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CHAPTER ONE

 


You knew Maudie Cooper was really dead when
you read her funeral invite listed in the Boggy Bayou
Chronicle.

I’m T-Jack Couvillion, newspaper owner and
reporter of ‘The oldest family-run newspaper in Louisiana.’ I can’t
report all the news, else I’d be sued every week after the paper
came out. So, I just ramble my thoughts down in case I need to jog
my memory later on. You never know when some bit of information
might sell more papers.

Back to Maudie. There had been talk, of
course. Someone said Maudie was dead, but I couldn’t print her
obit, ‘cuz I couldn’t find out if it were true.

Some figured she finally found a salesman
gullible enough to believe her blarney about being rich. Heaven
knows, she cornered every male that ate their lunch at Hank’s
Hole-in-the-Wall, her hunting ground. Most never came back. Maudie
could talk them to death. Fact is, she talked so much they didn’t
notice she put her lunch on their tab. Or they didn’t care. It was
a small price to pay for their freedom.

Two or three were of the opinion that Maudie
wasn’t dead. They thought old Sedgewick Jeansonne had finally caved
in to her amorous overtures and that the two were holed up at his
place doing the naughty. No one had seen him much since Maudie
closed up her antique store about two weeks ago.

We all missed Maudie.

Silas Moreau, the town’s fix-it man, figured
that she could wear out any one human being in three to five
hours.

When the boys who sit in front of the
courthouse questioned how he knew that fact, he just turned beet
red and left. Silas hasn’t lived that down yet.

The boys (the youngest being seventy-seven
and the oldest being Mackie Marcotte, who lies about his age, but
everyone knows he’s ninety-three) at the courthouse spent most days
speculating where she might have gone. They missed Maudie telling
them all the news, gossip, and trash on everyone in town and the
ten miles that encircle Boggy Bayou. She gave most of the juicier
leads to me.

Our number of tidbits really dropped when she
disappeared. Wasn’t hardly anything to talk about. Excepting
Maudie, of course.

No man dared fool around in Boggy Bayou.
Maudie always found out. And after she called the man’s wife, the
rest of the town knew before he could zip up his pants.

I was in my office finishing the last details
on the newspaper, when Grant St. Romain, Maudie’s attorney, brought
in her funeral invite. That was a shock. I said a silent prayer for
her and almost busted a gut getting the revised paper out on
time.

Maudie would have loved the layout. Hearts
and flowers danced around the corners and inside big bold letters
spelled out ‘Maudie Cooper - Last Rites.’ She died in late October
and her wishes were to be buried on Halloween night.

Yeah, at night.

According to the notice, everyone was invited
to dress in costume and bring a candle to light during the service
in the cemetery. Since kids were invited, candy would be available
for the trick or treaters. Afterward there would be a pig roast and
beer bust at the local V.F.W. Hall. Most everyone thought that was
a nice touch.

All her friends and most of her enemies
decided to dress up and go. It’s not every day you get to wear a
costume to a funeral.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen quite so many
people at a graveside service.

Silas dressed up as a pig, complete with a
snout, and went around grunting and snorting at all the ladies. He
got a lot of teasing about being dinner. Silas didn’t need any
padding, and many of us wondered why he owned a pink jumpsuit.

Bitsy, Silas’s wife, ran an apple dunking
contest by the front gate, welcoming everyone and thanking them for
coming. You would have thought it was the social event of the year,
but then, she and Silas don’t get out much.

Mackie Marcotte, Grant St. Romain, and I
stood watching the goings on.

“Mackie, you ever been to a funeral on
Halloween?”

He thought for a moment, most likely turning
the decades over in his mind searching for an answer.

“Nope. This is the first night funeral I’ve
ever been at. Makes me think it might be a good idea when my time
comes.”

“Never for me either, although I did attend a
Halloween wedding once. It was a bit over the top,” said Grant.

Maudie’s casket was perched on a roller
parked next to the grave hole.

