelby’s hand into the crook of her arm and led her toward the house. “I’m in awe of you.”

			Shelby laughed outright, but couldn’t fight the wave of happiness that flooded through her at Aunt Junetta’s words. “You’re going to give me a big head.”

			“Never. You’re the most humble person I know. Besides your daddy, of course.”

			“I agree with you there. I want to be just like him when I grow up.” Shelby was teasing, but her voice caught a little on the last word.

			Aunt Junetta turned her around, looking her right in the eyes. “You don’t need to be anybody but yourself, hear?”

			Shelby’s throat went tight. Being herself wasn’t working out so great. She nodded, eyes down.

			“Now, let’s get inside and start cooking. I missed our talks.” Aunt Junetta tugged Shelby back across the gravel driveway and through the open door.

			Smiling at the natural intersection of visiting and cooking, Shelby let herself be drawn into the warm, familiar kitchen. A little bit of space and a weekend might just smooth out the departmental drama. She tried to believe it, even as the nagging worry told her that her wish was too big to come true.
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			Saturday morning dawned clear and bright. Shelby could hear Aunt Junetta moving around in the kitchen. Shelby lay in bed, stretching out under the heavy quilts, and let every muscle in her body relax. A loud clank of metal against the old enamel sink made her jump. She frowned, listening to her aunt’s movements. She seemed slower, less sure of herself than a few months ago. Shelby swung her legs out of bed and slipped into her robe. Maybe they both needed a restful weekend.

			She padded into the kitchen, sniffing the air. “Bacon and cheese grits, my favorite!”

			Aunt Junetta smiled over her shoulder. “You’ve always been a grits girl. Your daddy liked them well enough, but not like you. Every time you visited when you were little, you’d ask me to make cheese grits.”

			“Well, I never got any at home.” Shelby perched on a stool and grinned. “Mama says she’d rather eat cracklins than grits any day, and she hates fried pigskin more than any other person I know.”

			“Even your Yankee friend?” Aunt Junetta loved Rebecca but she always remembered where Rebecca called home.

			“Even her.” Shelby let out a soft laugh, remembering the time she’d brought home some cracklins for Rebecca. It wasn’t the flavor that bothered her. It was the fried pigskin part that had her shaking her head.

			Sliding a plate across the counter, Aunt Junetta served two generous spoonfuls of cheese grits and a side of bacon. “Do you mind if we eat at the kitchen table? I hardly ever eat in the dining room unless I have guests.”

			“Of course not. And look at me, in my robe and slippers! I’m not one to insist on formal dining.” Shelby took a bite of the cheese grits and closed her eyes in wonder. She savored and then swallowed. “I’ve missed this. Talking to you in person. Eating good Southern food. I wish I had come to visit sooner.”

			“Oh, honey, you had a busy summer.” Aunt Junetta sat on the stool beside her and lost her balance for just a moment. Shelby reached out a hand to steady her. “Thank you. These stools are getting too high for a short, little old lady like myself.”

			Shelby nodded, but said nothing. Her aunt had always been so agile.

			“After breakfast, I think you should take advantage of the sunlight and go paint. You can set up your easel on the covered porch. It’s not too cold out there and the light is real good.”

			“You know, that sounds wonderful.” Shelby took another bite of cheese grits and smiled. Whatever else was happening in her life, at this moment everything was pretty close to perfect.
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			Shelby stood back and surveyed her work. The late-afternoon sun was slanting through the porch screens, lending a golden hue to everything it touched. Her two small watercolors glowed brightly. In July, Shelby had driven the back roads of Flea Bite Creek, snapping photos of old barns and abandoned cabins. Something about the way the doors hung open, as if waiting for their last owners to return, was beautifully sad.

			“Oh, these are real fine.” Aunt Junetta stood in the doorway behind her, hands clasped together. “You get better and better every year.”

			“Remember my friend Tansy DiGuardi? The one married to Ron, who teaches in my department? She owns an art gallery and she brought in a watercolor artist last month for a weekend class.” Shelby felt as if the weekend was the best part of her summer. So many fun people, so much laughter and learning new skills.

