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In this Cinderella story, a shy librarian pretends to be her friend, a glamorous model. Swept away by the romance she finds in New Orleans, her masquerade brings her more happiness and more regrets than she has ever known. The old saying is true: Oh, what a tangled web we weave when first we practice to deceive.

Maria Jones, a shy librarian, shares an apartment with her best friend from high school, Maria Fontaine, a successful fashion model. After a clerical error in their school days, she refers to her friend as “Marla.” Maria lives vicariously through Marla’s adventures up to the time the model becomes engaged to Tienne DuPont, a wealthy shellfish exporter from New Orleans. After a two month separation, Marla decides to call off her long-distance engagement, so she wheedles Maria into meeting with Tienne to tell him the bad news. Mardi Gras has begun, and Maria had always dreamed of going there, so she takes on the challenge.

Taking the hotel suite that was reserved for Marla, Maria assumes her identity until she can meet her roommate’s formidable fiancé. Unfortunately, Tienne is too tied up with business to see her at this time, so Maria goes out to enjoy the festivities. She ends up on the levee after dark, where she is accosted by a sleazy man. At that point, a masked and caped man steps out of the darkness to save her, but at what cost? He implies she is safe with him, but only for now. What does that mean?

Daring to be as bold as her model roommate, she agrees to meet with this man the next day. He is pleasant and charming when he shows her the sights and takes her out to lunch. Just as the relationship starts to bloom, a startling disclosure occurs.

This leads Maria into a world of romance and intrigue beyond her wildest imaginings. Time and time again, she is drawn to tell this man about her deception, but her feelings for him prevent her from doing so. Her inexperience with men is her downfall. This leaves her with growing regrets, as her web of deceit continues to grow denser.

In the meantime, she tries to call her roommate, who promised to be there for her as a strong ally. Marla, in fact, left the country with her new boyfriend to go to Carnival in Rio de Janeiro. This leaves Maria well out of her depth with the man that has claimed her as his own.

Maria becomes a captive, not merely to the lies she has been compelled to tell, but to her love for this man that has become her captor. In spite of all of her efforts, her masquerade becomes more involved. At the same time, the romance that she finds goes beyond anything she has ever known. The clock ticks away as she passes the point of no return. In all probability, her dreams will come crashing down around her if she cannot stop this relentless charade.
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CHAPTER 1

 

The Café Du Monde was very crowded, but that was to be expected.  Mardi Gras had begun, and the streets of the French Quarter of New Orleans were filled with throngs of revelers.  Maria Jones sipped her café au lait as she watched the multifaceted party unwind around her.

It was exotic and exciting, but there was a certain element of danger, very much like the situation in which Maria had placed herself.  As she took a small bite of a beignet, she thought about the strange circumstances that had brought her to this place at this time.

It had always been Maria’s dream to go to Mardi Gras.  As a librarian in a small town on the outskirts of Chicago, she had never been able to afford such a costly vacation.  When her roommate, Maria Fontaine, had first suggested that she should go there in her place, she had adamantly refused.  She had never traveled so far away alone before, and besides, there were other factors to consider.

It was a complicated story.  In high school, Maria had felt drawn in friendship to the only other girl in school who shared her first name.  In spite of their basic differences, the girls became close.  Classmates would refer to them as “the Maria twins,” even though they looked nothing alike.

Maria Fontaine, was a tall, willowy, blue-eyed blonde.  Her extraordinarily stunning looks and dynamic personality had propelled her into a modeling career directly out of high school.  Although Maria Jones was pretty, it was in a more subdued way.  She was of medium height and had long, wavy auburn hair that accented the green in her hazel eyes.  She did not wear much make-up and preferred more conventional clothing.  Her friend was outgoing and flirtatious, while Maria was rather shy and dated infrequently.  She found her enjoyment through reading and sewing.

The girls kept in touch when Maria Jones went to college to get her degree in Library Science.  To some the friendship might have seemed strange, but the girls did not consider their differences to be a limiting factor.  It was those very differences that drew them together.  Maria Fontaine felt the need for the stability and homey attributes that her friend provided; Maria Jones lived vicariously through the model’s exciting career and social life.

Shortly after Maria Jones got a job in the local library, they decided to share an apartment.  Neither of them had sisters, so they provided a family atmosphere for each other.  Maria Fontaine had never found such comfortable compatibility with any of her previous roommates.  There had always been clashes, some created by personality and lifestyle differences, others based on ego.

Maria Jones did not mind doing the cooking and cleaning.  In this respect, she took after her mother, a rather old-fashioned woman.  There was only one thing about her friend that bothered her, and that was Maria Fontaine’s phobia about cell phones.  She believed they caused cancer.  Not only did she refuse to use one, but she’d made Maria Jones get rid of hers before she moved into the apartment.

Whenever the model came home from her high-powered parties and business trips, Maria was always eager to hear the details of her friend’s escapades.  In fact, it was one of these very escapades that brought Maria into her present predicament.  It all started when Maria Fontaine came back from Paris two months earlier.

She was wildly exuberant over having met “the man of her dreams” there in the City of Lights.  When she told the librarian about her whirlwind courtship with Tienne DuPont, a wealthy American exporter of shellfish who was there on business, Maria listened with rapture.

“What was he like, Marla?” Maria had asked, using the nickname she had given her friend after a typing error in high school.

“Tall, dark, and handsome, just like I always dreamed he would be,” the other girl enthusiastically replied.  “It was like a story-book romance.  I met him at this little cafe on the Left Bank after I finished a showing, and as soon as I looked into his eyes, I knew he would be the one.  You wouldn’t believe it, Maria.  He’s so strong and mature, a real man in every sense of the word.

“How did you become engaged so quickly?”

“We went everywhere together while I was there.  He was so gorgeous, I could hardly stand it.  And he bought me everything I wanted.  Could it possibly get any better than that?”

“I guess not.  Tell me how he asked you to marry him.”

Marla had to shake her head quickly to clear away the intoxicating vapors of memory that almost prevented her from being able to speak about her happiness.

“It was the last night I was there,” she finally said.  “We were having cocktails on the top of the EiffelTower . . .”

“The EiffelTower,” Maria repeated with a sigh, picturing it all.

“Yes, and then he asked me.  Naturally, I said yes.”

The ramifications of these circumstances slowly began to dawn on the librarian.

“Will you be moving to Paris?” she asked.

“Of course not.  He owns one of those fabulous old mansions near New Orleans.  I can’t wait to see it.”

“Then, you’ll be living in Louisiana?”

“No way!  He’ll have to get a place up here.  I’m not going to give up my career.”

“But, what about his business, Marla?”

“If he can take the time to run around Europe for six weeks, then he can go wherever he likes.”

“When will I be meeting him?”

“That’s the catch.  Now, tell me if this isn’t romantic.  Tienne has to finish his business in Europe.  Then, he’s going to be involved in setting up a new line of fishing boats in Florida.  He told me that he’ll be too busy with business to give me the proper attention I need, but wait ’til you hear this.  His family has a suite at one of those lovely, old hotels in the French Quarter of New Orleans.  They keep it for friends and business associates who come to visit.  Well, he’s going to have it all ready for me so I can go down there during Mardi Gras!  Won’t that be incredible?”

Maria was surprised by this news.

“Mardi Gras?” she said.  “That must be two months away.  You won’t see him before then?”

“We’ll keep in touch, and, of course, I have my own commitments.  But, isn’t that the most romantic thing you ever heard?  Can’t you picture me staying at a luxury suite right in the middle of all that excitement?  It’s probably the biggest party in the world!”

“Is that when you plan to be married?” Maria asked, not fully understanding how her friend could bear to be separated from her fiancé for so long.

“That’s what Tienne said.  He’s a very commanding man.  I think that’s one of the reasons I was so attracted to him.  I’d never met anyone who was that forceful before.”

“I didn’t think you liked forceful men, Marla.  Are you sure this is what you want?”

“Absolutely!” the model replied, as her thoughts drifted away to a high plateau of romantic intrigue.

This confirmation did not assure Maria at all.  She knew her friend far too well to believe that she could ever enjoy being dominated by a man.  Marla liked to have her own way, and that was that.

In a hesitating voice, she asked, “Who’s making the wedding plans?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care,” the model indifferently replied.  “I’m living my dreams.  Tienne will take care of everything.”

Not long after that, Maria’s concerns began to deepen.  When Tienne DuPont had first called Marla to discuss their plans, her friend had been as enthusiastic as before.  After a few weeks, her fervor started to flag somewhat.

It seemed that her fiancé had gotten the impression that she was going to give up her career and come to live quietly with him in Louisiana.  Apparently their brief acquaintance had not given them enough time to truly get to know each other.  They had a horrible fight on the phone.  When the model’s anger turned to tears, her fiancé had consoled her with the idea that they would discuss the matter further when she came to New Orleans.

Then, there was the problem of the engagement ring.  Marla wanted a new, fabulous diamond affair, while Tienne had planned to give her an heirloom that had been passed down through his family for generations.  The model adamantly refused to wear a ring that had been worn by someone else.

The dissension grew, but there had been the hope that it all would be resolved when they met at Mardi Gras.  The model became less and less satisfied with the arrangement.  The strength she had admired in Tienne only weeks before now repulsed her.  Suddenly, he was the most hard-headed man she had ever met.  How could he possibly think she was going to give up her career to live in some old house in the swamps?  Didn’t he realize she needed excitement?  She would not put up with this treatment!

Not long after that, Marla met another man.  He was so sweet and sincere, and he liked her just the way she was.  He was not as handsome as Tienne DuPont, but he was every bit as wealthy.

Only a week remained before the time that had been set for her to meet her fiancé in Louisiana.  The model had always been selfish, and she did not deviate from her former patterns now.  She refused to take any calls from Tienne, and this put her roommate in the unenviable position of having to say she was not there when his secretary called for him.  Maria Jones had to marvel at the ease with which her friend tossed aside one wealthy suitor to take on another.

The situation rapidly degraded when Marla got her final communication from the man she had promised to marry.  It was a brief note that read, “Maria, in spite of our obvious differences, I still expect to meet with you as planned.  This must be dealt with face-to-face.  I’ll be waiting for you in New Orleans.  Tienne.”  Marla shrieked when she read this.

“Can you believe the arrogance of the man?” she shouted as she tore the note to shreds.  “As if I would meet him in New Orleans just because he demands I should!  Well, Mr. DuPont can sit there and wait for me until his teeth fall out!”

“You can’t just stand him up like that!” the librarian replied in a horrified voice.  

The model looked at her in surprise, and then slowly sat down on the couch.

“You’re right,” she said in a thoughtful voice.  “I can’t do that.”

“It would be a nasty thing to do,” Maria stated, sitting down beside her to wrap a reassuring arm around her friend’s shoulders.  “You have to be reasonable about this.”

“I’m thinking about it,” Marla replied with a look of intense concentration on her face.   “I can’t stand him up like that.”

“That’s right.  The only sensible thing to do is to go down there and settle this with him in person.”

Marla, still distracted, did not appear to hear her friend’s advice.

“I can’t just leave it like that,” she continued, “because he’ll come here to confront me.  I could never stand that.”

“What?” Maria asked in confusion.

Her roommate turned her face to stare at her, and her expression became devious.

“You’ll have to go down there and explain it to him for me,” she said in a tone that indicated she had no doubt about her roommate’s compliance.

“I can’t do that!” Maria replied in horror.

“You have to!  You’re my friend, and you know just what to say all the time.  It will be perfect.”

“It would be awful!  He’ll be furious!”

“Good.  Let him rant all he wants.”

“But I don’t want to be there to see it.”

“Oh, come on, Maria.  If you got into the same fix, I’d take care of it for you.  Just do this one, little thing for me.”

The model’s face was so pleading that Maria found it hard to resist.

“Even if I go, it won’t satisfy him,” she said in a timid voice. “You know he still expects you to marry him.  He’ll come after you anyway.”

“No, he won’t.  Not if you explain it all to him.”

“I can’t,” Maria replied, shaking her head.  “I don’t want to do anything like that.”

“But, you told me you always wanted to go to Mardi Gras!” Marla exclaimed with a brilliant smile.  “It will be like a free vacation!  You’ll have the plane ticket he sent me, the hotel suite, and all the room service you want, and it won’t cost you a cent!  And after you tell him, you’ll be free to enjoy Mardi Gras.  I know that’s what you’ve always wanted.  Tienne is rich.  He can afford it, and he wouldn’t dare turn away any friend of mine.”

“How can you ask me to do this?” Maria asked with a gulp, as her resistance began to break down.  “I’ve never even met the man.  I wouldn’t know what to say to him.”

“You don’t have to worry about that at all.  I’ll tell you exactly what to say.”

And that was exactly what Marla Fontaine had done, as she wore away the remainder of her friend’s opposition to the scheme.  Before Maria could fully comprehend what was happening, she was on a plane to New Orleans.  As a final incentive, the model had thrust the masquerade costume that she had intended to wear into Maria’s suitcase.  The bright red, glittering gown had been several inches too long for her friend to wear, but she had had it secretly altered to fit Maria a few days before she left.

The hotel suite had been all prepared for her arrival, or rather, her roommate’s.  Two large bouquets of flowers graced the rooms with their beauty and heavenly aroma.  Chilled champagne and a basket of delectable treats had been placed on the table by the couch.  

When she had told the desk clerk she was there to take Miss Maria Fontaine’s suite, a note had been presented to her.  It read, “Maria, darling, I’m detained by business.  Please, make yourself comfortable.  The room service menu is in the top drawer of the desk.  I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Maria felt out of place and heartily ashamed by all of the luxury that was not meant for her.  About fifteen minutes after she had settled into the room, she had received a call from the hotel manager.  The staff had already assumed that she was Maria Fontaine, so she now felt compelled to go ahead with the pretence.  Everything could be rectified later.

Yes, she was Maria Fontaine.  That’s what she said.  The manager then told her that Mr. DuPont had called shortly after her arrival and left a message for her.  He apologized again for being detained, but he would not be able to meet her before ten o’clock that evening.  She should order dinner from room service if she liked, and then, occupy herself with the festivities as long as she desired.  He would contact her later.

Maria had accepted this information with as much grace as her throbbing nerves would allow.  On a sudden inspiration, she told the manager that when Mr. DuPont called back, he should tell him that she would see him tomorrow.  At this point, she felt unprepared for an encounter with the formidable exporter.  She needed some free time to compose herself before she delivered her friend’s message.

In order to assure herself of this essential time alone, she immediately dressed in her roommate’s glamorous costume and left the hotel.  If Tienne DuPont decided he did not want to wait to see his fiancée, he would not be able to find her.  He would be forced to wait another day before he received the fatal blow to his engagement.

Before Maria had left Chicago, she had researched the web to learn all she could about New Orleans.  She had studied the information carefully, especially the map of the French Quarter.  The Mardi Gras celebration was in full swing, and the streets were alive with activity.  

She was thrilled by a parade of elaborate floats, passing along on Bourbon Street.  Golden coins and strings of beads were tossed out to those who clamored for them on the sidewalks.  Maria had been prepared for this, but the crowds were much thicker than she had expected.  The week of celebration had just begun.

By this time, all of her worries had fallen away.  It was all so exciting, the French Quarter during Mardi Gras.  The exotic aromas, the color, the life, the flamboyance of the people who had come there to enjoy themselves.  It was a kaleidoscope of bustling activity, and yet, the jostling of the crowds unnerved her in a way she might not have felt if she had someone to share her enthusiasm.  It was almost too much for her to comprehend.

That is how Maria Jones came to be sitting by herself in a chair at the Café Du Monde, shifting the red-feathered Mardi Gras mask onto her forehead as she sipped the rich New Orleans coffee.  Her feeling of mortification at being an imposter at the hotel had lessened as her excitement with the events around her had grown.

When Maria finished the delicious coffee and pastries, she wanted to linger a while and watch the passing masqueraders, but people were waiting to take her table.  She left a tip and walked back into the noisy throng.  

Tonight was hers to enjoy as she wished.  Tomorrow might bring sorrow to a man she had never met, and he might send her on her way home.  That would be all right.  The director of the library had been sympathetic about her need for a sudden vacation, and she was sure he would find no problem if she decided to curtail it.  This might well be her only night to enjoy the fun of Mardi Gras, so she would enjoy it while she could.

A short distance away was the stairs that led up to the levee which bordered the Mississippi River.  Maria was filled with a childlike excitement as she viewed the mighty river for the first time.  Ever since she had read Mark Twain’s tales of the Mississippi, she had longed to see this magical water that flowed down from afar to visit the land of dreams.

All of the noise around her faded into obscurity as she looked across those darkly turbulent waters.
 Lights from the opposing bank sent shimmering patterns across the water.  A number of ships passed in the night as they made their way to their various destinations.  Not far away, a paddleboat’s horn blared out its strident message against the muted murmur of the Mardi Gras’ cacophony.

“I’m here!” Maria called out, feeling new joy in being alive.

“And what can I do for you?” replied a raggedly clad man who came out of the darkness beside her.

Maria shrank away from him in sudden fear.  She looked quickly from side-to-side, but the levee held only two passersby, moving in the opposite direction.  The man stepped closer to her.  His face was a grinning mask of sensuality.

“What do you want?” Maria cried out as she clutched her purse tightly against her.

“Whatever you have to offer,” that menacing face replied.

All at once, she was seized from behind by a pair of strong arms that swiftly shifted her away from the threatening intruder.  Maria gasped as she looked up to see what the new danger might be.

It was another man, costumed in a black mask and cloak.  He held her shoulders firmly in his hands as he looked back at the horrible man who had been bothering her.

“This woman is mine,” he whispered in a quiet, yet penetrating voice.

The first intruder hastily melted back into the darkness.  Maria felt herself growing faint.  The hands that held her increased in strength, as they led her to a bench on the boardwalk.

“It’s all right,” he whispered in a soft, Cajun drawl against her ear.  “You have nothin’ to fear from me . . . for now.”

He added that last word casually, almost as though it had no meaning.  Maria felt too weak to resist him, but she dreaded whatever significance that final word might have implied.

Once she was seated, the stranger drew away his arms to sit closely beside her.  His posture held no imminent threat as he looked out across the water, but Maria still felt the need to quiver uncontrollably.  Under normal circumstances, she would not have been so shaken by this unpleasant incident, but the fear and excitement of the day had her emotions in turmoil.

Before she could think of a word to say, the man said, “It’s not safe to come up here on the levee after dark.  There are those here,” and he paused before completing the sentence, “who are not kind.”

Maria, at this point, managed to gasp out, “Who are you?” 

The man looked at her, but she could not see his expression behind the mask.

“I’m the man who’s saved you from an unsavory experience.”

“But who are you?”

In a low voice, he replied, “Someone who likes to save damsels in distress.”

Once again, he looked away.  As Maria’s heart slowed down enough for her to breathe more regularly, she whispered, “Should I be afraid of you?”

“Perhaps, but not now,” the man gravely answered.

Maria could not decide how to interpret this cryptic response.   She huddled into herself and her breathing quickened again.  When the man did not move for some minutes, she began to relax a little.  He was not posing any particular threat outside of his formidable presence, and he gave her no indication that he intended to hurt her.

Compared to the streets, it was very quiet here on the bank of the Mississippi.  As Maria glanced to her side, she saw a couple of lovers on the bench beside her.  They were rapt in their passion for each other.  No one else had come up from the stairs during those past few minutes.

The man was close to her, yet distant.  In his obvious abstraction with the water, she turned her head to look at him.  His body was hidden by the black cloak that covered him, but she could see that he possessed a large, imposing build.  The dim lights along the levee picked up blue-black highlights in his dark hair.  His features were still covered by a plain, black mask.

In a tremulous voice, Maria asked, “May I go now?”

“If you want to,” was the man’s indifferent reply.

By all rights, Maria knew she should have gotten up and left then, but some force beyond her reckoning held her captured in its spell.  She remained seated and looked out at the river.

After a moment, her confidence grew and she said, “I want to thank you for what you did.”

“I did nothin’,” the man softly replied.

“That’s not true,” Maria corrected him.  “I don’t know what that person had in mind, but I’m sure he was up to no good.”

This won a response from the man.  He turned to look at her.  While she could not see his eyes, she could feel the penetration of their intensity.

He held her pinned back against his gaze for a moment, and then said, “What are you doin’ here, all alone?”

Maria took a deep breath and replied, “I’ve come to see Mardi Gras.”

The man now shifted his position to face his body toward hers.  She pulled away in her mind, but Maria’s body did not move.  When man spoke again, it was in a taunting voice.

“What does a little, red butterfly like you have to do with Mardi Gras?”

“I’ve always wanted to see it,” Maria responded in a small voice, suddenly feeling overwhelmed by his direct presence.

“All alone?” he inquired. 