“Her casket looks like it cost a handsome
dollar,” I said.

Mackie nodded. “They should have given her a
kid’s coffin, since she was so small. If’n I die in the next ten
minutes, stuff me in there with her. There’s more than enough
room.”

Grant chuckled. “I don’t think your wife
would like that, Mackie.”

Mackie shook his head, “You’re most likely
right. Maybe I can get us a double wide and we can sleep together
‘til the end of time. That would jolt her.”

Grant and I couldn’t help but laugh, the
visual alone was hilarious.

We watched as kids, busy munching on treats,
and bobbing for apples, threw apple cores and candy wrappers all
over the ground.

The more serious-minded adults brought lawn
chairs and ice chests to get a head start on the beer bust.

When the time for the service arrived,
everyone lit their candles. I have to tell you that was a show. The
candlelight sure was pretty. Some of the kids had their candles in
hollowed-out pumpkins, so there were orange and white lights all
over the place. It was dark enough that you couldn’t see the empty
candy wrappers anymore. A few placed candles on the built-up burial
sites, making the area rather festive, even for a graveyard.

Silas managed to burn his snout almost off
with his candle. Bitsy threw a bucket of apples and water over him
and his cronies and managed to put that fire out quite nicely.

Reverend Benny Gagnard stood at the head of
the casket. Drawing his fist up to his mouth, he coughed to clear
his throat, then said in his loud, hearty sermon voice, “She’s
dead. Thank you, Lord.”

Mackie turned to me. “That was the shortest
eulogy I’ve ever heard.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “He must be still ticked
off ‘cause of Maudie telling his wife about his indiscretion with
the choir leader.”

Mackie nodded. “Just goes to show you. What
goes around, comes around.”

Then the choir led out the song. Angie
Tassin, the choir leader and Maudie’s arch-enemy, raised a little
triangle and whacked it twice. The choir, all Angie’s friends,
began to sing, “Ding dong, the witch is dead, the wicked, wicked
witch is dead.” Angie finally got her revenge. They continued the
song while the rest of us hooted, hollered, and laughed so hard,
tears rolled down our faces. Silas fell out of his lawn chair and
lost what was left of his burned snout, but didn’t spill a drop of
beer.

The only person who seemed to take everything
serious was Sedge. He was dressed up in a new black suit complete
with the label still on the sleeve, a hat in his hand and even
carried a bunch of yellow flowers he’d picked that grow wild along
the roadside during this time of year.

Mackie said, “I’ve never known Sedge to dress
in a suit. Didn’t even know that he had one.”

“Maybe he’s in costume.” I replied.

“As what? A funeral director?” Grant
asked.

“He could be a mourner, what with the flowers
and all. He and Maudie have been friends for a quarter of a
century.”

Sedge placed his hand on the casket and
started to cry.

The three of us stood there, uncomfortable,
not knowing what to do.

Someone dressed up in a witch’s costume
walked over to him and patted him on the back, giving him what
comfort she could and handed him a handkerchief. He was so overcome
with grief that he almost toppled into the grave.

Finally, the singing stopped, and while
everyone wiped tears and smirks off their faces, the casket was
lowered, and old Sedge dropped his bouquet on top.

Then Silas threw in Bitsy’s candle and that
started a candle throwing frenzy. Needless to say, there was a
really big blaze going in no time.

The grave diggers got hopping and shoveled
dirt in fast. Eventually the blaze was buried and so was
Maudie.

The town’s sure going to miss that old gal.
She sure knew how to enjoy life, and her death wasn’t so bad
either.

Then came the biggest surprise of all.

The next day, the daughter no one knew
existed showed up in Boggy Bayou.

 


* * *

 


 


I checked the envelope again. My name
centered in the middle: Sara Elizabeth McLaughlin. Or was that my
name? That’s what I thought for twenty-seven years, but apparently,
I was wrong. Hesitating before the door, I shook off the feeling
that I should jump back in my car and head home to Baton Rouge.
That would be easier than the few steps it would take me to reach
Mr. Grant St. Romain’s law office and find out the truth.