			“Honey, I don’t care how many classes you made me take, I could never paint like that.” Aunt Junetta slipped an arm around Shelby’s waist and hugged her tight. “And it makes you happy. That’s the very best part.”

			Shelby smiled, but wondered if Aunt Junetta had noticed her mood when she’d arrived last night. Aunt Junetta would never pry, but she seemed to sense something was amiss. Shelby knew that when she told her about the departmental trouble, Junetta would be there to listen. Shelby just couldn’t face that conversation just yet. Soon, but not yet.
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			After church on Sunday, they spent the afternoon looking at old pictures, and Shelby marveled again at how Aunt Junetta could remember stories her grandmother had told her fifty years before. As the day wore on, they settled in to make one last meal together. Preparing the pork medallions, cheese biscuits and collard greens, with peach pie for dessert, was like a balm to Shelby’s wounded pride.

			The doorbell rang just as they were setting the food on the table, and Shelby ran to let in their guest.

			“It’s so good to see you, honey!” Bessy Arbogast, Aunt Junetta’s best friend for forty years, gave Shelby a hug, a kiss and a quick once-over. “Well now, aren’t you the prettiest thing on this side of the Creek?”

			“Don’t let my sisters hear you,” Shelby warned.

			“Hmph. They may be pretty, but they don’t have your sweetness. And that’s what a good man is looking for, let me remind you,” Bessy said, bustling around the kitchen.

			After a soul-soothing meal and a few hours of heartwarming conversation, Shelby reluctantly gathered up the dishes. It was only a matter of time before she was headed back home to a mess that wasn’t as easily sorted.

			“Shelby was just telling me about the article she’s working on for one of her historical journals. It’s a real old-fashioned Southern mystery.” Her aunt spoke over her shoulder as she filled the sink with hot water. “Tell her about the initials, dear.”

			“Well, I’m studying the history of this area, as you probably know. It turns out a woman named Susanna Caldwell was rebuilding the schools in the valley here and over Thorny Hollow way after the war. The state just didn’t have the money to spend on rebuilding the schools, so she took it upon herself to make sure there were grade schools and high schools big enough to meet the needs of the county. And everything had to be segregated, so she had twice the tasks, like coordinating with the Freedmen’s Bureau and the state to get their teachers certified. But she never names her main benefactor. There’s a pretty good paper trail all the way up to her, and then in her diaries she just mentions her benefactor with the initials MJ. Seems he really wanted to remain anonymous, but I don’t know why. But if I can find out who he was, I’ll fill in a piece of history that has puzzled scholars for years.”

			“That so? Those diaries can be real interesting. My great-great-grandmother kept one, and it’s full of information about when they forced her family to board the Union soldiers. She wasn’t too happy to cook for all those Yanks,” Bessy said.

			“Honey, I don’t know why you don’t just move in here with me and teach at our little college in town.” Aunt Junetta handed Shelby another antique Tennessee Blue Ridge plate to dry, her hands trembling slightly as she held out the heavy china. “I sure would love having you here all the time.”

			“I know, but the community college here doesn’t offer the classes I teach. Also, I’m right on course for tenure right now. If I moved, it would get ugly.” Shelby tried to soften her words because she knew her aunt was lonely, widowed ten years and her only son rarely visited even though he lived only a few hours away.

			“What’s tenure?” Bessy asked, reaching for a dry dishcloth.

			“It’s an important promotion. Like being hired again. You can teach there for seven years, but if you’re denied tenure, you have to leave,” Shelby explained.

			“Well, if that doesn’t work out, you should definitely move in with Junetta. Just think of all the fun we could have! The Winter Pie Festival is coming up and I bet we could take some top prizes. Georgia-Anne Dodd was ready to spit fire when you wouldn’t give her the recipe for that chocolate bourbon pecan you made last year,” Bessy said, placing the cut-crystal drinking glasses back in the simple hardwood kitchen cupboard.
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