“I’ve never had a problem like that before.”

“And where is the man who should be takin’ care of you?”

This question confused the young woman.  She said, “My father is with my mother in Illinois.”

There was a period of silence that she found to be uncomfortable.

Then, the man asked, “How old are you, child?”

“I’m not a child!” Maria heatedly replied.  “I’m twenty-four!”

“And your twenty-four years led you here?”

“I can take care of myself.” 

“That isn’t the way I saw it.”

Maria fidgeted nervously on her seat, and then returned, “You just happened by at an unexpected moment.”

“Life is full of unexpected dangers.”

This interplay of words grated against Maria’s sense of independence.

She refuted his doubts by saying, “I could have handled it.”

The man laughed.  It was only a wisp of sound, and then it was gone.

“What’s your name?” he asked in a more conventional voice. 

“Maria.”

He turned to look at her more directly.

“This can be a dangerous city, Maria,” he finally said. 

“I can see that,” the librarian asserted.  “I’ll have to be more careful about where I go.”

“Would you like me to walk you back to your hotel?” 

“How did you know I was staying in a hotel?” 

“Where else would a little butterfly like you stay?” 

These words made Maria pause for a moment.  Finally, she relented, saying, “I would appreciate that.” 

Without asking what question she had replied to, the man stood up.  He towered over Maria as she followed his lead. 

“Which hotel?” he asked.

After deciding that she would be safe in his company, Maria told him where she was staying.  The man turned and walked on.  She followed him.  It felt uncomfortable to be led like this, so when the sidewalk would allow it, she walked at his side.  Briefly, she would steal glances in his direction, but he did not look back at her.

At the front entrance of the hotel, the man stopped and said, “Here we are.”

Maria was equally terse when she replied, “Thank you.” 

When she would have gone in without saying another word, her masked protector stopped her by putting his hand on her arm.  Maria turned to him in surprise.  He was so tall that she had to turn her head back to look up into his face.

“How darin’ do you pretend to be?” he asked.

“I’m no coward,” Maria ardently assured him. 

“Meet me tomorrow afternoon at noon where we sat tonight.” 

“I might not be able to,” the young woman hastily replied. 

“If you dare, meet me there.”

Before Maria could make any further explanation, he was gone.  She stared after him, but the dark figure was obscured by the passage of others.  After she returned to her room, it was a long while before she could sleep.

She had the task that faced her in the morning, and she had the man’s invitation.  The first problem, she felt fairly certain she could handle.  The second, she was not sure about at all.

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

Maria was awakened by the sound of a telephone ringing on the table beside the bed.  It was the manager.  He told her that Mr. DuPont had called and left another message for her, saying he was sorry he had missed her yesterday and that he would not be able to meet her until seven o’clock that evening.  She should enjoy herself.  He would see her later.

Maria began to have doubts about the depth of his love for his fiancée.  He appeared to be more interested in business than romance.  This did not sound like the ardent lover that Marla Fontaine had described.  Perhaps the two months of separation had taken its effect on him, too.

A look at the clock showed her it was just after nine.  Maria was surprised that she had slept so late.  Her troubled thoughts of the previous night had kept her awake longer than she had suspected.  A peek out the window revealed it was another sunny day.  

Taking advantage of her free use of room service, Maria ordered croissants and coffee.  She then decided to dress in the mint green gown she had made to wear as a costume.  It was not nearly as elaborate as the one Marla had given her, but its simple lines flattered her figure, giving her the appearance of greater height.

Maria did not put on the white feathered mask that was meant to accompany the gown until she stepped out of the hotel.  The street party had continued in her absence.  It had swelled to the point that the narrow streets of the old city could barely contain the mobs of party-goers.

Maria allowed herself to be jostled along with the flow of the crowd.    Bourbon Street was the center of activities.  From almost every doorway came the music of another band.  The noise was overwhelming and the whole area smelled profusely of alcoholic beverages.  For a while, Maria stood by the curb and took pictures of a passing parade, trying to ignore the unsavory activities that the celebration attracted.  There was a mad scramble every time beads or coins were thrown out to the crowd from one of the floats.  She managed to catch two necklaces, laughing in triumph as the others did.

By late morning, Maria realized that she was tired.  She needed to find a quiet place to sit down and unwind.  As she thought about last night’s adventure, she recalled the benches on the levee.  She felt it would surely be safe to go there at this time of day.

On her way there, Maria stopped to take a picture of the cathedral in Jackson Square.  The statue of Andrew Jackson on horseback appeared to be in salute to the crowds.  When she finally jostled her way to the view of the Mississippi, she took a few shots of the river and a passing paddleboat.

A glance behind her revealed that the bench she had sat on yesterday was unoccupied.  Without thinking of anything except her tired feet, she took a seat.  The sun was bright overhead, yet Maria enjoyed the warmth it brought to this rather cool February day.

Suddenly it occurred to her that it was almost time for her meeting with the mysterious stranger of last night.  She had never quite been able to decide whether or not she wanted to see him again.  The way he had presented his invitation as a challenge irked her.  She was not afraid to meet him again, but she had to wonder if it would be wise.  He had been her protector, and yet, some of his words held an undercurrent of possible danger.  Maria wondered if she had subconsciously put herself in this position to meet with him again.

She pondered over the possibilities, and then pushed them aside in the excitement of the Mardi Gras festivities.  Somewhere in the back of her mind, she realized she must have come to a decision, for it could not have been mere coincidence that had led her to this spot at this time.  A look at her watch told her it was almost noon.

She still had time to back out, but her thoughts kept her rooted in place.  Everything looked so much brighter and safer in the daylight.  Even her attitude was lighter.  Maria had been delighted with the freedom she had been given that day.  She was no longer afraid to be alone in this strange, exhilarating town.  It gave her the greatest sense of independence she had ever felt, and that made her feel daring and impetuous.

Why should she isolate herself from new experiences until her friend’s fiancé sent her back home?  By then, it would be too late to enjoy herself.  Her chance to be daring would be gone.

Yes, she would stay there and wait for the dark stranger to arrive.  Once the decision had firmly been made, Maria felt stronger.  This was something her roommate would do.  Marla would never shy away from anything that might have romantic overtones.  She would go boldly into it with laughter and vivacity.

For one time in her life, Maria Jones was determined to act just like Maria Fontaine.  Why shouldn’t she take advantage of the situation while it presented itself?  For once in her life, she would be the one to have an exciting escapade of her own!  She had all of the background she needed to make her dream seem real . . . a suite in a luxurious hotel, glamorous clothing, and free meals.  This was something that the model always took for granted.  This time Maria would be the one to return home with a story to tell.  Marla was beautiful and she had an exciting career.  Today, Maria Jones felt beautiful, too, and with the masquerade of Mardi Gras to condone her deception, she could also be thought of as a successful model.  Why shouldn’t she claim she was?  No one would ever discover her deceit.

As Maria filled her mind with the raptures of her daydreams, someone sat beside her.  At first, she was unaware of his presence.  Then, as she felt his gaze upon her, she turned to look at into the same black mask she had seen the night before.  The man looked back at her with the slightest hint of a smile in his dark eyes.

“What were you thinkin’ about, butterfly?” he asked in a lazy drawl.

Maria’s sense of confusion quickly passed.  She smiled openly and looked out at the river.

“I was just feeling happy,” she replied.

“I noticed that look on your face and hoped that anticipation of my arrival had put it there.”

“Oh, I wasn’t thinking about you,” Maria quickly corrected him.

“Then what put such a sparkle in your eyes?  Do you have another boyfriend?” the man asked lightly.

“No.  I was thinking about my career’.”

“Really?  It must be somethin’ special to take your mind off Mardi Gras.”

“It is!” Maria enthusiastically replied.  “I didn’t tell you last night, but I’m a model.”

Even with the mask covering most of his upper face, Maria thought she could detect a dubious frown in his features.

Before he had a chance to say anything, she blurted out, “Don’t you believe me?  It’s true, you know.  I model high-fashion clothing for a major international designer.”

The fire in the man’s eyes burned even brighter as he said, “Why shouldn’t I believe you, Maria?   Even with that mask on, I can tell that you’re a beautiful young woman.”

“Do you really think so?” Maria asked a bit too anxiously, the compliment in the man’s words making her momentarily forget her charade.

“Well, let’s see,” the man thoughtfully replied as he steepled his fingers beneath his chin.  “Why don’t you take off your mask?”

Suddenly, Maria felt shy.  She was afraid he might be disappointed when he saw her whole face.  Sensing her reluctance, the stranger reached over and lifted the mask before Maria had the chance to stop him.

When she would have pulled it back into place, he said, “Stop fighting me.  You act as though I’m undressing you.”

Waves of crimson rose heatedly through Maria’s face as her resistance subsided.  The man left the white mask on top of her hair and stared down at her with a smile.  Maria had to look away, flushing again in fear that he would not think she was pretty enough to be what she claimed.

“You’re blushin’,” he stated offhandedly.

“What?” she replied in confusion.

“I said you’re blushin’.  I thought models were above that sort of thing.”

“I am a model!” Maria stubbornly insisted.

“Your face is too sweet and pretty to take on that expression of hauteur.  If you really want to prove it to me, you should get up and display your gown the way you do on stage.” 

“What?” the young woman cried out in sudden embarrassment.

“You heard me.  Get up and walk back and forth.  It should be no problem for you since you’ve done it so many times before.” 

Maria would not allow him to discredit her any further.  She mustered all of her bravado and stood up.  Then, with the same smooth, graceful steps that she had seen Marla take when she was in a show, she walked forward a few steps, turned, posed, and walked back to turn again.  She could feel the man’s eyes burning through her poise.

“Very nice,” he commented after she had stopped.  “Do it again.”

“Do what?”

“Turn around and strut back and forth again.”

Maria’s confidence was on the point of shattering.  Regardless of her mortification, she would not let this man get the better of her.  She would prove out her deception if it was the last thing she did.

As she completed her final turn, the heel of her shoe caught in the hem of her gown.  With a gasp, she fell into the man’s immediately outstretched arms.  He caught her and brought her unbalanced body to rest across his lap.

“Superb performance,” he said with a wisp of a laugh.  “You must sell enormous amounts of clothes if you treat all of your male buyers to such a delightful finale.”

With no sense of composure, Maria scrambled hastily off of his lap.  The blush was back as she sat back down on the bench.

“It’s just the gown!” she explained in embarrassment.  “This is the first time I’ve worn it!”

“Do you practice wearin’ your other clothes before you go on stage?”

“Stop questioning me!” Maria cried out in frustration. “You made me take off my mask; why don’t you take off yours!”

“I didn’t think you were curious enough to want to see my face,” the man blandly replied.

“Well, I am.  If you’re going to make fun of me, the least you can do is let me see your face!”

“All right.”


The stranger removed his mask, and then looked at Maria as though he expected her to make some comment.  She was too busy staring at his fine, aristocratic features to do anything else.  Maria had never guessed he would turn out to be so handsome.

After bearing with her scrutiny for a long moment, he said, “I hope I meet with your approval.”

Maria tried to hide the smile that danced behind her lips when she said, “You’ll do.”

“Bold words, my girl.  Would you care to take a little walk along the river?”

“I’ve done enough walking for you.”

“This time, you’ll walk with me.”

After saying this, the man got to his feet and crooked out his elbow in invitation.  Maria stood up beside him.  For the first time, she could see that his eyes were a deep blue color.  The glint in them mocked at her for not taking his arm.  Maria quickly remedied this situation, and they strolled off to the right along the levee.

Her body tingled where it made contact with the man’s.  He seemed to exude a certain vibrancy that pulsed through her like an electric current.  In the daylight, she got a better look at his costume, if you could call it that.  He wore the same black satin cape he had worn the night before, but beneath it, he wore a plain black business suit, white shirt, and black tie.  If he removed the cloak, all vestiges of the masquerade would be gone.

Maria suddenly realized he had been talking to her for several seconds before she caught the gist of what he was saying.  She focused in to hear him say, “. . . and this is called Jackson Square in honor of President Andrew Jackson, who was also a former mayor of New Orleans.  Have you heard all this before?”

“No, this is my first trip to New Orleans.  Please, go on.”

“If you had come in March, you would have been able to see the azaleas in bloom, but I suppose you have azaleas in Illinois.  You did say you were from Illinois; didn’t you?”

“Yes.  I guess I did.”

“Do you live near Chicago?”

“As a matter of fact, I live in a small community on the outskirts of the city.  Are you familiar with Chicago?”

“Not really,” the man vaguely replied.  “Do you plan to stay here long?”

“I don’t know yet,” answered Maria.  “I’d like to see all of Mardi Gras.”

“What would prevent you from staying?”

“It’s some business I have to take care of.”

“Here or at home?”

“Here.  If things don’t work out right, I’ll have to leave.”

“Is this modelin’ business?”

“No.  It’s personal.”

“Anything I might help you with?”

“Thank you, but no.”

Maria was becoming discomforted by all of the man’s questions.  He seemed to sense this, for he said, “I won’t pry any more.” 

Just as the young woman was breathing a silent sigh of relief, he continued, “There is one personal question I’d like to ask you.” 

Maria shuddered inside, fearing it might be something she would be unable or unwilling to answer.  In spite of her reservations, she said, “What is it?”

“Is Mardi Gras the only reason you wanted to be here?”

“Why else would I have made the trip?”

“That’s what I’m askin’ you.”

Now, Maria felt completely flustered, wondering if her face would ever stop burning when she was with this man.  She’d always believed that honesty was indeed the best policy, and now it appeared that she had put herself in the position of having to invent one lie after another.  How could this have happened because of one innocent, little masquerade? 

She finally replied, “I can’t think of any other reason for me to come here other than a desire to see Mardi Gras.”

“And that was your only desire?” the man asked, putting a coy emphasis on that final word.

“You said you would ask only one more question and that makes two,” Maria impulsively counterstroked.

“Touché, mademoiselle.”

Feeling somewhat awed by his soignée, the librarian felt the need to add, “Of course, I’d like to stay and see more of the attractions in New Orleans.  It seems to be a fascinating city with all of this old world charm.  It feels like a page out of a dream.”

“How poetic, butterfly.”

Bluffly moving on, Maria said, “I believe you owe me an answer to a personal question of my own.”

She looked up when she said this to catch the man’s reaction.

“What would that be?”

“You never told me your name.”

“Now, that’s getting’ too personal,” he replied with a grin that touched his eyes more than his lips.

“You won’t tell me?”

“You’re unwrappin’ all the layers of my mystery, but I’ll answer you anyway.  My name is Steve.”

“Steve,” Maria mused to herself.  “It suits you.”

“As Maria suits you.”

“I always thought it was too glamorous.”

“For a model like you?  Isn’t glamour the essence of your lifestyle?”

“I suppose it is,” the girl answered briefly to cover up the lapse in her facade.

“Tell me of all the wonderful places you’ve visited throughout the world, Maria.”

“I don’t want to talk about anything business-related now.  Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

“There’s nothin’ much to tell that wouldn’t bore you.  I’m not married, if that’s what you were wonderin’.”

“The thought never crossed my mind,” Maria smoothly lied.

“You seem to be very different today.”

“In what way?”

“Last night, you seemed to be so innocent and fearful.  Why did you act that way?”

“It must have been my reaction to that man on the levee.”

“But that character seemed to suit you so well.”

“As did yours.”

“Mine?  How so?”

“You seemed so mysterious . . . dangerous, threatening, almost.”

“It must have been the spirit of the masquerade.  Perhaps I was inspired by your sense of helplessness.”

“Well, I like you better the way you are now.”

“Beware, little butterfly,” the man replied, as he looked at Maria with a forbidding look in his eyes.  “You don’t know which character is truly mine.”

“Are you trying to frighten me again?” Maria asked, once again feeling that sense of intimidation set in.

“Let’s put it this way.  I’m sure you can trust me just as much as I can trust you.”

This answer did not satisfy Maria at all.  She would have pondered over the subject further, but Steve spoke again.

“Have you had your lunch?”

“No.”

“I know a nice, quiet restaurant where we can go.”

“A nice, noisy restaurant would do just as well,” Maria replied, once again feeling mistrustful of the man.

“Wouldn’t you like to go someplace that tourists don’t know about?”

“I am a tourist, and I’d like to do tourist-type things, if it’s all the same to you.”

“That doesn’t bother me.  There’s a world-famous restaurant a few blocks away.”

“Excuse me, Steve,” Maria interrupted.  “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but I can’t go to any expensive restaurants with you.”

“Why not?”

“For one thing, I’m on a limited budget.”

“I intended to pay for your meal.”

“That’s the second reason I can’t go with you.  I don’t know you that well, and to be blunt, I don’t want to put myself in the position of having to owe you any large debts of gratitude.” 

Steve was silent for a moment, and then he replied, “Would that compromise your ethics or do you find me unattractive?”

“The first,” Maria replied in a small voice.

“I can live with that,” Steve coolly returned.  “I find it refreshin’.”

“As long as I didn’t damage your ego.”

“That would be veritably impossible.  Did you happen to notice that large building we passed a little while ago, the Brewery?”

“Not really.”

Steve stopped walking, and Maria unlinked her arm from his.

“Well, they have one floor devoted to inexpensive international cuisine, served cafeteria-style.  Would that suit your standards of propriety?”

“Only if I can pay my own way.”

“You’ve already abused me enough.  I’ll pay and say no more on the subject.”

Turning back in the direction from which they had come, Steve pulled Maria’s arm back through his again before they walked on.

“Are you always this domineering?” she felt compelled to ask, but in a light tone.

“No.  I’m usually far worse.”

“Are all New Orleans men like this?” 

“I don’t know all of the men in this town.”

“In a way, you’ve come to personify New Orleans for me.”

“That would be unfair to the others.”

“Would you happen to know . . .” Maria stopped herself just before she reached the boundary of indiscretion.

“Yes?  You were sayin’?”

“Never mind.  Some things are better left unsaid.”

“Now, you’re the one who’s being mysterious.”

“A woman should have some mystery about her.”

“Exactly how much mystery do you think it takes to keep a man interested?”

“That would involve a complicated answer.”

“I have plenty of time.”

They discussed the relative merits of mystery until they arrived at their destination.  After Maria ordered some specialties of New Orleans cuisine with advice from Steve, he ordered his own meal, and they sat down at a table by the window that overlooked the river.  Maria could not help glancing frequently at the waterborne traffic.

“The Mississippi seems to fascinate you,” Steve commented between mouthfuls.

“This whole town does.  I’ve always dreamed of being here.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe it’s the history involved.  Being in the French Quarter is almost like being in a foreign country.  It’s all so romantic.”

“Is romance important to you?”

“I never thought about it that way, but I suppose it is.”

“Let me ask you this, Maria.  If you could describe your perfect romantic scenario, what would it be?”

“I’d have to think about that.”

“Don’t take too long.”

“All right.  I’ve got it.  This may sound crazy to you, but I like those old desert stories where the sheik carries the maiden off to his tent.”

“That tells me a lot about you.”

“Then, I’ve said too much.  I had hoped to be amusing, not revealing.”

“Weren’t you being serious?”

“I don’t know what to say any more, Steve’.”

“Just be truthful.”

“I have a feeling that could get me into trouble . . . with you.”

“You’re already in deeper trouble than you know, my girl.”

“What do you mean by that?” Maria asked, suddenly feeling that the banter had become somewhat less playful.

“You might be toyin’ with the emotions of a dangerous man.”

“Are you talking about yourself?”

“Is there another man in your life?”

“If you’re asking me if I have a boyfriend right now, the answer is no, and that includes you.  You’ve asked me a lot of questions, but you haven’t told me much about yourself at all.”

“What would you like to know?”

“It’s hard to decide where to begin.  For all I know, you’re as much of a tourist here as I am.”

“I’m not a tourist, Maria.”

“Do you live here or are you here on vacation?”

“I live here.”

“How old are you?”

“Now, you’re getting direct.  I’m thirty-two.  What else do you want to know?”

“After asking me that question in that tone of voice, I’m afraid to ask you anything else.”

“Then, I’ll ask you somethin’.  Are you afraid of me?”

“In a way, I am.”

“So, why are you sittin’ here, havin’ lunch with me?  You could have shaken me off at any time this afternoon.  For that matter, you didn’t even have to show up for our date.  Why did you come?”

“Would you believe me if I told you I had nothing better to do?”

“Try again.”

“All right.  You intrigue me.”

“Please explain that.”

“I’ve never met anyone like you before.  I meant it when I said you frighten me, but there’s something about you.  Maybe it’s just the circumstances under which we met; I’m not sure.  I’ve led a rather sheltered life, and I find you exciting.”

“Are you lookin’ for a vacation romance, Maria?”

“I’m not that kind of person.” 

“Then, what is your ultimate goal?  Marriage?”