But I needed to know the truth. Drawing in a
deep breath, I opened the door that led to a foyer with stairs in
front of me.

I thought I would fall trekking up the steep
stairs in my three-inch heels. Obviously, a bad choice in footwear
for hiking, but they were cute as could be, and sometimes that’s
all you get out of life. Great shoes.

At the top of the stairs were two doors. The
one on the left was what I was looking for, St. Romain, Attorney at
Law, painted in gold leaf across beveled glass.

I dug in my purse and pulled out a peppermint
for courage and to get a little moisture in my dry mouth. Then I
twisted the doorknob and entered the office.

It reeked of money. Lots of it. A mahogany
forest was destroyed to furnish this baby.

A large-busted black woman, in linen creased
within an inch of its life, sat behind a secretary’s desk and
looked at me expectantly.

“May I help you?” Dark brown eyes roved over
me, checking me out as I did the same to her.

“Is Mr. St. Romain in?”

Just saying the words made my heart speed up,
I could hear pounding in my ears. My hands shook, so I gripped my
Balenciaga handbag tighter. Good grief. I thought my fingers
were liable to push through the leather, but the shaking
stopped.

She hesitated, then ran a long red fingernail
down a column in an appointment book. She glanced up at me, raising
one thin pencil-drawn eyebrow.

I need to practice that move.

“Do you have an appointment?”

My heart sank. I wondered if I could bluff my
way into his office, but I couldn’t think fast enough. I cleared my
throat and almost swallowed my peppermint. So much for dignity.

“I asked if he was in.” I croaked like a
rusty frog.

“And I repeat. Do you have an appointment?”
Her voice was snippy, as if she held the scissors and would cut me
out of any appointment.

Oh, snarl, snarl. It didn’t take much to
press her attitude button.

“No. Obviously, I don’t have an appointment,
but apparently you didn’t comprehend ‘is he in?’” I have an
attitude button, too.

Her eyes narrowed. If looks were knives, I’d
be bleeding on the carpet. “Yes, but you need to make an
appointment to see him.” The secretary looked at the book again and
began flipping pages. She was going to show me who was in control
of the situation.

And I had enough. I must talk to the old
goat. Today.

“Is he with a client?”

“No!” She slapped her hand on her desk like a
gavel, as if her spoken word was law.

Finally, an answer. He was in, but not with a
client.

She flared one nostril at me. I’ve always
wanted to be able to do that. It shows real contempt.

“You still need to make an appointment. I can
schedule you in for tomorrow morning at ten. May I have your name?”
She ground out her words like they were dirty bits of gravel. I was
glad she wasn’t the attorney.

Enough was enough. I was going to see Grant
St. Romain today, or else. Deciding that being direct wasn’t
getting me any-where, I turned on my heel, stalked over to the door
with his name on it, twisted the knob, and slipped in before his
secretary could stop me.

I hurried to lock the door behind me and
turned to see a man dressed only in his boxers and one sock.

Pastel pink boxers and sock.

He wasn’t an old fart. He was
magnificent.

His knee was raised while he pulled a sock
over his bare foot. His gaze averted to me and he grabbed a white
shirt from the back of his desk chair and hid his pink boxers.
Every muscle rippled and danced. A tall man, a few inches above my
own five feet, eleven inches without three-inch heels. He was built
like an athlete. He was gorgeous, deeply tanned, and buff. I am
pretty sure I drooled on my shoes.

I placed my handbag against my chest, like a
shield. I slipped into lust, and wondered if I should move my
handbag further south. As if that would protect me.

I could have torn off my clothes, but I
couldn’t tear my eyes off him.

Someone banged on the door. “Open this door!
You can’t be in there now. Mr. St. Romain is busy!”

He shouted, “It’s okay, Alice. I’ll talk to
her.”

He lowered his voice, a husky bourbon drawl
that just oozed Pappy Van Winkle. I know because I’ve tipped it
back once or twice myself. It’s warm and inviting, drawing you in,
to have just one more taste. And all the while, you know you’re
going to pay for it the next day.

“Obviously, you didn’t understand my
secretary. I didn’t want to see anyone this afternoon--or have them
see me.” He slowly buttoned his shirt, never moving his deep brown
gaze from mine.

I could feel the heat rush up my neck into my
face, the curse of being a redhead.

I snapped my mouth closed, which I’m sure had
been hanging open since my first glimpse of Mr. Adonis Perfecto and
coughed slightly.

“I’m sorry, but it’s urgent I talk with you
today.”

I couldn’t stop staring at him.

I tried to focus my thoughts, to make my mind
think about something else. But he was mind-boggling. It was taking
him forever to button his shirt. A man with slow hands. Very big
slow hands. I wondered how would they feel caressing my skin,
touching my hair , fondling my... My brain finally woke up, but it
wasn’t thinking clearly at all.

He smiled as he reached for his trousers
hanging over the back of his chair. “Mind turning around for just a
second?”

I stood there, then realizing I was still
staring much too hard, abruptly turned around.

“Sorry. I didn’t think I would see a man in
his underwear, especially pink underwear.” I wondered what his
backside looked like. If it was as good as the front, I was missing
something. Something luscious.

I resisted the urge to peek.

I closed my eyes and listened to the rustle
of clothing as he stepped into his pants. I almost wanted to scream
at him to stop, but a bold move like that wasn’t going to happen. I
couldn’t help asking. “Why are you in your underwear?”

There was a pause, then I heard a zipper.

“Oh, I assist the coach with the wrestling
team at the high school one day a week depending on my schedule.
Today was a heavy workout day, so I needed to shower here at the
office.” He hesitated for a moment. “Couldn’t let the guys see my
pink stuff.”

“You’re a wrestler?” Was that my voice that
squeaked?

“Oh, you think I can’t wrestle?”

“Well, no.” I stopped, then I put my size ten
foot in my mouth. “Aren’t you a bit over-educated to be a
wrestler?”

“Now that is a typical response.” He let out
a deep sigh. “I’ll have you know that I was the state champion in
college. You can turn around.”

I did and was impressed. As the old saying
goes, he cleaned up nice. Very nice. Too bad he was a jock. I’d had
my fill of athletes, thank you very much for that crappy marriage.
They could all croak and get crispy crunchy in Hell as far as I was
concerned.

He motioned to the chair in front of his
desk. I walked over and sank in the soft burgundy leather. The room
was decorated in deep forest green with Audubon prints and framed
diplomas hanging on the mahogany paneled walls. I doubt the walls
were impressed, but I was.

The air smelled clean and faintly of soap and
freshly applied cologne. Old Spice. I was sure of it. It was my
yearly Father’s Day gift to my dad and I loved the smell because it
always reminded me of him.

“Why pink underwear? It doesn’t
seem...um....” My mind grappled for the correct word.

“Manly?”

I grinned. He grinned back.

Oh, my, my, my. He flashed me dimples to die
for.

“I do my own laundry, and I have quite a few
pink things now that I didn’t have before. I didn’t expect to be
modeling them. But as you’re so taken, I might consider pink in the
future.” He held out his hand to me. “My name is Grant St.
Romain.”

I took his hand. It was warm and firm. Mine
was cold, clammy, and way too big to claim Southern Belle status. I
started to blush again. My mind reeled with sensations. He held it
a few seconds longer than was proper (like I cared at that point!),
and when he let go, I felt unsettled. As though I was missing
something important, essential. Which was strange, since I’d just
met the man. Plus, he was a jock. But still, that didn’t stop the
tingling in my palm where our hands touched, nor the awareness
within me that lingered.