“Only if I find the right man.”


“How would you describe this person?” 

“You’re very inquisitive, Steve.”

“If it offends you, I’ll ask you no more questions.”

“No, it’s all right.  I just wondered why you had so much interest in me.”

“I could give you an answer that would be trite, but instead I’ll say this; you intrigue me, too.”

They were silent for a moment as Maria considered his words.

Then Steve went on, “Are you goin’ to answer my question about Mr. Right?”

Maria placed her fork on her plate and delicately wiped her mouth with her napkin.  The man waited patiently.

“You mentioned something that might be trite a moment ago,” Maria finally answered, “and maybe that’s how you might describe my answer.  I’m not really looking for a husband.  I’m hoping we will find each other.  The man I imagine does not have to be handsome, but I would like him to be honest and giving.  By that, I mean giving of himself.  Open.  Communicative.  I don’t need to be showered with expensive gifts; in fact, I don’t want any gifts at all unless they’re given from the heart.  I want a man who will love me for myself, and not try to change me.  I want his respect and I want his fidelity.  Most important of all, I want his love, totally and forever.”

“Good Lord, you are a determined person!”

“Why do you say it like that?  Do you think I’m asking for too much?”

“Too little and too much at the same time.  I can’t believe that anyone could be as noble as that.”

“Have you been hurt by a woman, Steve?”

“Yes,” the man bitterly replied.  “You might say that.”

“Recently?”

“I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Was she your wife?”

“I told you I’m not married.”

“That says nothing about divorce.”

“I thought you said you weren’t goin’ to pry.” 

“I’m sorry,” Maria immediately relented.  “You made me curious.”

“Do you want to see me again, Maria?”

“I’d like to, but as I said, I might have to go home.”

“I would pay for you to stay here for a while if money is the problem.”

“That is the problem, but I couldn’t let you do that.”

“I know.  We discussed this before, but I wanted to add there would be no strings attached.”

“It’s more than that, Steve.  If I stayed here as your guest, I’d feel that I was taking advantage of your generosity.”

“Isn’t there any way that you could be convinced to take advantage of a man’s generosity, as you put it?”

This question hit too close to home for Maria.  It was humiliating for her to think that she was doing just that right now by accepting Tienne DuPont’s hospitality under false pretences.

“I wouldn’t like to do that,” she finally answered in an unsteady voice.

“But, you would if there were extenuatin’ circumstances?” Steve persisted.

“I’m not going to discuss this any further,” Maria flatly replied.  “If I can see you again, I will.”

“It sounds like you’re a person who never lies.” 

“I’m no saint, Steve.  I’ve lied at times.”

“To me?”

Maria sighed and her face took on a sad expression.

“If you want to know the truth . . .” she began.

Steve interrupted her in a forceful voice, saying, “I’ve gone too far with this.  We’ve both admitted that we like to have that element of mystery about us, and I should have left it at that.  It’s all part of the masquerade of Mardi Gras.  Let’s not lose that enticin’ element in our relationship just now.  You’ll have your secrets, and I’ll have mine.  Okay?”

“If that’s the way you want it.”

Steve stood up and Maria picked up her purse and camera to join him.  They walked back to the waterfront in thoughtful silence.  A calliope on a paddleboat that was docked near them began to play.  Maria looked at it longingly.

“I’d hoped that I could have taken a ride on one of those before I left,” she said musingly, more to herself than to Steve.

“We could take a sunset dinner cruise on that one, if you like,” the man replied.

“Oh, I didn’t want you to think I was hinting around for an invitation.”

“I already gave you an invitation.  You just saved me the trouble of findin’ out what you wanted to do.”

“It would be lovely, but I think I already have another engagement this evening.”

“Business?”

“Personal.”

“With a man?”

“Yes, but it isn’t what you must be thinking.  I don’t even know him.”

“That statement invites a question, but I hesitate to pry after all that’s been said.”

“I wish I could tell you about it, Steve, but I shouldn’t.  Ask me anything else.”

The man turned to his right to look at the large bridge that spanned the waters of the Mississippi River.

In a faraway voice, he said, “Against my finer instincts, I find myself likin’ you, Maria.”

“Why do you say it like that?” the woman replied in perplexity.  “Have you been hurt so badly that you hate all women?”

“I don’t hate them, but I can’t trust them.”

“You can trust me, Steve, leaving the desired amount of mystery aside.  I won’t hurt you.”

“Sweet Maria,” the man said wistfully.  “What is your last name?”

Maria hesitated, and then decided to play the charade to its fullest since this was all a game anyway.

“My last name,” she said, preserving her image as a model. “I’m Maria Fontaine.”

Steve looked at her in disbelief, and Maria wondered what had brought on this reaction.  She did not have long to wait.

“Wouldn’t you like to know what my last name is?” her companion asked.  “It’s DuPont.  Steve DuPont.”

“You’re not related to . . .” Maria began, but could not finish.

Steve finished for her, “I presume you’re here to see Tienne DuPont.  He’s my brother.”

Maria was too floored to immediately reply.

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

“Your brother!” Maria finally cried out, not daring to believe what she had heard.

“It seems to be a small town after all.”

“Then you know about . . . your brother and me?” Maria hesitated to say.

“At this point, I’m sorry to say I do.  I thought it might be a bizarre coincidence, the first name and all, but I now know that I was only deceivin’ myself.”

Maria was tempted to tell the man the whole truth, but she had memorized those words that were meant only for the ears of Tienne DuPont.  It would be unfair if they were relayed to him through any other source.  Besides, all of her credibility would be lost if she confessed the truth to Steve now.

“Yes,” she said, “I must speak to Tienne about . . . our engagement.”

“I still can’t believe that you’re engaged to my brother, not after all those things you said about hopin’ to find the right man.”

“What makes you think that Tienne doesn’t fit those qualifications?” Maria quickly improvised.

“It was the way you said it, like you hadn’t found anyone yet, or was all of that your way of flirtin’ with a stranger to pass the time until my brother is ready to see you?” Steve angrily asked.

“No!” Maria cried out in frustration.  As yet she was unsure how to continue.  “I . . . I only wanted to tell you something about myself, and since we hardly know each other, I didn’t think I needed to explain the whole situation.”

Steve shook his head and looked away.

“You’ve really confirmed my belief about women,” he said in a bitter voice.  “You led me to believe that you had no boyfriend, that I could trust you, and it all turned out to be an uncarin’ lie.”

“But you agreed we should keep our secrets to preserve the mystery between us.”

The man turned back to face Maria, and his face was set in lines of cold displeasure.

“You’re a great deal too mysterious for my taste, Miss Fontaine,” he frigidly stated.

Maria felt confused and hurt by all that had happened.  She had begun to feel a genuine regard for Steve DuPont, and she believed he had shared her sentiment.  Now, whatever might have developed between them was ruined by her impetuous charade.  It would be impossible to set things straight without exposing the whole scheme.

“If I could just speak to your brother,” she said, “I think you’ll understand why I acted as I did.”

“I’m not really interested in any more of your explanations.  This is all between you and Tienne.”

“But, I want you to understand!” Maria cried out, feeling frustratingly tangled in her web of deceit.

“Understand what?  That this was all some big joke on your part?  I’m sure Tienne will get a good laugh when he hears how you snagged me with your innocent act.”

Maria could not face the fury in the man’s eyes.  She clutched her purse and camera tightly against her for a sense of security and bit her lower lip.

“I’m sorry for everything I did,” she whispered.  “I’m sorry I hurt you, and I want you to know that I won’t tell Tienne about anything that passed between us.  There would be no reason for me to do that.”

“Oh, yes,” the man coolly replied.  “You wouldn’t want your fiancé to know how you flirted with another man.”

“Will you stop saying that!  I wasn’t flirting with you.”

“Then what do you call it?”

“We talked, and I enjoyed our conversations very much.  Whether you believe it or not, Steve, I genuinely like you.”

“Isn’t one man enough to feed your need for adulation?”

Hot tears swelled up in Maria’s eyes.  This situation had gotten totally out of control.  Even if she revealed the whole truth to Steve now, it would only give him more cause to despise her.

“You can’t possibly imagine that tears will work on me now,” said the man, as he put his hands on his hips.

“I can’t help it,” Maria cried.

She reached into her purse and drew out a tissue to wipe her eyes.

“I suppose you can’t help bein’ an inveterate liar and fraud.”

“I’ve never lied to anyone before this.”

Steve’s face showed nothing but scorn.

In a cruel tone, he replied, “I guess you just got carried away with your masquerade.  Well, that’s Tienne’s problem, not mine.  He’s the one who’ll have to live with you.”

“No, he won’t,” Maria spoke before she realized what she was saying.

Steve reached out and grabbed her shoulders in a punishing grip.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked as he forced her to look up into his eyes.

Maria felt aghast at what she had almost revealed.  She would have to watch every word she said if she was going to play this pretence through to its finish.

She thought quickly, and then said, “I mean he doesn’t have to marry me if he doesn’t want to.”

“Oh, no,” Steve assured her in a low and menacing voice. “You’re not goin’ to hurt my brother the way you tried to hurt me.  I’ll see to that, you connivin’, little liar.  When I told you that you were toying with the emotions of a dangerous man, I meant it.  Tienne, unfortunately for him, believes he loves you.  I’ve never seen him so bewitched by any woman before.  Don’t you think for one second that you’re goin’ to end this engagement.
 My brother plans to marry you, and if you do anything to break his heart, I, personally, will break your neck.  Do you understand me?”

Maria nodded weakly, afraid to do anything else.  This whole thing was getting worse and worse.  How she wished she had never come to New Orleans.

Steve accepted her acquiescence and lowered his hands.  Maria was sure her shoulders would be bruised where his fingers had gripped them.  She wanted to cry some more, but her fear of the man repressed the tears.

“I want to see Tienne,” she said in a shaky voice.

“And I know he would like to see you too, but that’s impossible right now.  Finding out the truth about you has saved me the trouble of going back to your hotel to deliver a message.  If I had known you were Maria Fontaine right from the start, I would have told you earlier.

“My brother was unable to welcome you yesterday because he’s workin’ on a business deal with some Japanese gentlemen who have an interest in buyin’ into our company.  He would have explained this to you himself last night, but you left a message sayin’ you did not want to see him until today.  I suppose that was your way of getting’ even with him for not being at the airport to greet you properly, but that’s beside the point.

“Tienne planned to have dinner with you this evenin’, but something came up shortly before I met you before.  The Japanese want to close the deal in their own country, so my brother had to fly with them to Japan last night.  He won’t be back for a few days.”

Maria could not believe how complicated this was becoming.

In wilting discomposure, she said, “Couldn’t you have taken care of it for him?”

Steve smirked and replied, “You don’t trade horses in midstream, and my brother completes his own deals.  I’m sorry to disappoint you, but you’ll have to put up with me until he gets back.”

In a tremulous voice, Maria said, “I don’t want to cause you any further inconvenience.  It will be fine for me to stay at the hotel and see to myself.  When Tienne gets back, he can call me.”

“You’re not goin’ to get off the hook that easily,” Steve coldly assured her.  “My brother asked me to look after you, and even if he hadn’t, do you think I would allow his fiancée to go flyin’ all over New Orleans by herself, knowin’ what a contemptible flirt you are?”

It was very difficult for Maria to oppose the power of this formidable man’s convictions, but somehow, she had to do it.

“It’s very kind of you to have such concern for my safety,” she said in what she hoped was a disdainful tone, “but I don’t need or want your attention.”

“You’re goin’ to get it whether you like it or not.  I won’t have you runnin’ around, makin’ a fool of yourself, and disgracin’ my family’s good name.  You’re going to pack your bags and come with me to our home, mine and my brother’s.”

“I can’t do that,” Maria responded in growing mortification.

It would be untenable for her to spend time in the DuPonts’ home under such grossly false circumstances and with a man who had every reason to loathe her.  She would have to speak with Marla about this before the charade went on any further.

“You can and you will!” Steve sternly replied.

“What if I promised to stay in the hotel?” she quickly asked.

“Do you think I could believe anything you said now?”

“You have to trust me, Steve,” Maria pleaded.

“You said that once before, and I was stupid enough to believe you then.  It won’t happen a second time.”

Without waiting for Maria to respond, he took her arm and forced her to walk along beside him in the direction of the hotel.  She caught her breath, but she was too busy trying to keep up with the rapid pace the man set to be able to speak.

He propelled them expertly through the crowds, leaving no room for conversation.  Maria felt breathless by the time they arrived in the lobby.

When Steve pressed the elevator button and showed no sign of releasing her arm, she felt forced to say, “I can take care of my packing by myself.  You can send a car for me later.”

As they had walked along the last street, she had formed a desperate plan to get her things and leave New Orleans.  No matter what Marla would say to her, she knew that she had to put as much distance between herself and this town as soon as possible.  If she never saw Steve DuPont’s face again, it would be too soon for her.

She could not let him block her plans.  If he would not go away, he would have to wait in the lobby.  It might be cumbersome for her to carry all of her bags out a back exit, but, at least, she would be able to call a taxi and have it meet her on the corner.

Steve did not give her a chance to put her resolution into action.  It was almost as though he could read her mind.

“I’m not leavin’ you alone so you can run away from me,” he adamantly stated.

“I won’t run away.”

Steve’s expression revealed his doubts.

Maria went on, “The room is messy.  I don’t want you to see it.”

“A bad housekeeper, too?  Poor Tienne.  Well, I’ve seen messy rooms before, and besides, I want to call for my car.”

“You can call from the lobby.”

“Forget it, butterfly.  You’re not flitterin’ your way out of this.”

With faltering steps, Maria walked into the elevator.  Now, she would not even get the chance to call Marla and tell her was happening.  She had no confidence that she would be able get out from under Steve DuPont’s power over her.  He was a forceful man, and his search for her would be relentless.  She would have to bear with this and hope for his brother’s speedy return.

It did not take Maria long to pack her bags.  She no longer attempted to plead with Steve, knowing it would be worse than useless.  Besides, it would only further expose her vulnerability.  He made his phone call, and by the time they returned to the lobby, a white, late-model limousine was waiting for them at the door.  Maria felt flustered with guilt when the chauffeur opened the door for her and put her bags in the trunk.

It was all such a despicable sham.  How could she ever explain her deceit to anyone when she could not even condone her actions to herself?  It would have been far better if she had confessed the whole truth to Steve as soon as their relationship was uncovered.  Now, he would only think that she was lying again in another attempt to get away from him.

He was imperturbably grave as the car made its way through the crowds and on out of the city.  After glancing once at his stony expression, Maria shuddered inside and looked out the window.

The countryside opened up as they drove onto a back road that paralleled the Mississippi River.  Large, old Southern oaks stretched their branches to shelter the road, gracefully garbed in Spanish moss.  Normally, the scenery would have delighted Maria.  At this point, it merely served to unnerve her into the realization of how far she was getting from any source of escape.

The city was already miles behind them.  In a while, they would come to a mansion where Steve DuPont reigned in his domination.  Was he the younger brother or the older?  At this point, it didn’t matter.  She was a stranger, alone and unwanted, in some remote area from which there would be no hope of attempting a safe escape.  She’d read about the alligator-ridden swamplands, the bayous that surrounded the area.  And there were poisonous snakes among the throng of other deadly creatures lurking in the woods.  It would be hopeless to even try to get away.

The road slowly diverted its path away from the river.  A short while later, the limousine turned to the left and came to a stop.  The high, wrought- iron gates before them swung slowly open in response to the activation of the car’s remote control device.  When they drove on, Maria turned to look behind her.  The gates slowly enclosed the expensively manicured grounds that were to be her prison.

Maria entertained herself with such agitating thoughts as the car moved on down the oak-lined driveway.  It finally came to rest before a huge, white house of Greek revival design.  Enormous columns supported the balconied second story.  This was exactly what Maria had expected, and yet, it appalled her to see she had been correct.  To her, it might imply that all of her pessimistic suppositions were destined to become realities as well.

Steve watched her shrinking back against the cushions of the limousine until the chauffeur came around to open the door for her.  Maria could not bring herself to return his stare.  With a feeling that all hope was gone, she stepped out of the car and stood there with her eyes focused on the gravel of the driveway.

The man followed her.  He stood there beside her as the chauffeur went to get her bags out of the trunk.

After a moment, Steve said, “Well, aren’t you going to look up at the house?  After all, this is goin’ to be your home from now on.”

Nothing else could have drawn Maria’s attention away from the ground so effectively.

Jerking her head back to stare into Steve’s eyes, she blurted out, “Maria never intended to give up her career and live . . .”

The man lifted an eyebrow as he looked at her in wonder.

“How curious that you should refer to yourself in the third person,” he commented.  You get more complex by the moment, my girl.”

Maria’s face paled when she realized her error.  She felt a slight degree of relief when Steve provided her with a reasonable, if strange sounding, explanation.  She felt it would be best to let that slip drop without further discussion.

“I’m not going to live here,” she replied in a passionate voice.

“For now, you are.  You’ll have to take up the rest with Tienne, but I’ll warn you right now, he wants you to live here with him full time, and he is not a man who makes compromises.  Come on.  I’ll show you to the room you’ll have . . . for now.”

These words left Maria speechless.  With drooping shoulders, she followed Steve into the house.  As she stepped inside, all of her fears and regrets melted away for one magical instance.

Maria’s mouth fell open as she viewed the elegance of the mansion’s interior.  From the gleaming crystals of the huge chandelier to the polished marble of the sweeping staircase, the splendor of a world of grace and affluence that had nearly been extinguished by a civil war came to life before her eyes.  The rich brocade of the upholstery, the thick pile of the carpets, the stately grandeur of the portraits that hung on the ornately scrolled walls . . . all of this brought back to her mind her childhood daydreams of a place that lived in the romantic imagery of a forgotten era.  

This was the house she had pictured to be her home.  The details might not be exact, but all of the splendor was there.  Her roommate’s coarse description of “an old house in the swamps” had never really altered the picture Maria had formed in her mind of the DuPont mansion.

The dream may have died for Maria Fontaine, but Maria Jones had never released her vicarious hold on it.  From the first time she heard about the storybook romance, she had interwoven it with her own romantic reveries.  Marla had been living her dreams for her.  Now, she was living on in the model’s place.

Steve broke into her thoughts by saying, “I’m glad to see you like your prison.”

Maria’s mouth swung shut as she looked up into his coldly cynical eyes.  It was disturbing for her to have been caught off-guard like that.  Her instinct was to repulse him with criticism of his home, but she could not bring herself to do this.

“It’s lovely,” was all that Maria could say in reply.

There was a smile in Steve’s eyes, but it did not touch his mouth.  This, in itself, made Maria feel humble.

She was an imposter, but she had liked this man.  If she had come into their relationship with truth, things might have been different right now.  Steve’s regard for her assessment of his home would have been natural, especially as the best friend of his brother’s fiancée.  The sad message she had to give to Tienne could have been delayed until she and Steve had gotten to know each other better.  There was even the slightest chance that their relationship could have deepened into something much more meaningful.  He might have shown her this lovely home, not as he was presenting it to a distrusted interloper, but as its future mistress.

Oh, those barely tangible possibilities.  How they served to hurt her now that they were lost without the possibility of being retrieved.  Regrets, regrets.

Many expressions passed across Maria’s face without her knowing it.  Nothing was lost on the keen observation of Steve DuPont.

He eyed the woman coolly for a moment, and then said, “Come.  I’ll show you to your room.”

Maria mutely followed him up the long, curving stairway.  She cast furtive glances around her, attempting to memorize every detail for the bittersweet memories she knew would pursue her long after she was gone.

The man led her down a long, rose-carpeted hallway at the top of the stairs.  One side was railed off from a sweeping view of the entry hall.  They passed several closed doors, painted white with gold-filigreed scrollwork.  Steve stopped before one of these to open the door.

With a flourish of his hand, he indicated the interior of the room and said, “Voilà.  Ton salon à coucher.”

“You speak French?” Maria asked in surprise.

“You might have noticed before.  I come from a French family and live in a bilingual area.  What about you?”

“No,” Maria was forced to concede.

“What a pity.  Well, it’s no matter.  Tienne can teach you if he likes.”

To avoid further discussion, Maria stepped into the room.  It was even more beautiful than she had expected.  This was the bedroom of a fairytale princess.

All dressed out in shades of mauve and white, the room was appointed with less elegance than the formal downstairs rooms, but nothing was spared to bring it comfort and luxury.  The canopied bed had a shining satin quilt with matching pillows.  The dainty Louis XIV armchair, desk, and vanity table revealed that the chamber was meant for a lady.

Maria turned to Steve and said, “I didn’t know that Tienne had a brother before you told me.  Do you have any other siblings?”