Burning with embarrassment, I couldn’t utter
a sound.

“Who are you and why are you so determined to
speak to me today?”

Sitting at his desk, he leaned back. A man
secure in his mahogany world. He gazed at me and waited.

I opened my handbag, withdrew a letter, and
handed it to him. “I’m Sara McLaughlin, and you mailed me this
letter.”

Surprise lit up his face, then
disappointment. He handed the letter back to me. It looked as
though he were judging me. “I know what it says. I honestly didn’t
think you would show up here.”

I stiffened at that remark. Jumping up, I
shouted at him. “And why not? I get a letter from an attorney that
tells me I’m adopted! A letter! You don’t deliver news like
that in a letter. It’s cold. Cold and rude. Impersonal as though
I’m, I’m, I’m…” I couldn’t think of what to say. I felt like a
nonperson. Unworthy. I clamped my jaw shut and sat down abruptly in
the chair, crossing my arms, crossing my legs, crossing my
mind.

He paused for a moment, staring at me
intensely.

“You didn’t know you were adopted?” He tapped
his pen against the legal pad again. A deep frown marred his
face.

It confused me. Why was he frowning? I didn’t
know what to say. The truth sounds so stupid, but it was the truth.
I hadn’t a clue.

“No.”

He stopped tapping his pen. “I thought you
knew.”

Stunned, I just sat there. Just as I had when
I received the letter and its contents that afternoon. What was I
doing here? I decided enough was enough.

I was going home.

Jumping up, I walked to the door. As I put my
hand on the knob, I stopped. I couldn’t help it. I shut my eyes and
placed my forehead on the doorframe. Tears rushed up to my eyes
before I could stop them. I was alone. Totally forever alone.

There was no one left alive who loved me, or
even cared about me.

I felt a firm hand on my shoulder and as I
turned around, a hankie was pressed into my hand and arms went
around me. A stranger’s arms. I let loose then, and cried harder. I
turned my back to the attorney. I didn’t want anyone to see me
cry.

No one held me when the police came to tell
me about my mother dying in a car accident two months ago or at her
funeral. No one held me at my father’s funeral seventeen years ago.
No one held me when I received the hateful news that I was adopted
this morning.

No one has held me for a very long time.

Not even my ex before the divorce.

I didn’t know that hugs could be comforting,
caring, calming. Until now.

Stopping my tears, I wiped my cheeks. Grant
St. Romain moved away from me, and I looked up into his face.

I was a goner. Jock? Did it really
matter?

His eyes were mesmerizing, deep brown pools
flecked with traces of gold and surrounded with thick black lashes
that any woman would covet.

He released his hold on me. It was all I
could do not to grab him and make him wrap his arms around me
again. I didn’t know this man, but I wanted his arms around me so
bad it hurt. Or at least for another minute. Or forever. At this
stage, I wasn’t particular.

He walked back behind his desk and sat, ever
the professional, but curiosity gleamed in his eyes.

Twisting the handkerchief in my fingers, I
noticed that it, too, was pink. I gave a brief smile as I clasped
it tighter in my hands. “No, I didn’t know. It came as a complete
shock.”

“Again, I’m sorry.” His voice was
compassionate, caring. Different from the stern quality it had when
he first found out I was Maudie Cooper’s daughter. “Where do you
want to go from here?”

Home. I wanted to go home and crawl in bed,
throwing the covers over my head. Instead, I crossed the room and
sat in the chair, leaned my head against the back, and closed my
eyes. I needed to think.

But my mind was still whirling with the news.
I was adopted.

Snapping my head forward, I glanced at Grant
St. Romain. He stared at me intently. Waiting. Patiently.

“You said in your letter that there were
conditions. Exactly what are they?”

Grant reached for his phone, punched a
button, then spoke into the receiver. “Alice, bring me Maudie’s
file.”

He cleared his throat. “I want to read the
will to you, word for word. I know what it says, and I don’t
particularly agree with everything Maudie put in her will, but it
was her decision.”

The doorknob rattled, and pounding on the
door followed. Grant rose to unlock it. He raised an eyebrow in my
direction.

Once the door opened, Alice shoved a file
into his hands, glanced around the room suspiciously and sent me a
scathing look.

Feeling a guilty flush rise up my neck and
into my cheeks, I sunk deeper into the leather chair.

She slammed the door forcefully, so I guessed
I was still not on her list of favorite people.

Grant opened the file and searched for the
will. Finding the specific paper, he began to read aloud.

 


“I, Maudie Cooper, being of sound mind and
body, do hereby bequeath all my worldly goods and possessions to my
only child, Sara Elizabeth Cooper, known as Sara Elizabeth
McLaughlin, if she will do the following:

Sara, you must live in my apartment for the
next six weeks. You may not spend more than twenty-four hours out
of town. You must run my business, Tuesdays through Saturdays at my
usual hours during this period, except for national holidays. Once
this requirement is met, at the end of six weeks, you may keep or
dispose of my belongings and investments as you see fit.

If you should not choose to follow my
instructions, then everything will be liquidated within one month
of the delivery of this will. The proceeds will then be given to
create a college scholarship in my name at Boggy Bayou High
School.”

 


Grant put the will back into the file, closed
it and leaned back in his chair.

“That’s it?”

“Yes. That is what I was directed to tell
you. If you meet the conditions that Maudie set forth, then you
inherit everything.”

“But...I wanted some...answers.” I started to
twist the pink hankie in my hands.

“What sort of answers?”

Numb, I stood and walked to the window. It
faced a courthouse square. Boggy Bayou was a charming little town.
Several old men sat whittling and spitting while sitting on a park
bench. A young woman pushed a baby stroller. A squirrel ran along
the power line. Everything was so ordinary. So perfect. Every one
of those people knew who they were. And where they belonged.

Slowly, I began to speak. “Mr. St. Romain, I
want to know who my birth parents were. Why did they give me up for
adoption? Why didn’t my parents ever tell me I was adopted? Why
wait until now to let me know the truth? And why not tell me the
whole truth?”

Grant rose from his chair and walked to the
window and stood behind me. His presence calmed me for some reason
I couldn’t explain. His deep whiskey voice soothed my strung-out
nerves. I wanted to fling myself into his arms, and get that sense
of peace and quiet that I received earlier.

“I don’t know. Maudie surprised me when she
told me she had a daughter. She knew your mother died. I told her
that she should contact you then, but she was hesitant and said she
didn’t want to interfere with your life.”

I turned around to face him.

“She gave me life. Once both of my parents
were dead, why wouldn’t she contact me then?”

He seemed grim. “If you want to find out any
answers, you need to follow the conditions of her will.”

I looked at him directly in the face. “That’s
a stupid idea.”

I returned to the chair and sat. Here I was
in a no-name town, talking to a part-time wrestler in pink socks
and boxers, thinking what a hunk he was, while he’s discussing the
will of a mother I never knew about. And he thinks I should drop
everything in my life to follow her wishes. Right.

But my life was on hold while I
settled my mother’s estate. I wasn’t scheduled to return to work
until after the Christmas break. If I wanted to pursue my past, now
was the time.

Grant walked back to his desk and sat down.
“Then all you have to do is get out of that chair and leave Boggy
Bayou. In a month, all of Maudie’s things will be sold. But then,
you’ll never have the answers to your questions.”

“Surely someone in this town knows the truth
and is willing to tell me what happened.”

Grant finger-brushed his hair back. “I hate
to tell you this, Sara, but absolutely no one ever knew that Maudie
gave birth to a child. Everyone here in town is related to each
other, and they all talk to each other and about each other. There
was never a hint or a guess that Maudie had a daughter. No one has
any answers. Except Maudie, and she’s no longer here. But she left
a lot of things, both in her apartment and her store. Perhaps your
answers are there, in her belongings.”