“No.  It’s just Tienne and me.  My brother had this room specially decorated just for you when he got back from Paris.  As you must remember, the weddin’ plans were never discussed in detail.  Your lack of curiosity always disturbed me, but my brother didn’t seem to mind.  He planned for you to stay here after he gave you your engagement ring.  By the way, in case you’re interested, the date of your marriage has been set for one week from today.”

Steve paused to note Maria’s reaction.  The sudden whiteness of her features told him all he wanted to know.

“Don’t even consider makin’ any changes,” he softly warned.  “Tienne has gone to a great deal of effort and expense to make this day perfect for you in every way.  I wouldn’t be a good brother if I allowed you to change any of his plans.  He wouldn’t be happy if you disappointed him.”

Maria managed to smile weakly in his direction as she replied, “I’m sure everything will work out to your satisfaction after I get to see your brother.”

Then, on a second thought, she added, “What about your parents?  Do they live here?”

“They have a townhouse in New Orleans now.  For a girl who’s engaged to marry my brother, you know surprisin’ly little about the family.”

“I guess I was too swept away by romance to ask.”

“Undoubtedly.”

A possible plan of escape occurred to Maria.  What she dared not tell the brother, she might more easily explain to the parents.

“Will you introduce me to them?” she asked.

“I’ll leave that for Tienne to do after they get back.”

“Get back?” Maria repeated as she felt her last hope dwindling away.

“Yes.  After my father retired from the business, he and my mother have always spent the winter in their home on the Riviera after New Year’s Day.”

That explained why Marla had not met Tienne’s parents when she was in France.  It did nothing to relieve her sense of frustration.

“Will they be coming back before the wedding?” she asked with no hope of receiving a satisfactory response.

“The day before.  Don’t worry.  Tienne will introduce you to them,”

“Shouldn’t I meet them before then?”

“You seem to place great stock in meeting your future in-laws, and I suppose that’s natural.  You don’t have to concern yourself over it.  My mother is a very gracious lady and my father is as enthralled by beauty as my brother appears to be.”

“How convenient for you,” was her dry response.

“Come on,” said Steve. “You haven’t seen everything yet.”

Maria resigned herself to following him as he walked over to the lacily curtained French doors that led out onto the balcony.  Steve opened them as one with both hands and then stepped outside.

With a heavily laden heart, Maria joined him on the balcony.  Her eyes first went to Steve’s face which held a certain glint of suppressed diversion.  He was obviously reveling in her discomfort.

Maria looked away to focus on the view beyond the railing.  Her misgivings fell away.

For this, she would marry Tienne DuPont, if he could be as deceived by her pretense as his brother.  It was the final fulfillment of her dreams.

There, before her, beneath a high embankment, stretched a lazily drifting arm of the Mississippi River.  The early f1owers of springtime gave the scene a sweetly aromatic, heavenly sense of unreality.  Now the picture was complete.


  
Maria might feel herself to be in a prison, but she could no longer deny the fact that she would be a willing captive.

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

As soon as Maria was left alone in her room, she looked around for a telephone.  Her need to speak with her roommate had grown more imperative.  She had promised to call her that day with news about the situation there.  Marla would be worried if she did not hear from her.

There was no phone in the bedroom.  Maria hesitated to ask Steve if she could make a call for fear he would deny her the privilege.  It was better to live with the uncertainty than to know she was completely cut off from any outside communication.  She would have to search the house secretly when no one was about.

With trembling fingers, she unpacked her bags and thought about what Marla would say if she knew what had happened.  She would undoubtedly be surprised that Maria had not yet made any contact with Tienne.  Knowing the model as she did, the librarian expected Marla would be outraged when she heard about her fiancé’s absence.  She, herself, would never have tolerated such treatment whether there was a substantial reason for it or not.

As Maria thought more deeply on the subject, she realized that her friend would probably insist on her staying there until her task had been completed, regardless of Maria’s personal discomfort.  It was true that the wedding plans had been made, and they did need to be cancelled.  While Marla might resent her roommate’s masquerading in her persona, she would have to admit that it would be best to continue with the impersonation until she spoke with Tienne DuPont.

There was always the chance he would call the house and ask to speak to her.  If that happened, she would have to make her explanations on the phone.  It would be impossible to disguise her voice.  That would be good in a way.  The truth would be out and she would not have to face the disappointed suitor.  Of course, there would be no way to avoid his brother, but that was a trial she would face when she came to it.

In the same vein of thought, Marla would probably try to get a hold of her when she did not call.  Maria bit her lip in fearful anxiety when it occurred to her that the model would ask at the hotel for Maria Jones and identify herself as Maria Fontaine.  What would the desk clerk think?  Would he be at liberty to pass on the DuPonts’ home phone number?  What a problem that could present!

Maria could have saved herself all of this dreadful anticipation regarding her roommate.  An hour after she had left for New Orleans, Maria Fontaine had boarded a flight to Rio de Janeiro to enjoy Carnival with her current boyfriend.  She never had any intention of waiting around for this situation to explode.  It was something she would find to be too stressful.

Instead of telling Maria her plans, she had allowed her friend to think that she had a firm ally back at home.  This made Marla feel somewhat guilty, so she had devised a plan to deceive herself into believing she was a caring person.  While Maria was at Mardi Gras, she would enjoy its Brazilian equivalent, telling herself that this made them closer in spirit.  Marla might not have appreciated the fine reasoning behind this willful self-deception if she had known what was occurring in New Orleans.

The sunset dinner cruise Steve had mentioned earlier had not been brought up again.  Their relationship had altered radically since that last romantic encounter on the levee.  Maria wondered if she would be permitted to leave the house at all before she spoke with Tienne DuPont.  There was no longer any reason for her to wear her Mardi Gras gown, so she changed into a casual blouse and slacks.

After that, there was nothing to do except to wait for someone to suggest something.  She did not want to invite further abuse from Steve by making her presence evident in the house, so she went out on the balcony and sat on one of the chairs just outside the door.

The tranquil atmosphere soothed her troubled mind.  No other house was in sight for as far as she could see.  Maria was alone, but she could not feel lonely while she had such beauty surrounding her.

She watched the birds singing sweetly in the trees.  Some of them were of species she had never seen.  Others were winter visitors from the North that she would not expect to see in Illinois for a few months.  Before she knew what was happening, her eyelids lowered and she slept.

A voice intruded on her dreams, whispering, “Maria.”

It was a voice she had come to know.  Its deep resonance made her drifting mind think of a happier occasion during which she had responded to it.

In a barely audible voice, she replied, “Steve,” in a tone that indicated her fondness for the speaker.

“Yes.  I’ve brought you a drink.”

This last statement did not fit into the pattern of Maria’s dreams.  Her eyelids fluttered open as her consciousness returned.  The Mississippi still drifted along before her, but something about the atmosphere had changed.

As Maria turned her head to the side, she quickly took in her breath when she saw Steve sitting in a chair beside her, observing her with an enigmatic look on his face.

“And I thought you were upset,” he said in a teasing voice. “But here I find you nappin’ away as though you don’t have a care in the world.”

Maria hastily shifted her position into a more rigid posture and said, “Don’t you believe in knocking before you enter a lady’s room?”

Steve regarded her coolly as he folded his hands over his waistline.

“Three comments spring to mind,” he replied.

Maria stared at him as if she thought he might pounce on her if she lowered her guard.

“First,” the man went on, “I did knock on your door, but you didn’t answer.  Second, you are not sittin’ in your room.  In case you didn’t notice, this balcony connects all of the rooms on the second floor.”

When he paused and gave no indication that he was going to go on, Maria said, “And the third?”

“It has something to do with your reference to a lady, but I don’t think you really want to hear it.”

“How dare you!” Maria responded with flaming cheeks.

“Oh, believe me, I dare.  This is my house, and I’ll say anything I please while I’m in it.”

“You have no regard for anything, Steve DuPont!”

“Come now, you know that’s not true.  If I wasn’t a gentleman, I would have explained my last comment.”

“You said enough.  Your implication was obvious and uncalled for.”

“I could go into this further, Maria, but the afternoon is so pleasant, and I don’t want it spoiled by your indignation.”

“Why didn’t you just say righteous indignation and admit that you’re an arrogant ass.”

“Well, well.  The butterfly has claws.”

“That’s right, and you’d better remember it before you make any mistakes about approaching me any closer.  I noticed there’s no lock on my door.”

“Do you honestly think you need one?”

“Considering your presumption, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“That nap did wonders in restoring your confidence.  You should nap more often.”

“So you like it better when I stand up against you,” Maria replied with a hint of a question in her tone.

“I like spirit in my women.”

“I’m not one of your women!”

“As long as you’re in my house you are.”

“This is your brother’s house, too.”

“Tienne, as you might have noticed, isn’t here.”

“Are you saying that you would . . .?” 

Maria was forced to break off her sentence for its implication was too fantastic for her to speak.

“I would do anything I pleased, my dear.  You’re not in the North here.  It is an old, ingrained custom in the South for a man to be lord and master of his own household.  And while I like spirit in women, I wouldn’t press the point too strongly if I were you.”

Maria jumped out of her seat to face her antagonist from a stronger standpoint.

“Well, I’m not you!  You’re not my lord and master!” she said in a fervent voice.  “This is the 21st century, Mr. DuPont, and women are no longer treated as chattel, in case you didn’t notice.”

The man smiled as he clapped his hands in mocking applause of her performance.

“Very well done,” he said in a voice that nearly made Maria choke with fury.  “For a minute there, you almost had me believin’ that you’re as bold as you pretend to be.”

Maria’s defiance nearly folded as she realized how close Steve had come to the truth.  It was not like her at all to express her opinions so strongly.  This man had uncovered unknown depths within her with his constant prodding.

The energy once again surged through her as she realized that she could be a more aggressive person.  Steve forced her to find strength she never knew she possessed.  Well, she knew that now, and she would use it.’

“This is no pretense, Mr. DuPont,” she said in a confident voice, as she placed her hands on her hips.  “If you have any intentions concerning me, I want to hear about them right now.”

The man’s expression was indifferent, but there was ice in his tone when he said, “Are you suggestin’ that I would force you to submit to my lust?”

For an instant, Maria’s new-found sense of self-assurance was undermined by his bluntness.  It took a few seconds for her to regain her bravado.

In a less belligerent voice, she replied, “If that’s what you’re planning, I want you to know that I will not hesitate to bring legal action against you.”

“Oh, sit down, Maria,” the man responded, dismissing the issue with a wave of his hand.  “Even if I did want you, I would not resort to such barbaric tactics with my brother’s fiancée.  I don’t need to and I don’t want to.”

His air of finality deflated Maria’s sense of moral indignation.  His words humiliated her.  It was appalling to think she was so insignificant that he did not even want her.  Maria sat back down in her chair and looked away from him.

“Here,” said Steve, as he pressed a tall glass in her direction.  “Drink some of this.  It might cool you off.”

Unwillingly, Maria looked back to see what he offered.

“What is that?” she asked.

Before he could reply, she reached over to remove the glass from his outstretched hand   It chilled her fingers as she held it before her.

“It’s a mint julep,” Steve finally responded to her question.  “Have you ever had one before?”

“No.  Is there alcohol in it?”

“Not enough to do you any damage.  Try it.”

Maria brought the glass to her lips.  The refreshing scent of mint allayed her fears of the drink’s alcoholic content.  She took a small sip.

“What do you think?” the man asked.

“Not bad.”

“Have some more.”

Against her will, she followed Steve’s suggestion.  The mint julep was tasty, and it did cool her anger as it slid smoothly down her throat.  She took a few more sips.

“A Southern tradition,” the man said in a confidential tone.

“I thought hospitality was a Southern tradition,” Maria retorted.

“It is.  Do you have any problems with your accommodations?”

“Well, no.  I could really like this place if I didn’t feel like a prisoner here.”

“You’re a prisoner of love, Maria,” Steve sensuously replied.

“We’ll see about that.”

Maria took a few more sips of her drink.  The alcohol in it had already begun to relax her.  It had been several hours since she had eaten anything, and this made the effect more immediate.

There was a smile in Steve’s eyes as he watched her.  He drank some of his own mint julep.

Unexpectedly, he asked, “What do you think of Louisiana?”

Maria sat back in her chair and replied, “It’s everything I thought it would be.”

“And what was that?”

“Nothing really specific.  I’ve read books, seen movies . . .”  

Maria let her sentence dwindle off.

“How would you compare it to the North?” 

“It’s warmer here.  I like the river and New Orleans.” 

“What about my house?”

Maria took a few more sips, and then rested her head back against the chair’s cushion before answering.

“It’s beautiful . . . like a dream setting I imagined.”

“You’ve dreamed about livin’ here?”

Steve’s voice was a husky drone that made Maria’s sense of relaxation deepen even further.  The drink had made her feel light-headed.  Her host thought that this might happen since he had made the drinks double strength.

“Oh, yes,” Maria airily replied, “in a big, old house on the Mississippi.”

“All by yourself?”

“Don’t be silly.  Do you think girls dream about living alone?”

“What was your fantasy man like?”

“I told you that already.”

“You did, but I can’t picture some desert sheik carrying you away to his tent in Louisiana.”

Maria giggled.  She started to feel giddy.

“That was another fantasy.”

“Do you have many fantasies, Maria?” Steve asked in a low voice.

“I used to.”

“Tell me about them.”

“No.  I don’t want to think about that now.”

“Why not?”

Maria heaved out a long sigh, and then replied, “Because somewhere along the line, my dreams became confused with reality.”

“Since you met me?”

The man had pressed her too far.  Maria sat up in her chair and looked at him before she set her drink back on the low table between them.

“You lied to me,” she said.  “There’s a lot more alcohol in this drink than you led me to believe.”

Steve smiled and looked away.

“It looks like you’ve caught me,” he said.

“Why did you do this?”

“To help you relax.  You do feel better now; don’t you?”

“I care less about what I say, but you can bet that I’ll be more careful in the future about taking drinks from strangers.”

“Are we still strangers?” 

“More or less.”

“Who are you, Maria?”

This question cleared the vapors away from Maria’s mind.  It could be a dangerous question, and she had to answer it carefully. 

“I don’t know any more,” she said.  “Who are you?”

“You asked me that when we first met.”

“Answer me anyway.”

“I’m your fiancé’s brother; right?”

“That’s what you told me, and I have to believe you.”

“Why should you believe anything I say?”

“Stop asking me so many questions,” the girl replied in irritation.

Steve studied Maria’s face for a moment, and then lapsed into silence.

The woman surprised him by saying, “Let
me go, Steve.  I want to go home.”

He considered this for a few seconds, and then replied, “You might be home right now.”

Shaking her head, Maria responded, “This is only a dream.”

She closed her eyes.  Silently, Steve got up and walked over to stand in front of her.  With a soft, smooth movement, he leaned down to place his hands on her shoulders.  When Maria did not resist him, his hold on her tightened and he drew her to her feet.

Maria opened her eyes for a second.  She felt too mixed up to believe that this could be happening.  All of the last two days had been unreal, and if it was not, she did not want to think about it now.  She closed her eyes again.  Steve stared intently at her face.

“Are you Tienne’s woman?” he asked softly.

“I have to be,” Maria barely whispered.

“That’s a lie.”

The man pulled her roughly against him and lowered his face until his lips met hers.  Maria threw back her head, but that was the only movement she made.  With one hand, Steve cupped the back of her head and brought her lips back to his.

He plunged down to savor their inviting warmth.  Maria sighed as he took control of her mouth.  Her body pressed against his, but her mouth did not respond until he touched her teeth with his tongue.  This set fire to her dreamlike languor.

With quiet, yet unmistakable passion, Maria reached up to draw Steve closer to her as she responded to his kiss.  The man fiercely demanded more, and she did not deny him.

All of a sudden, he pushed her away from him.

“What?” Maria asked in confusion, opening her eyes.

Steve stared at her with an unfathomable look on his face, and then quickly walked though the open doors of her bedroom.  Maria stood there, agape, as she heard the door to the hallway slam shut.

The stupor of intoxication left her body.  She could not believe what had happened.  All she felt now was shame and remorse.  It was impossible to move.

To her further amazement, she heard the door open again.  Steve stepped back onto the balcony.  Maria could not interpret his expression as he looked down at the floor.  She waited for him to speak.

“Dinner will be served in the dinin’ room in half an hour,” he said softly, without looking up.  “Let’s forget what happened.  The drink was a little strong, that’s all.  You’ll feel better after you eat.”

Without waiting for her to make a reply, he left again.  Maria could only stare at the French doors and wonder how she could have let this happen.  A more intrusive question entered her mind.

What would be next?

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

The dinner was served by a uniformed maid.  Maria refused to have any wine when Steve offered it to her.  That mint julep had left her with a bit of a headache.  After the last exchange on the balcony, an uneasy silence hung between them.

When Maria was done eating, she folded her napkin and placed it on the table.  The crawfish étouffée had been delicious, but the spicy Cajun ingredients did not sit well on her stomach.

When she accepted another drink of water from the maid, Steve asked, “Was the food too hot for you?”

“It was good, but I’m not used to that much spice,” Maria replied.

After Steve instructed the maid to bring her a glass of milk, he said, “You have to get used to Creole cuisine.  The milk should soothe your stomach.”

“Thank you.”

Maria felt surprised by his keen observation and consideration for her comfort.  Steve’s moods changed so frequently that she never knew what to expect.

“Would you like to go back to town and join in the festivities?” he asked.

“Not tonight.  I feel rather tired.”

It had occurred to Maria that she would have a better chance of getting away from the man in the crowds, but she knew that he would never leave her side.  Besides, all of the emotional turmoil she had experienced that day had left her in a state of mental exhaustion.  It would be best to rest now, so she could face whatever new situations arose the next day with greater self-composure.   

When Steve invited her to join him on the veranda, she had politely refused.  He only nodded when she excused herself and went to her room.

Darkness had fallen, but it was still relatively early.  Maria considered the possibility of looking for a telephone, and then put if off it for another time.  She had had enough intrigue for one day.  After changing into her nightgown, she stepped out onto the balcony to take a final peak at the Mississippi in the moonlight.  It was chilly outside, so she had been forced to put on the satin robe which Marla had given her for Christmas.

The stars in the clear, crystal sky joined their light with that of the waning moon to cast sparkles on the water.  There were a few dim solar-powered lights in the garden beneath her, but the huge, old Southern oaks and willows near the river’s edge were silhouetted in darkness.

Maria looked out at the enchanting scene and her emotions were conflicted.  On one hand, she was sorry she had ever given in to Marla’s manipulation and then undertaken this foolish masquerade.  On the other, Maria knew that she would never have been able to come to this land of dreams if she had not done so now.  The cold winters of Illinois had never set her heart on fire as this place had.

And then, there was the man . . . Steve.  He had stepped right out of the pages of her imagination, the tall, dark stranger, compelling in his strength.  From the first time he had come to her rescue, she had felt drawn to him.   She had also feared him, but that had only lent strength to the fantasies she had created in her mind.

It was a sad trick of fate that he had turned out to be Tienne DuPont’s brother.  Just as she had started to like him, all of the amiability between them had been shattered.  And it was all needless, ridiculous really.  It was her own fault for pretending to be someone she was
not.

It was useless to think about things that could never be.  Maria focused again on the river.  A chill went down her spine when she saw a figure detach itself from the somber darkness of the willows.

Maria’s heart beat faster as she watched the featureless silhouette continue to move along the riverbank.  It was a man, and he hunched forward as he walked, as though he was deep in thought.

It was Steve.  There could be no mistaking his tall, broad frame and imposing build.  Unconsciously, Maria let his name slip softly off of her lips.  There was no danger of him hearing her; he was too far away.

She continued to watch him until he was lost from sight.  Maria shivered involuntarily, and then went back inside.  She would seek release from her troubles in slumber.

 

* * *   * * *   * * *

 

When Maria awakened the next morning, she was told at breakfast that Mr. DuPont had already left for work.  He would join her later in the day for dinner.  Maria felt that she could use this time to her advantage if either Tienne or Marla called.  Steve DuPont would not hear of her impersonation until after she had gone.  It would be best that way . . . no unpleasant scenes, no goodbyes.  Only regrets; and Maria knew that she could not escape from those. 

After breakfast, she wandered about the house, supposedly admiring its large and handsome rooms, but in reality searching for a telephone.  She looked around to see if anyone was watching when she spotted one in the study.  When she was certain that the        coast was clear, she went in and closed the door behind her.  With trembling fingers, she dialed the number of her apartment.  The phone rang and rang, but there was no one there to answer her call.  It surprised her that Marla had not left her a message on the answering machine as was her custom, but Maria remained hopeful.

She quickly dialed the number of the modeling agency for whom her roommate worked.  The girl was dumbfounded when the receptionist told her that Maria Fontaine had gone away on vacation for an unspecified period of time.