“There has to be some other way than spending
time here to find out the truth.”

“I doubt it.”

My hands tightened into fists. Who was this
woman who so freely gave away a baby? She was dead, so what
difference should it make to me? I grabbed my purse off the chair
and headed for the door. As I turned the knob, I said. “I won’t do
it.”

“It’s your decision.”

I hurried out of his office and my vision
blurred. I felt Alice’s stare bore into me as I walked past her. I
didn’t care. I felt like hell.

I had been lucky to find a parking place in
front of the office earlier, so I pulled open the door and got
inside.

Then the overpowering feeling of regret
crushed me.

What should I do? Who was I? I didn’t know
anymore. My parents were not my birth parents. Why didn’t they ever
tell me I was adopted? I wouldn’t have loved them any less. They
were all I had known.

But apparently I didn’t know them at all. I
didn’t even know myself. No wonder I stood out like a sore thumb at
family reunions. The only redhead in a brunette clan, the only one
with hazel eyes, the only one who was exceedingly tall, even as a
child. The whispers that would stop whenever I was around. The
sidelong glances. I didn’t belong there. They knew it, but I
didn’t. But maybe deep down, I did know.

Was that why my mother slapped Aunt Sally
when she was drunk and began to say something about me at a family
reunion? Was that why we never went to another reunion again? There
were so many questions, and I didn’t have any answers.

Why didn’t my birth mother keep me? Why did
she give me away?

A few long minutes later, my tears finally
stopped. I kept my head on the steering wheel. I felt so tired.
Exhausted.

A knocking on the car window brought my head
up.

Alice. She rapped again.

I didn’t want to talk to her, but I rolled
down the window anyway.

She gave me a searching look. “You okay,
girl?”

Why would she care?

“I’m fine.” I snuffled.

“You going to give up on Maudie?”

I sighed. “She gave up on me a long time
ago.”

Alice raised her eyebrow. “Did she? You’re
here. Seems to me she wants you to know her.” She lowered her head
and looked at me intently, her dark brown eyes searching my face.
“You a coward, girl?”

My heart sank. Was I? Could I do this? Could
I spend time in this quaint little town? Could I dig through my
mother’s possessions and find out the truth? Would my father’s name
be mentioned somewhere? Surely, he would know why I was given up
for adoption. Or would he? Would he even be alive? I needed to know
the truth.

Could I bear the truth?

I didn’t know the answers to these questions,
but I had to try to find them, or else I would always wonder.

Who was I?

I rolled up the window and opened the door.
Alice gave me a big approving grin. She held out her hand and I
automatically slipped mine into hers. It felt so warm. I wondered
what changed her attitude toward me so drastically.

“I knew you would do it. Maudie always liked
a challenge too. You better hurry. He’s leaving in a few
minutes.”

She slammed my car door shut, then grasped my
shoulder and gave me a little squeeze, and pushed me toward the
office. “It’ll be all right. Find the answers to your
questions.”

I turned and walked toward the building.

I met him coming down the stairs. He gazed at
me with a question in his eyes. It was all I could do to look at
him. I kept remembering his pink underwear. And the body in it.

My heart beat wildly.

“I think I can handle six weeks. I need to
know the truth, or I won’t be able to go on with my life. Just give
me the keys and directions.” I reached out my hand, hoping that he
wouldn’t notice they were shaking.

Grant clasped my hand and heat spread up my
arm then made a u-turn southbound and I started to flush somewhere
else.

“I’ll take you there.” He didn’t look too
happy about the prospect.

I withdrew my hand reluctantly. I needed to
get away from this man. He was doing strange things to my system,
and distance would put me back in control. At least, I hoped it
would. I needed to think, and his closeness was destroying that
ability.

“You don’t have to do that. I’m sure I can
find my way.”

He frowned. “I live there.”