This left Maria in a fit of nervous agitation until she thought of a possible rationalization for this behavior.  The model probably did not want to be available if Tienne DuPont called to confront her with his anger after he learned that their engagement was over.  That would be just like Marla.  If something in life would not make her happy, she did not want to know about it.

Maria hung up the phone, filled with the determination to reach her friend later.  She would try to call the apartment again before Steve got home from work.  All day, she waited for one of the maids to tell her that there was a call for her, but none came.

Just before five o’clock, she stealthily made her way back to the study.  As she looked carefully from side-to-side, she stepped into the doorway, but her ingress was stopped by the imposing form of Steve DuPont.

“Lookin’ for me, butterfly?” he asked.

Maria’s face displayed all of the surprise and frustration that she felt.

She attempted to cover this up by saying, “Who else would I be looking for?”

“No one, of course.  It’s obvious that your happiness hinges on my presence.”

Maria smirked and replied, “Aren’t you home early?” 

“It could never be soon enough to see your welcomin’ grimace.”

The woman attempted to turn the frown into a scowl, but the disbelieving look on Steve’s face made her feel the absurdity of the artifice, and she ended up suppressing a smile.

The man eyed her curiously, and then said, “You’d be amazin’ on the stage.   Such theatrical talent is a rare commodity.  Broadway calls to you, darlin’.”

“As long as you play the villain, I have no objection,” Maria teasingly returned.

“Oh, so you’d like to play with me.”

“What?” the woman exclaimed.  “I never said . . . I never meant . . .”

“Why don’t you just say never mind and get this over with,” Steve replied with finality.  “I’ve arranged a special treat for you this evenin’.”

Maria frowned and fearfully blurted out, “Has your brother come home?”

“No, my dear, he hasn’t.  I hope, when he does, you have a warmer welcome planned for him than that execution order tone in your voice.” 

Recalling herself, Maria replied, “As you put it once before, that will be between your brother and me.”

“I’ve noticed that you rarely refer to him by his first name.  One might almost think that you hardly know the man you’re going to marry.”

“Well, we haven’t really known each other that long.”

“Long enough to get engaged.”

“It was one of those spur-of-the-moment things.  You know what I mean.”

“Actually, I don’t.  Tell me about how Tienne proposed to you.”

“Didn’t he mention it?” Maria asked cautiously. 

“Men don’t usually discuss those things.  You tell me.” 

Maria cleared her throat to give herself a moment to think and finally, said, “We were having cocktails on the top of the EiffelTower.”

“The EiffelTower, you say.  It must have been very romantic.”

“It was.”

“What did you have to drink that evening?”

“Uh  . . . I don’t quite recall.”

“What?  Do you expect me to believe you don’t remember every detail of such an important occasion in your life?”

“It was champagne,” Maria quickly improvised.

“Go on.”

“Let’s see.  We made a toast . . .”

“To what?”

“To Paris.  All right?”

“I have no problem with that.  You were sayin’ . . . ?”

“And then, your . . . I mean, Tienne, asked me to marry him.”

“What were his exact words?”

“Really, Steve.  Some things are too personal to discuss.  What was that special treat you mentioned?”

“At this point, I hesitate to tell you.  Not with cocktails on top of the EiffelTower as my competition.”

Maria crossed her arms and tapped her foot in annoyance.

Steve gave her one of his winning smiles and said, “How does a dinner cruise on a paddleboat strike you?”

“It couldn’t compare with Paris, of course, but it might be nice.”

Steve could not fail to note the gleam of satisfaction in her eyes.

She said, “When do we leave?”

“As soon as you put on that lovely red dress you were wearin’ when I met you.”

“I’ll be right back,” Maria lightly replied as she veritably skipped back to her room.

“I’ll be waitin’,” the man called after her.

All thoughts about making that phone call to her friend were gone as Maria hastily dressed.  This was an event she had been waiting for.  After applying some lipstick, she ran downstairs to join Steve in the front hall.  He had changed into a black tuxedo.

“You are fast,” he commented.

“I didn’t have much to do to get ready.”

“I thought you models always wore a lot of cosmetics.” 

“Let’s just get going,” Maria replied as she walked toward the door.

“With that radiant face, you don’t need any makeup anyway,” Steve commented as he followed her.

Maria sent him a smirk as they passed through the doorway.  The white limousine was waiting for them by the front door.  This time, Maria felt entirely different as she rode in it.  It was impossible for her to hide her enthusiasm as she chatted on with Steve during their ride into the city.

They had to walk a short distance to get to the boat.  Just as she spotted it, its steam-powered horn gave out a long blast that sent thrills throughout her body.  Sensing her excitement, Steve patted the delicate hand he had drawn through the crook of his arm.

The streetlights reflected on the water as they boarded the paddleboat.  A throng of happy party-goers joined them at the railing to wave to the crowds on the levee.  Maria felt completely exhilarated.

With a final blast of its horn, the giant wheel on the back of the boat began to turn forward, throwing up a spray of water in its wake.  Very slowly, it started to move away from the dock and up the Mississippi River.

Maria could not absorb enough of the experience.  The sights, the scents, the sounds, all filled her with a sense of elation she wanted to carry with her forever.  All of her troubles fell away from her.

“Are you happy?” Steve asked unnecessarily.

Maria did not even hear him say this.  Her mind was too absorbed in making a lasting memory of the moment.  The man observed her for a while, and then looked out over the water.

By the time the paddleboat had established its running speed and course on the river, dinner was served.  The couple sat at a window table in the dining area.  Since Maria’s attention focused more on the outside views than the food, their conversation was limited.  Steve gave up trying to ask her questions, and a look of curiosity settled on his face.

As soon as they were done eating, Maria wanted to walk out on the deck.  The sky was filled with stars as a Dixieland jazz band began to play some old, familiar tunes.

Holding Steve’s hand, Maria swiftly led him to the back of the boat.  From there, she watched the giant paddlewheel turn, illuminated by the ship’s lights.  The sound of the band, the wheel’s splashing, and the throb of the engine provided a harmonious background for the setting, as they both gazed at the receding lights of New Orleans.

As Maria leaned on the railing to look out at their wake, she said, “I love this.”

“You’re very easy to please,” commented Steve.

“I am.  I don’t need anything spectacular to make me happy, although I would call this very close to spectacular.”

“It’s only a paddleboat ride, Maria.”

“I know, but I’ve always dreamed of taking a ride on one.”

“How would you compare it to the EiffelTower?”

“The EiffelTower?” Maria absentmindedly replied as she gazed over the rail.

“Have you forgotten your engagement already?” Steve pointedly asked.

Maria sent him a frown, and then looked back at the river.

“I haven’t forgotten,” she said in a low voice, “but, I like this better.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m living it here and now.”

“I like your sense of enthusiasm.  You have a way of making a common thing seem extraordinary.”

“But this isn’t a common thing for me, Steve.”

“You make it sound as though you haven’t had much excitement in your life.”

“I haven’t.”

Maria caught herself and added, “I mean here . . . in New Orleans.”

Steve leaned against the railing to face her.  Most of the passengers were still inside, lingering over their dinners, so there was no crowd to jostle them.

In a casual voice, the man said, “Look at me, Maria.”

She looked up at him with curiosity in her eyes.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“Nothin’.  I just want to be able to see your face when we talk.”

“You’ve seen it before.”

“But I want to see it now.”

Looking up at the man with a dazzling smile, Maria said, “Thank you for bringing me here.” 

“It’s my pleasure.”

“I thought you were going to keep me closed away in the house.”

“My only object was to keep you away from others.”

“By that, what do you mean?  Men?”

“Certainly men.”

“Is that to keep me safe for your brother or for yourself?”

“Take your pick.”

“Can’t you trust me at all?”

“You tell me.  Should I?”

Maria glanced away as a sense of embarrassment swept over her.

“I suppose I wouldn’t if I were you,” she replied

“As a lady once said to me, I’m not you.”

A look of surprise dawned on Maria’s face as she turned back to Steve, recalling that same conversation and another later one.

“Yes, a lady,” he stated, having read her mind.  “I had no reason to be so rude except for my wounded dignity which I should have kept to myself.  I now apologize for any and all insinuations I made.”

Even though Steve ended on a lighter note, Maria felt moved by his apology.  It let her see more deeply into the man’s character.

“We both said some things which we might not have meant,” she replied.  “Let’s try to forget them.”

A gaily costumed couple stopped beside them for a minute, and then walked on.  This made Maria think of Mardi Gras.

She looked down at her purse, and then said, “I’ve forgotten my mask.”

“So have I.  It doesn’t matter.  We don’t need them tonight.”

Maria nodded slightly and looked at Steve’s tuxedo. 

“You look very handsome,” she said.

“And you are a sight to dazzle my eyes.” 

The woman looked down to hide her smile of appreciation.  She had never before been complimented so lavishly.  It made her tingle inside.

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Steve suddenly asked. 

“No, I’m all alone in the world.”

“What a strange, sad comment.  Haven’t you ever known a man that loved you?”

“Outside of my father, only in my dreams.”

All thoughts of Tienne DuPont had been forgotten.

“You’re a woman who was meant to be loved,” Steve replied in a soft voice.

Maria looked up into his eyes and asked, “Have you said that to many women?”

“Only one.”

“Me?”

“You’re the only one it would apply to, at least the way I meant it.”

“Nobody has ever spoken to me this way before.”

“You’ve never met me before.”

Maria shook her head and grinned.

“What a ladies’ man you are.”

“Not really.  I’ve known a few women, of course, but none of them ever effected me the way you are effectin’ me now.”

“What about the one who broke your heart?”

“I never said she broke my heart.  I was taken in by her beauty and she betrayed my trust, but I got over her easily enough.”

“You don’t seem like a forgiving man.”

“Generally, I’m not.”

“Then, you’ve forgiven her?” 

“Only because I had to.”

“I’m tempted to ask why.”

“Don’t.  Let’s not ruin the evenin’ with any more talk about her.  Would you like to walk around the deck?”

“Why not.”

Steve extended his arm and Maria took it.  They walked leisurely around the cabin until they joined the crowd that was listening to the band.  A small dance floor had been set aside, and some couples were taking advantage of it.  The music was slow and sensuous.

“Would you care to dance?” Steve asked.

“Maybe we should wait until they play something jazzier.”

“This is supposed to be a romantic cruise, Maria.  Are you afraid to dance with me?”

“Of course not!”

“Then, let’s go.”

Without waiting for Maria’s assent, Steve led her through the crowd to the dance floor.  The other couples there were moving slowly and in place, so it was not difficult to find a spot.  Maria noticed how they clung to each other, and her apprehension grew.  She assumed a formal ballroom stance.

“Do we really need to be so formal?” Steve asked.

Before Maria could think to complete her response, Steve took her into his arms and held her closely against him.  She wanted to resist, but then again, she did not.  It disturbed something deep inside of her to feel so close to his body.  Her blood surged, as her heartbeat raced.

“You’re quiverin’ in my arms,” Steve whispered against her ear.

Maria could not think of any adequate reply.  Her mind refused to function normally and her pulse continued to twitch.  Steve’s laughter was so brief that she was hardly sure she heard it.

“Loosen up,” he smilingly demanded.

This only served to make Maria more tense.

In a low voice, Steve asked, “Do I have to kiss you to make you forget your anxiety?”

That question finally shattered what was left of Maria’s composure.  With the interference of her subterfuge, it would be the epitome of a perfect evening to have Steve kiss her, but she could not forget the obstacle that stood between them.

In what she hoped was a lighthearted voice, she finally replied, “I know you’re only joking, so I won’t bother to answer.”

“Let’s pretend I wasn’t jokin’.”

In an effort to bring them both back to reality, Maria said, “Are you older than your brother?”

It was still uncomfortable for her to refer to Tienne by his name.  Steve took a few seconds to answer.

“I’m older, as we all are every second that we live.”

“How philosophical of you.”

“Stop talkin’ and pushin’ me away.”

Maria surrendered and buried her face against his shoulder.

“There.  That’s better,” he said.

The woman only murmured her agreement.  She would have been content to remain like this for the rest of her life.  Steve was not nearly so threatening when he did not speak, although she had to admit to herself that he had been amazingly well-behaved that evening.

The music played on, and they danced as if they were alone in the world.  Every now and then, he would shift his hands, and, in doing so, subtlety caress Maria’s back.  She was not even aware that she took in and exhaled an extra large breath whenever he did this, but he noticed.  To herself, Maria was sighing only inside.

After a while, the band took a break.  Steve gave Maria a hint of a smile, and they walked hand-in-hand to the railing.  She was unable to speak.  Too many of her fantasies had been enacted for her to think of anything else.

A long line had formed at the outdoor bar.  Steve looked at it and said, “Would you like a drink?” 

“No, thank you.  I’m already high enough.”

“Should I take that for a compliment?”

“It’s only the music,” Maria replied with a grin.

“A clever out.”

Maria bit her thumbnail to keep from giggling and looked at the lights along the shore.  The darkness had been complete for some time now.

Steve gazed at her for a few moments, and then said, “I have somethin’ I want to give you.”

“What’s that?”

“An engagement ring.”

“For a moment, Maria dared to dream the impossible, but then Steve added, “Tienne told me to give it to you.”

“I think I should wait,” Maria quickly replied.

“Are you still holdin’ out for that big, new diamond?” 

“No.  Did your brother tell you that?”

“How else could I know?”

“Well, that was all a mistake.”

“In what way?”

Being absolutely truthful, Maria replied, “I don’t need any big diamonds at all.  A family heirloom has so much more sentimental value.”

“Then why won’t you accept mine?”

“I can’t.  The timing isn’t right.”

“I know this isn’t nearly as glamorous as Paris, Maria, but I would like you to wear the ring.”

“This has nothing to do with Paris.  I should be getting this ring from your brother.”

“He asked me to give it to you so that everything looks respectable while you’re stayin’ in the house with me.  I’ll be insulted if you don’t accept it.”

Saying this, Steve took the ring out of his pocket.  Maria’s eyes widened as she saw the dazzling sapphire surrounded by a circle of diamonds that glittered in the boat’s lights.”

“It’s exquisite!” she could not help but to exclaim.

“Then you’ll wear it?”

Maria’s eyes narrowed as a new thought occurred to her.

“Is this your mother’s ring?” she asked.

“Yes.  She gave it to me just for this occasion.”

“As the oldest son, shouldn’t it be yours to give to your wife?”

“I never said I was the eldest, but we have a family rule.  The first son to marry gets the ring.  That’s the way it’s always been.”

“I can’t take it,” Maria firmly replied.

Coaxingly, Steve whispered, “Do it for me.”

Maria shook her head.  She saw the expression on the man’s face change, but she did not understand what it signified until he forcibly took her left hand in his and put the ring on her finger.  He held onto to her hand so she could not remove it.

“There,” he proclaimed triumphantly.

“This isn’t right!” Maria protested, as she attempted to pull away.

“Don’t you dare take it off before the weddin’!” Steve warned her.

When she stopped struggling, he released her hand.  Maria looked down at the beautiful ring on her finger and tears came into her eyes.  She knew she had no right to wear it.  It was so cruel of Fate to give her the most wonderful experience she could imagine under completely fraudulent circumstances.  Cruel, but not exactly unfair, considering her masquerade.

“Those better be tears of joy,” Steve said in a low voice.

Maria looked up into his eyes and her heart was in her expression.  Without thinking about what she was doing, she raised her hand to her lips and tenderly kissed the ring.  A small tear fell on the blue stone to increase its shimmer.

Steve caught his breath and then swept her into his arms.  His lapel became dampened by Maria’s tears as she wound her arms around his waist.  They remained locked together like that until the boat’s horn signaled that they were coming into shore.

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

On the way back to the house, Maria and Steve had little to say to each other.  Too much had to remain unsaid.  As the limousine sped along the back road, Maria looked down at the ring on her hand.  With sadness in her heart, she wished that it was truly hers, as a token of betrothal from the man who sat beside her.

These thoughts had no place in reality.  Maria knew that it would only bring her more grief if she allowed herself to think of Steve as anything other than Tienne’s brother.  When he found out she was an imposter, the charade would be over.  He would undoubtedly tear the ring from her finger while screaming verbal abuse, and then send her packing.

Those tender moments they had shared could mean nothing to Steve DuPont.  He was merely watching out for her until his brother got home.  Maria felt that she had been a fool for allowing herself to fall a victim to his romantic overtures.  

Was he trying to teach her a lesson for her lack of fidelity to Tienne?  Perhaps he was like this with all of the women that intrigued him.  This was the closest she had ever come to a love affair.  What must be a casual flirtation for Steve had far more serious consequences for her.  Since this was her first love, it would not be easy for Maria to get over this.

Once they were inside the house, they said their goodnights.  Before Maria could turn to go, Steve picked up her left hand and kissed it briefly, as he looked deeply into her eyes.  She could feel the sudden pounding of her heart, and she knew that this was the very thing of which she must beware.  With a thoughtful look, she turned and climbed the stairs to her room.

Sleep did not come easily to Maria that night.  When she awoke, she felt tired and listless.  Once again, she spent the day by herself while Steve was at his office.  She tried to call Marla a couple times, but there was still no answer.  It was frightening for her to think that her friend might be trying to contact her at the hotel where she had stayed, especially if Steve received a message about it from the hotel manager.

Therefore, when a maid knocked on her bedroom door late in the afternoon, Maria was filled with nervous anticipation.  She relaxed only slightly when the maid told her that Mr. DuPont wanted to see her in his study.  

Dressed in a simple blouse and skirt, she put down the book she had been trying to read, and made her way to the study with flagging steps.  The expression on Steve’s face was not alarming, but his first words were unexpected.

“I have a surprise for you,” he said.

Careful not to let her apprehension show, Maria replied, “What is it?”

The man pushed aside the papers he had been examining and stood up.  Maria still felt awed by his height and commanding nature.  Without answering her question, he walked around the desk and took her hand to lead her out the door.

“Wait and see,” was his only response.

Steve led her through the house and out a side door that opened onto a garden path.  The warm rays of the lowering sun dispelled any chill that might have been in the air.  With unhurried steps, they walked across the lawn in the direction of the river.  Maria held Steve’s hand firmly, reveling in its strength as they moved along.

Before he got to the river, he turned to the right and continued on toward a grove of magnolias that had not yet come into bloom.  As they entered the grove, Maria’s eyes widened.

There, in an opening before her, was a tall, white gazebo with Grecian lines.  It commanded a sweeping view of the Mississippi.  Set among the trees as it was, it could not be seen from her section of the balcony.

Several steps which encircled the structure led up to an Italian marble floor.  In the center of the gazebo were a linen-covered table and two comfortable-looking chairs.  A low centerpiece of pastel flowers lent color to the white table settings and crystal glasses.  Maria stopped to look at this in awe.

“Did you have this set up for me?” she asked.

“I certainly did,” Steve replied with a slight smile.  “I thought you might enjoy dinin’ al fresco.”

“It’s beautiful, Steve.”

“Then have a seat and enjoy yourself.”

Their chairs were angled in such a way that they could look out at the river.  Maria watched the Spanish moss sway in the light breeze as it festooned from a large southern oak near the embankment.

“Paradise,” she whispered under her breath.

Steve watched her closely as he opened the bottle of champagne that had been chilling in a silver wine cooler.  After pouring two glasses, he set one by Maria and held onto his as he sat down.

“Make a toast,” the man suggested in a casual voice.

Maria picked up her glass by the stem and looked at the bubbly liquid.  Her heart was heavy and she could think of nothing to say.

“You’re quiet today,” Steve commented, as he looked at her thoughtfully.  “What are you thinkin’?”

Maria swirled the champagne in the crystal as she replied, “About you, this place, everything.”

“Then, there should be a smile on your face.  Since you don’t feel inclined to make a toast, I will.  Here’s to you, Maria.  May all your dreams come true.”

Maria appreciated his sentiments, but there was so little likelihood that they would ever be realized that she did not want to drink to them.  She looked down at her lap.

Steve waited for her, and when she did not raise her glass to her lips, he asked, “What’s the matter?”

In a small voice, Maria replied, “I can’t drink to that.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s no chance that any of my dreams will come true.”

“I thought that several of them already had.”

“You’re referring to my coming to New Orleans and Mardi Gras?  That was very nice.”

“That and other things.  Tell me whatever dreams you have left and I will personally see to it that they become reality.”

Maria looked up and there was a tentative smile on her face.

“Anything?” she asked in a brighter voice.

“I could say within reason, but I believe you’re not the sort of person who would take advantage of my generous nature.”

The woman bit her lower lip and thought for a few seconds.

Then, she said, “What if I asked you for a new dress?”

“I would think that your dreams could use some improvement, and take you shoppin’ immediately.”