“Where?”

“Maudie was my godmother. I rent a room in
her apartment, so we’re going to be roommates for the next six
weeks.”

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


She was stunning.

She stalked into my office like a tiger. All
movement, fluid and smooth, as if she owned her skin. Her hair
glimmered in the light like a flame, my fingers itched to touch it,
to see if they would burn.

My heart stopped. I felt like Michael in the
second Godfather movie, when he saw the love of his life for the
first time. But, I knew better.

Love wasn’t for me.

Lust would have to suit. And it was lust I
felt looking at her. It couldn’t be anything else. I wouldn’t allow
it. I thought I would embarrass myself before I put my pants
on.

Then to find out that she is Maudie’s
daughter. I know the gods must be laughing. She’s the one woman in
the world that I can’t have. Won’t have.

Unless.

No. It would never work out.

I can be professional around her. I can help
her search for her father, then get her out of town and my life as
soon as possible.

I think my heart might not stand to be around
her for too long.

I must be out of my mind.

 


 


* * *

 


“You must be out of your mind!”

He gave me a big smile. “Not nearly. It’ll be
great. I won’t have pink underwear anymore, as Maudie always did my
laundry, plus she fixed breakfast and dinner.” He looked at me with
a question in his eyes. “You do know how to cook, don’t you?”

I just stood there. I knew my mouth was open.
How attractive that must be. I couldn’t spend six weeks with this
man. He would drive me crazy. I wanted his arms around me. I wanted
those big warm hands on me. I wanted to wrestle with him.

I must be going nuts!

“Come on, do you know how to cook?” He
flashed that dimple again.

It was warfare of a new type. Death by
dimples.

“Yes...I cook...I took some courses...in
college.”

He actually rubbed his hands together.

“Great! And call me Grant. Mr. St. Romain is
too formal for roommates.”

The next six weeks were going to be
something. What, I didn’t know yet. But I just had to overlook the
dimples.

Grant hesitated. He looked serious.

“Sara, if your search for the truth gets too
difficult, you can always stop and go home to Baton Rouge.”

I grimaced. What home? There was only a house
filled with sad memories. “But then I will never know the answers.
I still might not find out what I need to know about my birth
parents, but I have to try, or I’ll always wonder.”

“We can’t have that.” We proceeded down the
stairs and out of the building.

“By the way, what did you have planned for
dinner? I’m famished after my workout at the high school.”

Two could play at this game.

“Why, nothing. As your newest client, you’re
taking me out to dinner as soon as you show me the apartment.”

He sighed. “Ouch! You have Maudie’s
tendencies. Whenever she could corner me into buying her dinner, we
ate out.”

He hesitated at the bottom of the steps. “You
need to give me a ride. My car stalled at the high school and I
walked back.”

“Sure. Where is Maudie’s apartment located?”
We reached my car and I dug in my handbag for the keys.

“Just across from the courthouse. You could
have seen it from my office window.”

I glanced around the square. “Her apartment
is in the business district?”

“Just above the antique store. It’s really
quite large, has a balcony that faces the street, quiet at night. I
generally just walk to my office. The courthouse is across the
street, Hank’s Hole-in-the-Wall is on the other side, we call it
the Hole, absolutely perfect for me. I save tons of time being
close to the courthouse.”

We got into my car and I headed in the
direction that Grant pointed.

“You can park in the alley behind the store.
Just turn here and slip into that parking slot next to the
truck.”

“Whose truck?”

“Maudie’s. Now yours, or it will be in six
weeks.”

“What did she need a truck for?”

He opened the car door and stepped out. I did
the same.

“Maudie generally didn’t open until noon and
she closed at six. She made her antiquing forays in the truck in
the mornings or on Mondays, her only full day off besides
Sunday.”

I opened the trunk and Grant reached in and
grabbed the small suitcase that I had hurriedly packed in case I
had to stay overnight.

“What about Sunday?” I asked.
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