“How about a fur coat?”

“You’re not an animal rights activist?”

“Well, actually, I am.  I didn’t really want the coat.  I just wanted to see what you would say.”

“If you want one, you shall have one.”

“Why would you do this for me, Steve?”

The man sent her an enigmatic look, and then said, “Drink your champagne before it loses its fizz.”

Maria wondered why he had avoided answering her question, and then decided it must be because he did not feel the need to mention the obvious fact that she was Tienne’s fiancée.  Naturally, he would do all he could to keep her happy until his brother returned to pay the bills.

She lifted the glass to her lips and drank the expensive wine.  Steve waited for her to do this, and then took a sip from his own glass.

“Speakin’ of dresses,” he said, “one will be arrivin’ for you tomorrow morning.”

“I didn’t really want you to buy me one,” Maria quickly assured him.

“You’re goin’ to need to wear this one.  It’s your weddin’ dress.  I spoke to the designer today, and she will bring it by to make any alterations that are necessary.  Time is runnin’ short, my girl.”

“My wedding dress,” Maria repeated, too taken back to say anything else.

“Yes.  Tienne looked at several styles before you arrived since you showed so little interest in the preparations yourself.  He was goin’ to take you to the boutique, but since the circumstances have changed, I saved you the trouble by selectin’ one of his choices for you.  I believe it will suit you admirably.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“I wanted to.  I had a feelin’ you would make an unnecessary fuss if I took you there, and we wouldn’t want that to happen.”

Steve’s words seemed to imply more than the obvious.  From the look on his face, Maria could see that he would not tolerate arguments from her about this.

“How will the designer know my size?” she asked. 

“You’ve given me enough opportunities to figure that out.”

Maria felt the heat rise in her body as she thought about his meaning.  She had allowed him to hold her close to him, to feel the soft curves of her body beneath his hands, against his chest.

“Is it white?” she asked in a tremulous voice.  “I heard that it is the custom down here to wear red at weddings.”

“Only pure, virginal white for you, my dear.”

“You shouldn’t have done this, Steve,” Maria felt compelled to say.

“Are you hintin’ that you’re not a virgin?” 

“How could you ask me that?” the girl asked in indignation.

“I just did it to see if I could get a rise out of you, and I wasn’t disappointed.  You would never disappoint me; would you, Maria?”

These last words seemed to hold a subtle menace.  Maria felt chilled inside.

“What would happen if I did?” she asked.

“I don’t think you would want to hear the answer to that.  Believe me when I say this; don’t try to run away.”

Maria’s hand was shaking slightly as she took another drink of champagne.  She could well imagine how brutal Steve DuPont might be if he was thwarted.  He was the kind of man who would move heaven and earth to get his own way.  She would have to think of a way to soften the blow that must inevitably fall.

On a thought, she said, “Has it ever occurred to you that I might not be in love with your brother?”

“After you accepted his proposal?  Never.”

“I might have thought I was in love then, but in the time that we were separated, I might have come to think differently.”

“I don’t want to hear any more of this foolishness.  My brother expects you to marry him, and I already warned you about what I would do if you hurt him.”

Carried away by emotion, Maria said, “But, what about you?”

“What about me?” the man coolly replied.

“I thought . . .” the woman began, and then paused.

“Enough of this.  You sealed your fate when you came here, and there’s no way you’re goin’ to change the plans that have been made.

Their conversation was brought to a halt when a servant appeared, carrying a large tray of covered dishes.  The meal was served in silence.  Maria found it difficult to swallow the delectable food.  She could not see how she was going to oppose the implacable force of Steve DuPont, but the time would come when he learned the whole truth.  Then, she trembled to think about what would happen.

After the servant had cleared the table and returned to the house, Maria asked, “Have you heard from your brother since he left?”

“No,” Steve replied, as he poured champagne into his glass.

He held the bottle toward Maria in a silent question, and she nodded, saying, “Just a little.”

As he took her glass, she added, “I expected him to call me.”

“When Tienne gets involved in business, he gives it his full attention.  He knows that I’m quite capable of takin’ care of things here.”

“When do you think he’ll be back?”

“You actually sound like you miss him.”

“Does that surprise you?”

“Frankly, it does.  You haven’t seemed too concerned about his absence so far.”

“I can understand that a man has to take care of his business.”

“How reasonable of you.  You don’t have to worry about Tienne, Maria.  He’ll be back in time for the weddin’.”

“I hope he hasn’t planned anything elaborate.”

“Why not?  As a model, I thought you would delight in the fanfare.”

“Not really.  A small, intimate wedding would suit me just fine.”

“Well, it’s too late to change the plans now.  The invitations have been sent out.  The caterer and entertainment have been hired.  By the way, we’re havin’ the reception here.  I hope you don’t mind.”

“No,” Maria felt hesitant to reply.  “That will be fine.”

“Now you’re gettin’ into the spirit of things!” Steve replied with a facetious lilt in his voice.

“Will the wedding be held in a church?”

“Naturally.  It will take place in a lovely, old cathedral that my family has attended for worship for generations.  Would you like to see it before your weddin’ day, or do you think that would take some of the spontaneity out of the occasion?”

“I’ll wait.”

It disturbed Maria to hear how much had been done on her roommate’s behalf.  She dreaded to think of all the expense and embarrassment Marla’s caprice would cause.  All of these details weighed heavily on her.  She felt as though she was the culprit.

“Look.”’ said Steve, pointing to the steamboat on the river. ”

Maria looked up to see one of those large, classically constructed paddleboats that gave the Mississippi River much of its fame in the nineteenth century.  It was a full-sized version of the boat she and Steve had been on last night.  Even though the sun was still a few degrees above the horizon, the craft was lit up in all of its grandeur as it pushed onward toward New Orleans.

“That’s the Delta Queen,” Steve informed her.  “That and her sister ship, the Mississippi Queen, make regular runs up down the river.”

“It makes me think of riverboat gamblers and people all decked out in beautiful, formal clothing,” Maria commented.

“They go all out for authenticity on the Delta Queen.  In its day, it was the grandest boat on the river.  In a short while, the passengers will step out of the nineteenth century into the madness of present-day Mardi Gras.  That should be a bit of culture shock, but I suppose that’s exactly what they want.”

“Will the boat stay in New Orleans long?”

“Overnight.  It has a schedule to keep.  I’ll have to take you on it sometime, when we’re more at leisure.”

“I’d like that,” Maria replied, even though she knew that happy event would never take place.

“Have you thought about where you’d like to go for your honeymoon?”

Referencing that question to her own personal taste, Maria said, “As a matter of fact, I always dreamed about taking a trip on a riverboat.  Has your brother planned anything?”

“He didn’t say.  Would you be disappointed if he wanted to take you to Europe or the Orient?”

“I hope he didn’t make any reservations yet.”

“You’re really set on that riverboat cruise; aren’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter to me, Steve.”

“What happened to all of that enthusiasm you were beginnin’ to feel?”

“Not to be trite or anything, but I guess it’s gone with the wind.”

“An interesting literary reference, but it’s not applicable in your case.  Your love story isn’t going to have a sad endin’, Maria.”

“How could you know that?”

“I know many things.  When you get to know me better, I may surprise you.”

“I’ll bet you’re full of surprises.”

Steve chuckled and took a sip of champagne.  The sun set, and like the evening before, the sky was filled with fiery color.  As if on cue, the night birds started to sing.  The man leaned forward to light the candles on the table.

“Are you chilly?” he asked.

“A little.”

He stood up and walked to one of the gazebo’s columns.  Cleverly camouflaged there was an intercom that was connected to the main house.  With a few brief words, he instructed a maid to bring out a jacket for Maria.  He was still clad in a business suit, and apparently, unaffected by the chill of evening.

“How convenient for you,” Maria commented as he returned to his seat.

“One of the benefits of bein’ wealthy.  I suppose that appeals to you.”

“Luxury is nice, but I don’t need it.”

“That’s funny.  I thought that was part of Tienne’s appeal.”

“Do you really think I’m mercenary?”

“It wouldn’t seem to be so, but then again, one never knows.”

“I thought you had me all figured out.”

“As I said once before, you’re a complex person, Maria.  Just when I think I understand you, you do somethin’ that amazes me.”

“It’s part of a woman’s mystique.”

Maria caught Steve’s smile over the light of the candles.

“Have I said something to amuse you?” she asked.

“You amuse me, butterfly.  Your ever-changin’ patterns, your vivacity and rapture, humility and sincerity, pessimism and consternation, even your fears, all tend to make me want to know you better.  I wonder who the real woman is behind the mask.”

“I’m not as deep as you make me sound.”

“That’s exactly what I mean.  You make a statement like that when I know you’re full of undercurrents of passion.”

“No one has ever accused me of being passionate before.”

“Don’t say it like it’s a bad thing, but perhaps, you don’t really know.  Passion, my dear, is an emotion, a bridge of human communication that you will come to understand before long.”

“Do you plan to teach me about it?”

“Don’t be too bold, Maria.  Even a butterfly can singe its wings if it gets too close to a flame.”

Steve ran his fingers over the top of a candle as he said this to emphasize his meaning.  Maria looked up into his eyes, and they glowed like those of a jungle cat in the candlelight.  The fire in the sky was dying as the night whispered along the river.  She shivered uncontrollably.

“Ah, just in time,” said Steve, referring to the maid who had just arrived with Maria’s jacket.

She thanked the woman, and then slipped into the cozy garment.  The maid used a flashlight to softly illuminate the garden in order to see her way back to the house.

“It’s kind of lonely out here with only candles to hold back the darkness,” Maria commented.

“You shouldn’t feel lonely,” Steve replied with a meaningful smile.  “You have me.”

After he said this, he got up and moved his chair until it was directly next to Maria’s.  When he sat down, he slipped his arm around her shoulders.

“Is that better?” the man asked suggestively.

Maria looked up at him in speculation.

“If you’re asking me if I feel warmer,” she said, “I do.”

“That was exactly what I wanted to hear’.”

There was no missing the sensuality in Steve’s tone of voice.  It started a vibration deep within Maria that she felt compelled to control.

“Are you doing this to test me?” she asked.

“In what way?”

“To see if I’m willing to succumb to your charm.”

“Now, why would I want to do that?”

“I guess you want to find out if I’ll be true to your brother.”

“That would be his problem, not mine.”

“Aren’t you acting as your brother’s keeper, or maybe I should say, your brother’s fiancée’s keeper?”

“I’m not actin’ at all right now, but if I was, I would be doin’ it only for myself.”

Maria shivered again, and Steve held her closer to him.  The arms of the chairs were narrow and did not provide much of an impediment.

“These Louisiana nights can get cold,” he said.

“You should be in Illinois right now and feel the temperature there.”

“Are you wishin’ me away?” Steve asked with a hint of a grin.

“I should be.”

“That might be wise; then again, it might not.  For a woman who lives in the here and now, you’re strangely aloof.”

“Don’t misinterpret my words.  When I said that, I was referring to a particular place and time.  I have no intention of encouraging your advances, if that’s what they are.”

“Don’t you like it when I hold you in my arms?”

Maria frowned in chagrin as she resisted the urge to lay her head on Steve’s shoulder.

I’m not going to answer that,” she said.

“Why?  Are you afraid to admit the truth?”

“You’re talking nonsense.”

“Am I?  It’s time you let out the real woman inside of you.”

“Can’t you see that I’m not the little flirt you took me for?”

“I can only see that you’re a very desirable woman, with hair that picks up the light with strands of flame, and eyes that cannot disguise your emotions.” 

“Why are you doing this to me?” Maria cried out in fear of her own reactions.

“Because I want to.  Because you want me to.”

“I don’t!”

Maria attempted to pull away, but the man’s arm was too strong for her.  To fully pacify her, he wrapped his other arm around her, too.

“Let me go!” Maria protested, while there was no truth in her words.

“Never,” breathed her captor.  “I’m goin’ to hold you like this until you admit that you want me.”

“If I do, will you let me go?”

“Try it and find out.”

Maria could not bring herself to make such a revealing confession.  She did want Steve, more than she had ever wanted any man before, but she believed he would only despise her and cast her aside if she let him know her feelings.  Worse yet, he might take advantage of her weakness with the same results.

Observing her consternation, Steve said, “I thought you wanted me to believe that you’re more darin’ than this.”

“Anything I said to give you that impression was a mistake.  You know this isn’t right.”

“It feels right to me.”

“You just don’t understand the situation, Steve.”

“I understand it better than you do.”


“Let me go!”

“All right, but you’ll have to pay for not makin’ good on your words.” 

“What do you want me to say?” Maria asked in rising agitation.

“Not say; do.  I want you to kiss me.”

“That’s asking too much.”

“A kiss is a small thing to offer.”

“Not when I know that more will be expected.”

“I think you begin to understand me.”

“In that way, I believe I do.”

“Why do you have to fight yourself, Maria?” 

“Maybe, to save my sanity.”


“Your sanity or your virtue?”


“Both.”

“I don’t think your kissin’ me would deprive you of either.”

“I don’t want to find out.”

“You’re a stubborn woman.   I should just kiss you now and teach you a lesson.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

Steve smiled as he raised a hand to grip the back of Maria’s hair.  With a slow, but irresistible movement, he forced back her head and leaned over her.  Their faces were separated by inches.

“Do you think I would dare now?” he asked in a breathy voice.

Maria swallowed hard.  She felt very vulnerable with her face upturned to the man’s.  His grip on her hair did not hurt as long as she did not fight him.

“You’re a beast,” she whispered.

“And I’m goin’ to devour you.”

After saying this, Steve’s mouth plunged downward to savor the tenderness of Maria’s slightly parted lips.  As their breaths became one, Maria felt as though her heart would burst through her ribcage.

The man put more of his weight upon her as his other hand also slid through her hair.  His fingers released their punishing hold to caress the back of her neck.

Maria closed her eyes in ecstasy.  The rest of the world was gone.  All that mattered was Steve and the feel of his mouth against hers.

He forced her lips further apart to complete his devastation.  Maria could taste the heady flavor of champagne on his tongue.

Lost in a world of rapture, she responded ardently.  Her arms stole about the man to whom she would willingly give her love.  She held him tightly to her.  When his mouth moved away from hers to plant kisses all her face, she softly moaned.  She had never known passion like this before.  Maria held herself suspended with her head back to receive all that this man was willing to offer.

After a few minutes, Steve pulled breathlessly away.  He looked down into Maria’s upturned face.  Her eyes were still closed as the feeling of his lips lingered.

“You’re a fraud, Maria,” he whispered.

“I am,” she agreed as she finally looked up into his eyes.

“I never knew that a liar’s lips could taste so sweet.”

Maria’s eyelids were only half open in passion.  A disturbing thought played through her mind, but she fought it away.

“What do you want from me, Steve?” she asked.

“Everything.  Let’s go back to my room.”

This jarred Maria back to the light of reality with a heart-wrenching thud.  Her expression was sad as she released her hold on the man to gently push him away.

“I can’t do that,” she said in a soft voice.

“You mean you won’t.”

Maria sat up fully in her chair and the man’s arms fell away from her.

“I’ve paid your price,” she said without any doubt that she would continue to pay for her impetuous surrender.  “It’s time to go in.”

Steve smoothed down the front of his jacket as he replied, “I agree, but not the way you’re suggestin’.”

The woman stood up.  She could not bear this any longer.  Against her the powers of reason, she had placed herself in serious danger of falling completely in love with this formidable man.  She knew he would not hesitate to use her to satisfy his own ends.

“Goodnight,” she said in a trembling voice.

Steve did not reply or make any attempt to stop her as she walked off into the darkness.

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

When Maria awakened the following morning, the first thought to cross her mind was that she knew she had to get away from Steve DuPont.  Her feelings for him had become too strong to resist.  She loved him, but she could only believe that what he felt for her must be only instinctual.  There could be no tender affection in his soul, not after the unconscionable way he had forced her to submit to their mutual desire last night.

After she had breakfast alone in the dining room, she walked out into the garden to think about what she should do.  A while later, one of the maids found her to say that the dress designer and her assistant were waiting to see her.  Maria went in and showed them to her room.

The designer was an animated, mature woman who had been caught up in the romance of the approaching nuptials.  She asked Maria to turn her back until she had taken the wedding gown out of its wrappings so she could display it properly.  When Maria finally turned back, she was overcome with ecstasy.

The gown was like something out of a storybook romance.  The skirt was composed of layer after layer of delicate lace that would bell out around her when she wore the accompanying petticoats.  The high, puffed sleeves at the shoulders supported the form-fitting bodice with its sweetheart neckline.

Feeling truly like a bride, Maria could not wait to try it on.  After slipping out of her over-garments, the designer helped her into the matching lace petticoats.  Once she got the dress over her shoulders and fastened by a row of tiny pearl buttons in back, she knew that it fit her perfectly.  Even the designer had to comment that the measurements Mr. DuPont had given her were so accurate that no alterations would be necessary.  Maria hid her embarrassment as she recalled how these measurements had been acquired.

As she stepped into the dainty white high heels with silk rosebuds on top, the assistant placed the full-length veil on her head and pinned it to her hair.  Maria swirled about the room in ecstasy.

The façade was forgotten as she allowed herself to believe this really was her wedding gown.  She could not imagine that any other dress in the world could be lovelier.

“Would you like to look in a mirror?” suggested the designer.

“Oh, yes,” Maria answered the smiling woman.

She quickly walked to the closet and threw open the door.  Inside was a full-length mirror.  Maria drew in her breath when she saw how she looked.  The tight bodice accentuated her slim waistline against the outward swell of the tiers of lace.  The puffed-up top of the veil gave her an appearance of greater height.  It was the perfect gown to display her natural assets.

This was the gown that Steve had selected for her.  The smile slowly faded from Maria’s face as she stared at herself in the mirror.  She had no right to be happy.  That woman in the white gown had never been asked to be a bride, and Steve would not be the groom who waited at the altar next Tuesday.

It had all been a fantasy.  By believing in it, even for these few precious moments, Maria had let herself see the fulfillment of her dreams that could never be.  The return to reality from such heights had a devastating effect on her.  Now, more than ever, she understood exactly what she wanted from life, and there could be no acceptable alternative.

“Is something wrong?” asked the designer.

With a downcast expression, Maria replied, “I want to take off the dress now.”

“Don’t you like it?”

“It’s the most beautiful gown I’ve ever seen.”

“Ah, I understand, Mademoiselle.  You are overcome by your rapture!” the woman exclaimed, feeling the need to make things right.

“Yes, I love it,” Maria agreed, so she would not hurt the designer’s feelings by giving her the wrong impression.

After the dress had been put back in its wrappings, the woman told her that she would take it back to her shop to press it again.  The veil and shoes would remain, and the gown would be returned shortly.  Maria thanked her, and she was once again left by herself.

All of the magic was gone now, leaving only despair in its wake.  Maria stared at the lustrous veil that had been left on a head form on her dresser.  It was as ethereal as the dream she had dared to believe, and like the dream, it was not meant for her.

Suddenly, the room became a cold, haunting place.  She did not belong there.  This was all meant for another.

Without considering what she was going to do, Maria swiftly packed her bags.  Hot tears scalded her cheeks to fall and dampen her possessions.  It did not matter how; she had to get out of there today, right now.  It was Friday, the last day that she would have all to herself.  It did not seem likely that Steve would work on the weekends.  This would probably be her only opportunity to escape.  She had to hurry.  There was a chance that he might be on his way home right now.

When Maria was done packing, she went into the bathroom to place a cool, damp cloth on her eyes.  It would not do for anyone to see she had been crying.

The time had come for her to think of a way to get out of this situation before Steve dragged her into it any deeper.  She would have to leave before he came home from work.  While he was in the house, she would never be able to affect an escape.

Their goodbyes would have to be forgotten.  Even if Maria could manage to look the man in the face for what she knew would be the last time, he would never let her go.  To him, she was only his brother’s property, meant to be protected and restrained if necessary.

When Maria considered her appearance to be satisfactory, she sat at the vanity table to apply a bit of makeup.  She had to look natural and carefree for the servants.

Then an audacious possibility came into her mind.  As far as anyone there knew, she was destined to become the mistress of this household.  Unless the staff had been instructed otherwise by Steve, they would not risk insulting her if she told them she wanted to go out for a while.

But how could she explain taking her luggage with her?  That might present a problem.  Would they allow her to go if she said that she wanted to return to the hotel in town until the marriage took place?

This might arouse their suspicions enough to call Steve and tell him what she planned to do.  She had no idea how long it would take a taxi to get to the house and then the airport.  It might be far away.  During that time, a member of the staff might phone Mr. DuPont at his office to tell him of her plan, and he would return home as fast of possible.  He might even ask someone to detain her.  That would be no good.

Then, a new plan occurred to Maria.  This one, while it was more perilous, might have a far greater chance of being ultimately successful.  She would put it into action immediately.

Maria left her room to wander idly about the house.  In actuality, she was looking around to see where all of the employees were and what they were doing.  It was important to be aware of where everyone was.

Once she felt that her knowledge was complete, Maria looked for the housekeeper, a pleasant, middle-aged woman.

When she found her, she walked up to the woman confidently and said, “Mrs. Grey, would you please have the car sent over?  I’d like to take a ride.”

“Mr. DuPont is using the limousine in town,” the housekeeper informed her.

“Aren’t there any other cars on the estate?”

“There’s only the car Mr. DuPont keeps for his personal use.”

“Will you show me where it is, please,” Maria replied in her most commanding voice.

“It’s in the garage, Miss Fontaine, but no one has ever used it except Mr. DuPont.  I don’t know if he would approve.”

“Why shouldn’t he?  You know my position in this household, Mrs. Grey.  Do you think Mr. DuPont would be happy if he found out that you refused to give me the keys to his car?  All I want to do is to take a little ride in the country.  It’s quite boring for me to sit here by myself day after day.”

“Of course, Miss Fontaine.  I hadn’t thought of it that way.  Will you be going out after lunch?”

Maria had not realized how late it was.  It might be wise for her to have a bite to eat now, considering that it might be quite a while before she got another opportunity.  On the other hand, she wanted to get away as quickly as possible, and besides, she did not know if she would be able to eat with all of this excitement.

“I’ll find some place along the road,” she replied.

“Are you sure you’ll be safe, Miss?  It might be best to wait for Mr. DuPont.”

“I appreciate your concern, but you seem to have forgotten that I’m bored now.  If Mr. DuPont calls, you don’t have to tell him that I’ve taken his car.  I’ll be home before he is.”

“Whatever you say, Miss.  I can get you the spare set of keys in a moment.”

When Mrs. Grey left the room, Maria fidgeted nervously until she returned.  It seemed to take forever, but in fact, only a few minutes had elapsed.

“Would you like a map of the area?” the housekeeper thoughtfully asked.

That was a detail that had not even occurred to Maria.  She had not paid any particular attention to the roads while she had ridden in the limousine.  If she had set out without a map, she might have become lost in minutes.

“I would appreciate that, “Maria replied.

“There’s one in the library.  I’ll get it for you.”

Again, Maria had to wait as the precious seconds ticked away.  There might be the smallest possibility that Steve would return home for lunch, even though he had not done this before.  She had to be out of there before he arrived or her escape would be foiled.

Mrs. Grey eventually returned with the map in her hand.  After that, she escorted Maria to the garage to point out the black convertible foreign car that Steve DuPont kept for his personal use.  Once the housekeeper was gone, Maria studied the map.  It appeared that the airport was not that far away.  She would drive the car there and leave it in the parking lot.  Once she was back in Illinois, she would call the DuPont house to leave a message for Steve to pick it up there.  He had the limousine to use until then.

When she was certain that the housekeeper was in the house, Maria sneaked back inside through a side door.  Nobody had been working in this area.  With extreme caution and silent steps, she made her way back to her room.

Once she was inside, she closed the door.  Now Maria had the saddest task she had to perform.  After taking one final look at the ring on her finger, she slowly removed it and left it in plain sight on the vanity table.  She believed this gesture would permanently sever her ties to the DuPont family.  She had to stifle a sob before she could get on with her mission.

Her bags were packed and waiting in the closet.  Maria had taken the precaution of hiding them in case a maid came into her room.  It was a bulky job for her to carry them all at once, but she did not want to take the risk of having to make two trips.

As quietly as possible, she stole down the stairs.  At one point, she found herself in danger of dropping the small case in which she kept her toilet articles and cosmetics.  A quick adjustment of her elbow kept her from making a clumsy clatter.  Maria let out the breath that she had caught.

Without further incident, she managed to tiptoe out of the house.  The door that she had selected for her escape led into the garden that faced the river.  It was on the opposite side of the house from the garage, but this was the only exit where no one was working.

As Maria put down some bags to free her right arm in order to close the door behind her, she was startled by a voice that called out, “Wait a minute.”

She looked up in guilty fear.  The gardener stepped out from behind a hedge beside the patio with a pair of clippers in his hand.  Maria had not noticed him there before.  All of the color fled from her face.

“You shouldn’t be carrying those bags, Miss,” the man said in a firm voice.

“I have to,” Maria quickly improvised.  “I have to meet Mr. DuPont in town immediately.”

She waited in hushed expectation for what the gardener would say in reply.  Would he believe her or would he force her to return to the house?”

He pushed his hat up higher on his brow and said, “The garage is on the other side of the house, Miss.”

“It’s so large, I must have gotten confused.”

“That’s all right,” he replied as he stepped forward.  “Let me carry your bags for you.  There’s no need for you to do that.”

Maria could hardly believe her ears.  Her plan had not been spoiled after all.  After he put his clippers in his pocket, the man stepped forward to take on her burden.  When he started to move off around the front the house, Maria said.  “I’d rather go the back way.  I’ve wanted to take a look at the grounds there.”

She knew that there would be less likelihood of being seen if they went that way.

“The path along the front is shorter.”

“You don’t have to help me,” Maria readily assured him. “I can do this by myself.”

“I couldn’t let you do that, Miss.  What would Mr. DuPont think?  We can take the back way.”

Maria forced herself to smile and then gingerly followed the man.  His steps seemed to be far slower than was necessary.  She could not keep herself from casting furtive glances at the house to see if anyone was watching.

By the time they reached the garage, she was covered with a fine film of nervous perspiration.  The gardener loaded the bags into the trunk of the car with the same unhurried ease.  Maria tapped her foot in exasperation.

When he was done, she hastily thanked him and got into the car.  The controls of the foreign vehicle were unfamiliar to her.  She wasted more valuable time as she attempted to figure out what was what.  It was lucky that her father had taught her how to drive a stick shift.

At last, she was ready to go.  Maria cringed as the engine roared into life.  The garage door was open.   She drove out slowly to keep down any unnecessary noise that might attract attention in the house.  As far as Mrs. Grey knew, she had left awhile ago.  It would not be wise to arouse her suspicions. 

Maria felt joyously free until she reached the main gate.  The tall iron bars were closed and locked.  Why hadn’t she thought of this before?  She looked quickly around the interior of the car, but there was no sign of a remote control.  With trembling fingers, she opened the glove compartment.  There, on top of a small pile of papers, was a small, black device.  Maria took it out and pressed a button.  The gates slowly swung open.

Before she put the car into forward gear, she took one last look back down the drive.  Her eyes became misty as she whispered a final farewell to all she was leaving behind her.  She might never see Steve again, but he would live forever in her heart.

Maria wiped away the tears and drove out between the gates.  After she closed them, she replaced the control in the glove compartment.  She took another brief look at the map to refresh in her mind the route she planned to follow.

Soon, she would be on a plane back to the snowy north, but it could not possibly be as cold as the chill she felt within her.  For now, she must be strong and remain alert in order to carry out her plan.  There would be plenty of time for her to wallow in regrets later.

Maria found the airport without any difficulties.  As she pulled into a parking lot, she took a time card from an automatic dispenser, and placed it on the dashboard.  Steve would surely find it there.

There was no porter to help her with her luggage until she walked up to the front of the terminal.  From there, her bags were placed on a wheeled cart.  Following the porter, she entered the terminal.  The large room was unbelievably crowded and noisy.

Maria was so busy looking around at the long lines at the ticket counters that she did not notice when the cart stopped.  She carelessly bumped into a man’s back.  With a startled exclamation, she looked up.

“What an unexpected surprise,” said Steve DuPont as he turned to face her.

“Steve,” Maria exhaled on a breath of futility.

“Imagine
meetin’ you here, darlin’,” the man continued, as if he had just flown in from out of town.

He walked forward to place his arm around Maria’s shoulders.  A casual observer might think this was a meeting of old friends if they did not look closely at Maria’s face.  The steel in the man’s grip informed his captive that it would be unwise to resist.  Maria was too stunned to speak.

“As you see,” Steve casually explained to the porter, “my wife wasn’t expectin’ me home so soon.  We’ll need you to bring her bags back to the car.”

He smiled and his words sounded friendly, but there was deadly menace in his eyes when he looked at Maria.  As she opened her mouth to speak, she felt his fingers dig into the soft flesh of her upper arm.

“No emotional welcomes before strangers,” Steve cautioned as an explanation to one listener and a warning to the other.

Maria gulped and allowed him to lead her out the front doors.  Her heart hammered in her chest.

“Where’s the car, darlin’?” the man asked in a deceptively mild voice.

Unable to speak, Maria could only point as they walked out to the parking lot.  After the porter put her bags back into the trunk, Steve gave him a generous tip, and he left.  Then, he extended his hand for the keys.

“I left them in the glove compartment so you could find them there,” Maria meekly stated.

“How clever of you,” Steve replied in a cold voice.  “I suppose you locked the doors?”

Maria nodded.

“It’s a good thing I brought my own set along or we’d have to wait here until my chauffeur returned with them.”

Without wasting another moment, Steve unlocked the doors and gestured for Maria to get inside.  She quickly responded.  After the man got in and started up the car, he paid the parking fee and drove out of the airport.  Maria sat stonily beside him, waiting fearfully for the inevitable confrontation.

Halfway back to the house, Steve pulled the car over to the side of the road and parked it beside an extensive patch of woods that abutted the river.  He stepped out and walked over to the bank without saying a word.

Maria would have been content to sit there and wait, but she knew that he expected her to join him.  While she dreaded what he would have to say to her, she wanted to get this encounter over with so she knew where she stood.  With a sense of humiliation, she got out and moved slowly to join the man.

They stood on the embankment for a while, each rapt in personal thoughts, looking out over the river.

Steve finally broke the silence by saying, “No apologies?  No goodbyes?  I turn my back for an instant and you disappear without a word.”

“How did you find me?”

“When I called the house to tell you I was coming home early, Mrs. Grey told me you went out for a ride.  Knowin’ you as I do, I knew you’d head straight for the airport.”

 Steve waited a moment, giving Maria a chance to speak.  When she didn’t, he went on, “Why did you do it?  After I warned you, how could you do that?”

His eyes were still focused on the water.

“I had to, Steve,” Maria softly replied.

The man’s face grew stern when he said, “You didn’t have to do anything but to stay put and be happy.  Was this your way of gettin’ back at me for what happened last night?”

“No.  It wasn’t that at all.”

“Then, what was it, Maria?  Why did you try to run out on me when I told you not to?”

Maria’s voice choked in her throat.  She looked up at the man with pleading eyes.

“Answer me!” he shouted, finally turning to her.  “I want to know what goes on in that calculatin’, little mind of yours.”

Maria put her hands over her ears and squeezed her eyes shut as she shook her head.

“I couldn’t stand it any more!” she cried out.  “It was just too much for me!  I had to get away.”

Steve ripped down her arms and pinned them behind her back as he pressed his body against hers.  Maria’s eyes opened to stare up at his face in fear and hopelessness.  The man returned her look with unrelenting anger.

“I didn’t follow you back to the house last night,” he replied in a barely controlled fury.  “I didn’t force you to do anything!”

“I couldn’t stay,” was all that Maria could manage to say in return. 

After a moment, Steve said, “I saw through you right from the start, you foolish girl.  I knew you didn’t want to marry Tienne.  That’s why I brought you to the house.  You came down here feelin’ no regard for his feelin’s at all, and you thought I would let you get away with that?  Well, I won’t.  You’re going to stay here and get married if I have to tie you up until the weddin’!  Do you understand me, Maria?  I won’t let you go!”

Maria trembled, but he held her fast.  It was too late to make any explanations that Steve could possibly believe, so she gave him a piece of the truth.

“It’s not your brother that I’ve fallen in love with.”

“Oh, I see.  You think that you can soften me up by pretendin’ to be in love with me.  Is that it?”

“No,” Maria replied, with tears of fear and humiliation streaming down her cheeks.  “You have this all wrong.”

“Your denials mean nothing to me.  If you loved me, as you would have me believe, you would never have tried to run away from me.”

“That was probably a mistake.”

“Enough!  You’re comin’ back to the house with me now, and you are goin’ to go through with the weddin’ as planned.  At this point, I don’t know why Tienne has such regard for you, but I won’t allow you to break his stupid heart.”

Steve released Maria’s hands to grab her arm and lead her back to the car.  They drove in silence until they reached the house.

Stopping before the front door, Steve hissed out, “Not a word of this to the servants.  You’re going to look exhausted, like you got lost somewhere along the road and I found you.  Isn’t that right?”

Maria nodded slightly, and Steve continued, “You’ll go straight up to your room.  I’ll have your dinner sent up to you later.  You’re not feelin’ well and you want to rest.  Got that?  This isn’t over, Maria.  Tomorrow, you’ll have to pay for your transgression.”

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

After one of the servants set Maria’s dinner on the table in the corner of her room, she said, “There you go, Miss.  I hope you’re feeling better.”

Maria realized that Steve must have told his staff that she was feeling ill to explain why he had driven her home.

As the woman turned to go, Maria asked, “Is Mr. DuPont in the dining room?”

“No, he had to go out to finish his business at the office.  You can call him there if you want to speak with him.”

“No, thank you,” Maria replied.  “I was just wondered where he was.”

When the servant was gone, she sat down at the table, but she had no appetite.  All of the anxiety she had experienced that day had left her feeling too upset to eat.  Steve’s angry words still burned in her mind.  It troubled her to think of what punishment he might have in store for her.

Without doubt, he had instructed the staff to see to it that she did not leave the house.  Now that she had tried to escape and failed, greater precautions would undoubtedly be taken to keep her there.  There would be no way that she could satisfactorily explain anything to Steve while he was in such a temper.  

Maria idly wondered if he had made plans for them for the evening.  Even if Steve got back within a reasonable amount of time, he had made it clear that he did not intend to entertain her that night.  What a mess she had made of the whole situation!

Would Steve ever forgive her for trying to escape?  Probably not, and any cordiality that might them would be gone.  Maria could not decide if this would make her plight worse or easier.  Sadly, it still hurt her to have the man she loved believe she was a bad person.

With such thoughts to keep her company, it was a long and bitter evening for Maria.  After a restless night, she awoke late the next morning.  When she finally went down to the dining room, she was informed that Mr. DuPont had waited for her as long as he could, but he had been forced to go out on business twenty minutes ago.  He would be back later in the day.

When the woman asked her if she would like to have her breakfast served to her in her room, Maria politely refused, saying she was feeling much better.

What was left of the morning dragged on for Maria.  While she was afraid to see Steve, she also wished she could get this anxious waiting period over with.  Her nerves were starting to crumble under the suspense.

In the early afternoon, the dress designer’s assistant delivered her freshly pressed wedding gown.  That was the only incident to break the tedium of the day.  After the dress was carefully stored in her closet, Maria sat down on her bed and wondered what she could do.

Then, it occurred to her that it was Saturday.  Her roommate usually did not work on the weekends.  Marla might be home if she tried to call her.

Maria walked to the study with quick steps that defied anyone to stop her.  She dialed the number of the apartment and waited for her friend to answer the call, wondering what Marla would say when she told her that she still hadn’t had the chance to deliver her message to Tienne.   

She let the phone ring for a full five minutes.  No one answered.  Apparently, her friend had turned off her answering machine and voice mail.  Once again, she had come up against a blank wall.

In weary resignation, she walked back to her room and on out onto the balcony.  It was a clear and lovely day, but it held no joy for Maria.  She sat on her chair and watched the waterborne traffic make its way along the Mississippi.

A little after four o’clock, she was startled to hear footsteps approaching along the balcony.  It was Steve, and his face showed no welcoming warmth.

“I wondered where you were,” he said without preamble.  “You’ll be goin’ out with me in about half an hour, so do what you need to get ready.”

“Where are we going?” Maria asked hesitantly. 

“You’ll find out.”

“But I need to know so I know what to wear.”

“What you have on is fine.  Bring a jacket.” 

Without saying another word, Steve walked away.  Maria stared after him in alarm.  Where could he plan to take her, wearing slacks, a plain, cotton shirt, and a pullover sweater?  Such casual attire might be appropriate if they were only going to Mardi Gras, but if that was their destination, wouldn’t Steve have suggested that she should wear one of her costume gowns?  It made no sense.

After shaking her head, Maria went inside.  She brushed her hair and applied fresh lipstick.  As she glanced down at her rubber-soled running shoes, she considered putting on something else, but then changed her mind.  Steve had said she should wear what she had on.  If he felt differently when he saw her, he would say so.

After slinging a jacket over her arm, she picked up her purse and went downstairs.  Steve was waiting for her in the front hall.

He eyed her carefully from head-to-toe, and then commented, “Something’s missin’.”

“What?” Maria inquired as she looked down at her apparel.

“Can’t you guess?”

“No.”

“You seem to have forgotten your engagement ring.”

“I left it in the room,” Maria explained defensively.  “After what happened yesterday, I didn’t think you would want me to wear it.”

“Come on,” Steve said in a commanding tone, as he grabbed her hand and led her back upstairs.

Once they were in her room, he looked around and spotted the ring on her vanity table.  Without a word, he dragged her forward to get it.

Maria was tempted to protest against this rough treatment, but she held her discomfort inside.  After picking up the ring, Steve lifted her hand to thrust it back on her finger.

“Don’t take it off again!” he warned her harshly.

The man did not release her hand as he pulled her along behind him down the staircase.  Instead of walking directly to the front door, as Maria had expected, he turned and walked toward the garden door through which Maria had made her escape the day before.  It felt eerie for her to pass through that doorway again under such different circumstances.

As they strode on through the garden, Maria could not help asking, “Where are you taking me?”

“For a ride. “

“But the car is in the other direction.”

“We’re not takin’ the car.”

The sun was nearing the horizon as Steve walked on toward the river.  Maria had no choice except to follow him.  His hand held hers in a strong grip that would tolerate no defiance.

As they approached the water, Steve veered off to the left.  As they walked past a clump of weeping willows, Maria saw a dock that extended out into the water.  Beside it was a boathouse.  She had noticed it once before on one of her afternoon walks.

As they came closer, Maria noticed that a small motor boat was tied to the dock.  A dark-skinned man, who was bare to the waist, was standing in it, watching them.

Steve did not speak as he pushed Maria in front of him to step into the boat.  The man offered her his hand for assistance in stepping down into the small craft.

Maria thanked the stranger for his help, but her eyes looked up to plead with Steve for information about what was happening.  His stony face told her nothing.  Once she was settled on one of the wooden benches, he jumped down and sat beside her.

The other man swiftly untied the ropes that held the boat against the dock, and then moved to the stern to start up the engine.  With sinuous ease, the craft glided out into the current.

Maria immediately noticed that they were going upstream.  There was another far larger craft out across the water, but it quickly outdistanced them.  Then, they were alone.

Steve remained silent, looking forward as they pushed on through the muddy waters of the Mississippi.  His shoulder touched Maria’s slightly.  She would have moved away to break the physical contact if the boat had been wider, but as it was, she was afraid to do anything to upset her balance and topple over into the cold waters.

As she looked over the side, Steve suddenly said, “Don’t think about jumpin’ overboard.  If the current doesn’t drag you under, the snakes and alligators will get you.”

Maria stared at him in wide-eyed terror.  What could he mean by frightening her like this, by taking her on this strange, perilous boat ride?

“Why won’t you tell me where we’re going?” she asked.

“Do you remember I told you I was going to punish you for what you did?” Steve said with an expressionless face.  “Well, this is it.”

Maria could not believe the cold dispassion in his words.  She had never seen him as forbidding as this.  A quick glance behind her showed her that the strange man took no interest in their conversation.  His attention appeared to be focused on piloting the boat.  It was easy to see that she would receive no help from him.

Maria wondered about the curious necklace the man was wearing over another chain that held a cross.  It was a grisly-looking affair that seemed to be made up of some kind of bones.  Human finger bones, perhaps?  She shuddered and looked away.

“Put on your jacket,” Steve said, as he pulled on a leather one.

“I’m not cold.”

“Don’t be stubborn.  I felt you shiver.  It’s colder on the water.”

Maria fumbled with the garment, trying to maintain perfect balance, until Steve leaned over and helped her.  There seemed to be little gentleness in his gesture.  Maria nodded, but did not speak her thanks.

They moved on into the dusk.  When the boat slowly turned off into a barely perceptible waterway on their right, Maria’s tension grew.  The narrow, sluggish stream was overhung by large, ancient trees and vines.

The way was dark and forbidding.  Jungle-like bird calls arid rustlings sounded all around them.  After some soft words from the man that propelled the boat, Steve got up and stepped forward to light the lantern that was suspended in the bow.  Its light did little to push back the ever-narrowing darkness.

As Steve sat back beside Maria, she could derive no comfort from his expression.  Her fingernails slowly dug into the palms of her hands as she speculated on what he planned to do with her.  Why all this mystery and secrecy?  What could he have in mind by taking her on this gloomy journey?

Maria’s ruminations grew more ghastly as she wondered if her behavior had driven Steve into wanting to do away with her.  If that was his plan, he could not have chosen a more desolate place or a more reticent accomplice to execute his intention.  Had she proved herself to he such an unworthy wife for his brother that he might resort to murder to rid the DuPont family of an undesirable addition?

Maria kept these terrifying thoughts to herself, but she could feel her skin crawling.  She knew it would be useless to ask either of the men any questions.  It was plain that
they would not answer her.

The boat wove its way along the winding bayou.  Its pace was slowed only to circumvent obstacles.  The darkness of the swamp became complete.

The woman waited in tense expectation of the time when they would pull in next to the shore to finish their grisly deed.  This did not happen.  Neither of her companions made a move in her direction to grab her or throw her’ overboard.

At first, Maria thought it was only her imagination when she heard the sound of distant drumbeats.  They seemed to weave in and out of the drone of the boat’s engine.  When they began to grow stronger, she felt her heart accelerate to match their tempo.

The boat rounded a corner of the swamp and the drums became louder yet.  Through the silhouetted mesh of the trees, Maria could see a number of torches burning off to the side ahead of them.

Who was waiting there?

Steve’s face revealed nothing, so Maria turned to look back at the other man.  He returned her fearful stare with a wide, toothy grin.  This made everything seem worse than ever for Maria.  That man was so cold-hearted that he could actually smile at a time like this.  Her imagination had run away with horrifying thoughts.

As the boat moved closer to the fire, Maria could hear a weird chanting sound that accompanied the drums.  There was a
rumble of low-pitched men’s voices and a high wailing cry of a woman.  Unconsciously, she moved closer to Steve.

The trees began to thin as they approached a clearing in the undergrowth.  Revealed before Maria’s disbelieving eyes was the strangest scene she had ever beheld.  Several crude huts provided a backdrop to a primitive spectacle, the likes of which she had seen only in movies.

A number of dark-skinned men sat in a circle while two women danced in undulating patterns in the opening before them.  They were painted in eerie white designs, while barbaric-looking necklaces and bracelets adorned their bodies.  Two of the men beat on hand-carved wooden drums with sticks.

Maria stared on in awe.  When the boat pulled in to brush against the shore, she let out a small gasp.  She turned to Steve, who was closely watching her reaction.

“What are you going to do with me?” Maria asked in a dread-filled voice.

A hint of a smile crept into the man’s eyes as he replied, “Introduce you to a little voodoo magic.”

“To kill me?” the woman blurted out.

The smile now touched Steve’s lips.

“What an imagination,” he commented.  “Okay, butterfly, I think you’ve suffered enough.  This is one of those unpublicized voodoo encounters that are designed to appeal to tourists.  Normally, you would be sharin’ the excitement with several other thrill seekers, but just to amuse you, I gave the folks here a little something extra to get a private performance.”

Maria’s mouth hung open.  She could scarcely believe what he had told her.  It had all been a monstrous joke to scare her.

“You’re the most contemptible man I’ve ever met!” she exclaimed.

“Come on,” Steve said with a short laugh, as he took her arm and maneuvered her out of the boat.  “The show hasn’t even begun yet.”

He stepped out behind Maria and directed her to a straw mat by an opening in a circle.  The woman’s sense of relief was almost overcome by her mounting annoyance over the trick.  She wrenched her arm out of Steve’s grasp to throw herself down on the mat in an unceremonious fashion.  He laughed again, and then took his place beside her.

The drummers and dancers carried on as though they were not there.  Everyone seemed to be intent on the primal rhythm as they swayed with the beat.  Maria looked on, drawn to the intensity of the spectacle.

The dancing woman’s voice grew shriller and shriller until it finally pierced the night with an agonizing cry as the drumming unexpectedly stopped.  The sudden cessation of the sound was startling in itself.

Maria wondered if she was supposed to clap or remain silent.  She waited to see what Steve would do.  Since he remained motionless, she followed his example.  After a short interval, the drums started up again, only this time, the tempo was slower.  One of the dancers sat down and insinuated herself into a sensuous dance pattern, moving only her body and arms.  The woman appeared to sway to the strains of some unheard melody.

It was captivating.  Maria looked on, too rapt to think of anything else.  When someone tapped her shoulder, she started, bumping against Steve as she swung her head to see who was there.  

It was only a pretty, cinnamon-colored girl, offering her a drink in a hollow coconut shell.  Maria thanked her and took the cup.  It had a fruity aroma and the liquid was an opaque, indistinguishable color.  Turning to Steve, she asked, “What is this?” 

The girl only giggled as she handed Steve a similar vessel.

“It’s a passion potion,” Steve said with an amused look.  “Drink it.”

Maria smirked and looked back at the beverage.

“Drink it!” the man repeated more forcefully.

Steve watched as Maria held her breath and took a small sip.  It was delicious.  She had not realized how dry her throat had become.  The drink quenched her thirst and titillated her taste buds.  Steve watched her as he lifted his own cup to his lips. 

As the entertainment continued, the girl served them a variety of Caribbean foods.  Most of them were strange to Maria.  As she tried some, she gave Steve a glance, and then returned her attention to the dancer.

The woman was now leaning over a basket.  She opened the cover and, with the waves of the music, slowly lowered her hands to reach inside.  She slowly withdrew a long, sinuous snake.

Maria gasped aloud, although the dancer did not appear to be frightened.  She caressed the reptile languorously, and then wove it across her shoulders and around her neck.  It appeared to be as mesmerized by the rhythm of the drums as its mistress.  The small head pulled back and its forked tongue darted out to quiver in the air.

Continuing to dance, undulating her body to slowly rise to her feet.  She wrapped the snake around various parts of her body, allowing it to caress all of her.  Maria could not look away.  She took another sip of her drink, mesmerized by the performance.

When the dancer put the reptile’s head in her mouth, she cringed and finally looked away.  Steve wrapped his arm around her and gave her shoulder a small squeeze.  As angry as Maria was with him, she appreciated the sense of security his gesture had given her.

When the dance was over, the drumming continued, taking up a livelier beat.  The women left the circle to be replaced by a couple of similarly painted men that performed some amazing feats of contortion, winding themselves into strange, impossible patterns.  In the torchlight, they almost looked like dancing skeletons.

The alcohol in the drink began to soothe and relax Maria.  She “oohed” and “wowed” with each new fantastic configuration of a man’s body.  When that performance was over, she applauded vigorously, missing the grin on Steve’s face.

The musical portion of the entertainment went on to culminate in an appearance of “the Baron Samedi,” the mythical ruler of Voodooland.  He appeared out of a puff of smoke to dance in exaggerated, suggestive movements around the fire.

Maria’s eyes opened wide.  When he approached her with come-hither gestures to entreat her to join him in his dance, she quickly shook her head and refused him.  The Baron threw back his head and laughed loudly, as his eyes picked up a demonic gleam from the torches.  After making a number of mysterious incantations and gestures into the jungle darkness, he suddenly stopped to point at Maria.  At that instant, the drums went silent.  

The woman held her breath as she stared at him in fear.  The sense of danger was almost palpable.  Just as suddenly, The Baron mysteriously disappeared into a sudden burst of fire and smoke.

All remained silent.  Maria still held her breath, not daring to break the spell.  She started when Steve began to clap loudly.  Instantly turning to stare at him, she saw he was smiling.  She finally realized that this had been the show’s finale.  Tenuously, she joined in Steve’s applause.

The drumbeat started again, and the pretty girl returned to offer them another drink.  After she served them, the girl whispered a few words into Steve’s ear, and then scurried away.

He turned to Maria and said, “She invited us to join the witch woman in her hut so she can tell our fortune.  Would you like to go?”

Maria looked at him thoughtfully for a moment.  In truth, the idea did not appeal to her at all.  She was repulsed and frightened by it.  On the other hand, she did not want Steve to think she was afraid.  So she nodded to him.

With a few quick swallows, she finished her drink.  Maria could feel the warmth of the alcohol rushing through her veins.  This made her feel strangely at ease with the situation.  

Getting up from the mat, she followed Steve to the largest structure in the clearing.  They had to bow their heads to walk beneath the low doorway.

The interior was filled with the smoke of numerous votive candles and sticks of incense.  At the back of the hut, an ancient gray-haired woman sat hunched over a deck of tarot cards.  Steve and Maria moved forward to sit cross-legged on the mat in front of her.  When she looked up, Maria could see that the pupils of her eyes were clouded by a filmy, gray/white haze.

The woman gave them an almost toothless grin and turned a card to place it before Maria.

“There is turmoil in your life,” she said in a low, gravelly voice.

Maria nodded, but said nothing as she waited in awe.  The witch woman turned another card, placing it beside the first.

“Lies and deceit,” she breathed, and her empty gaze took in both of the listeners.

Without looking down, Maria felt Steve’s hand slip around her waist.  He gave her side a small squeeze.  Maria could not take her away from the woman.

She turned another card.   “I see distrust.”

Maria looked down at the tarot card, but she could not see how that picture gave the woman her surprisingly accurate information.  Another card turned.

“A major event is about to happen.”

Steve shifted a little.  Maria looked at him to try to see what he was thinking, but he only appeared to be seeking a more comfortable position.

The witch woman took another card off the top of her deck and held it in the air for a moment, appearing to have some internal issue with the card.  She closed her eyes and waved it around in the smoke.

For some reason, Maria had the feeling that this card would have some definite impact on her life.  She was unsure if she wanted to hear its interpretation or not.  In nervous tension, she bit her lower lip.  Would the witch woman see happiness or despair in her future?  She had been amazingly correct so far.  What would the last card reveal?  

Finally, the old woman placed it down beside the others.

After a long, anxious pause, she looked up at her audience stoically, casting her cloudy eyes from one to the other.  She shook her head, as if to clear her thought.  Suddenly, her lips stretched into a grin.

“Love will find its way,” she hoarsely stated.

The hut was silent for a moment, and then Steve reached into his pocket to take out a folded bill which he placed in a glass on the floor beside the old woman.  She smiled and stuffed it in her pocket.

As they got up to go, she lifted a wrinkled finger to wave it at Maria.

“You been under the spell of someone who would use you and deceive you, girl.  Beware!”

With these ominous words ringing in Maria’s mind, Steve led out of the hut.  Neither of them spoke.  They went back to the boat where the same man was waiting for them.  After they stepped on board and sat down, the man pushed off to once again traverse the narrow outlet.

Maria could not get the witch woman’s last words out of mind.  Could she have been referring to Steve?  She glanced at him, but the man was staring forward with a forbidding look on his face.  Was he angered by the old woman’s last words?  Were they more revealing than he would have liked?  

A new thought came into Maria’s mind.  The witch’s warning might have been in reference to Marla.  Her roommate was certainly manipulative.  Why hadn’t she answered the phone?  For that matter, why had she turned off the answering machine and her voice mail?  Marla had given her the impression that she would be there to talk with her about the situation in New Orleans.  If Maria had the slightest idea that her friend was going to break off all contact with her, she never would have agreed to do this favor for her.

As they pushed back out into the waters of the Mississippi, the sudden brightness of the starlight on the ripples was astounding compared with the gloom of the small bayou.  They made better time now that their way was no longer obstructed by vines and curves.  On this trip, the current was with them.

After a few minutes, Maria looked at Steve and said, “You told her what to say; didn’t you?”

He looked at her with a disgusted expression and replied, “All I did was to pay this man behind us for a voodoo cruise.  As far as I know, he doesn’t even know who we are.”

“Then, how could she have known so much about us?”

“Really, Maria.  Her words were only generalizations that could fit almost anything.”

“But what about her warning that I should beware of someone who would deceive me and use me?”

“Can you honestly believe that I would pay her to say that?  I assume, of course, that you think she was referring to me.”

“I don’t know.  Was she?”

“If you think you should be afraid, you’re right.  I don’t like to be deceived.”

“But I was the one that is supposed to have been deceived.”

“Think what you want.”

Maria decided to let the issue lie at that.  It would be foolish to provoke the man into saying more things she did not want to hear.

As they moved on down the river for a while, Steve pointed to a brightly lighted structure set high on the right bank in front of them and said, “That’s our house.”

Maria looked up and replied, “The house?  It’s odd, but I thought all of the old Southern plantations had a name, but I’ve never heard you mention one for you home.”

“That’s because it doesn’t have one, and, by the way, it was never a plantation.  The family interest has always been in shellfish.”

“Have you thought about giving it a name?”

“No.  Outsider’s call it the DuPont Estate.  That’s the way it’s always been.  If my progenitors couldn’t come up with anything to suit them, I don’t see why I should bother.”

“Maybe your brother will think of something.”

“Maybe he will.”

Shortly after that, the boat docked.  Steve saw Maria safely back to her room, and they exchanged casual goodnights.  So much more might have been said, but neither party wanted to be the first to speak.  It had been a rather odd evening that had left them both feeling thoughtful.

 

 

CHAPTER 9

 

It had been almost a week since she arrived in New Orleans, and Maria still had received no word from Tienne DuPont or message about his date of arrival.  She could not help thinking about his flagrant neglect of his fiancée.  This disinterest did not coincide with Marla’s impression of a man who was ardently in love with her.  The prearranged marriage was now only two days away.  It seemed altogether possible that Tienne had as little affection for Marla as she had for him.

Maria wondered what would happen if he did not show up for the wedding.  Would Steve release her then or try to make her patch things up with his brother?  What a complication that could present!  If she could only speak to Marla, she might be able to get her friend to settle this all by herself.

When it was all over and the truth was out in the open, Maria could only guess what Steve’s attitude toward her would be.  After all of the lies she had told him, she could not imagine that he would want to see her any more.  The deceit would stand as an everlasting point of embarrassment between them.

No good could possibly come of the masquerade.  Maria would go home to Illinois and never see Steve again.  She would not even be worthy enough to be considered on a plane with his brother’s cast off fiancée.

All of these thoughts had passed through Maria’s mind while she had been dressing.  Since it was Sunday, she had put on a tan skirt suit since she did not know if Steve intended to take her to church or not.  It would be best to be prepared.  

Most of the Creole people were Roman Catholic as far as she knew.  That would not be a problem for her.  She wondered if Marla and Tienne had ever discussed this.  Her roommate was Lutheran.  It might have presented an alteration in their plans.

When Maria went downstairs, Steve was waiting for her in the dining room.  A variety of dishes had been laid out in covered chafing dishes as usual.  Maria took what she wanted and sat down at the table.  Apparently, Steve had already eaten, for he only read his newspaper while she ate her breakfast.  His silence disturbed her.

Between mouthfuls, Maria said, “Are you still mad at me?”

The man lowered his newspaper enough to regard her over the top of the pages.

“Would it matter if I was?” he asked.

“Of course.  You must know it would.”

“Then, I’ll ask you another question.  Do you intend to try to run away again?”

“If I was, I would be a fool to tell you.”

“You are a fool if that’s what you plan to do.  There is no conceivable way you could get away from me.  I would follow you wherever you went and bring you back here, and believe me, Maria, I would not be happy.”

“I know that, but you should remember one thing; no matter what happens, I never wanted to hurt you or to make you mad.”

“I’ve noticed that people often do things with lack of consideration for anyone but themselves.  It’s a sad comment on the human condition, but one that I fully understand and am forced to accept.  That doesn’t mean that I’ll overlook anything you might happen to do.  It means that I’ve experienced disappointment before, and I’ve learned how to deal with it effectively.  I could have dealt out a much harsher punishment to you last night than to have simply scared you for a short while.”

“It was enough,” Maria assured him. “I’ve learned my lesson.”

“Tell me exactly what you’ve learned.”

“Not to cross you . . . if I can help it.  I have no plans to leave here without your consent.”

“Good.  By the way, I have forgiven you, Maria, but you’d better be able to help it if any more bright ideas come into your head.”

Instead of replying, Maria concentrated fully on her breakfast.  When she glanced up again, she noticed that Steve had returned his attention to his paper.

When she was done eating, she placed her napkin on the table and stood up.  The man folded his paper before he put it down.

“Are you ready to go?” he asked.

“To church?”

“No, my dear.  We’ll get there soon enough.  I thought you might enjoy a ride through the countryside on such an invitin’ day.”

“I would like that.  I haven’t gotten to see much outside of the French Quarter.”

“All right.  Let’s go.”

This time, Steve did not call for the use of the limousine and driver.  He walked with Maria to the garage and directed her to get into that same vehicle which she had used to affect her escape.  It felt odd to be in it again, but when Steve took off the convertible roof, the atmosphere changed.  It was a surprisingly warm day, perfect for a ride in the open air.

He drove along the winding back roads at a leisurely pace, pointing out objects of interest and historical significance as they drove.  The soft spring-like quality of the air felt delightful to Maria as it rushed through her hair.  The tangles did not bother her.  They could be brushed out later.  All that mattered was that she was there with Steve, listening to him talk and enjoying the land he so obviously loved.

They stopped a few times to look over particular places.  When this happened, they spoke to each other in calm and easy conversation.  The anxiety, temporarily at least, had been banished.

Around noon, Steve pulled into the parking lot of a distinguished-looking, old restaurant.  The building appeared to be a restored mansion of earlier years.  Inside, a maitre d’ escorted them to a well-appointed table that overlooked the back garden.

Maria looked at the menu, only to discover it was all in French.  The other diners spoke in discreetly low tones.

“Would you like me to order for you?” Steve asked, noting her perplexity.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to.”

“Is there anything in particular you would like?”

“I’ll leave it up to you.  I’m not a picky eater, and I don’t have any allergies.”

In French, Steve quickly gave their order to the waiter who had been standing discreetly to his side.  The man bowed slightly as he took their menus, and then left.

“How do you like Louisiana now?” Steve asked.

“The more I see of it, the more I like it.”

“Is there special thing that impresses you?”

“As a matter of fact, there is.  I hope you won’t think I’m being patronizing or anything, but it’s your house and property.”

“That must be induced by your feelin of being mistress of it all before long.”

“Not at all.” Maria quickly corrected him.  “I told you before that I had dreamed about coming to Louisiana.  Even though I’ve read a lot of books on the subject and saw it in movies and on TV, I never conceived of anything so grand as that.  It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever imagined.”

“Your praise is appreciated.  Now, tell me, Maria, why does a woman like you, who told me you don’t need luxury, have such a high opinion of a place that only a great deal of money could buy?”

“As I also said, it’s only a dream.  I’m entitled to those; aren’t I?”

“Of course you are.  Do you have any others?” 

“The house would be filled with happiness,” Maria immediately responded.  “It would be an empty shell without that.”

“And how would that happiness come to you?  With money?”

“That wouldn’t be a factor in my dream.”

“Then, what?”

Maria took a sip of her water as the waiter placed bread and sculptured pats of butter on the table, along with a plate of crudités.  He also poured a small amount of wine into Steve’s glass.  After the man sipped it and gave it his approval, the waiter filled both of their glasses.

When he was gone, Maria said, “You were getting rather personal with that last question.”

Steve picked up a roll to butter it as he replied, “I thought we had reached that level long ago.  It feels like I’ve known you forever, Maria.”

The woman looked at him closely and nodded her repetition of his thought.

After a moment, she said, “I didn’t know that so much living could be concentrated into so little time.”

“It is amazin’; isn’t it?  A week ago, you and I were strangers, and look at us now.”

“You say that as though we have a special bond between us.”

“We do.”

“What would that be, Steve?”

“I don’t need to answer that for you.  You’re a very perceptive person.  I’m sure you already know.”

“I’m not sure.  Please, tell me.”

The man took a bite of his roll and chewed it carefully before replying, “Well, we’re still basically strangers, but we’ve found that we have a lot in common, and I’m not just referrin’ to the house.  In a way, we both can be easy-going, but we expect certain things from people, from life.”

“You?  Easy-going?”

“I can be, my girl.  Wait until you get to know me better.  You’ll see.”

“Where does your brother come into all of this?”

“I don’t see that he has any place in this conversation.  Relationships are personal matters.  They’re not based on the interference of others, or, at least, they shouldn’t be.”

“Please, go on with what you were saying about us,” Maria encouraged, as she picked up an olive and popped it into her mouth.

“You and I are like vinegar and oil.  By ourselves, we would either be too abrasive or too bland, but when stirred together, we produce a delicious mix.  I believe that this might be an essential spark that would be needed to ignite an interestin’ friendship.  As long as both parties don’t feel an overwhelmin’ need to dominate or be dominated, they could have a delectable relationship.”

“You’re not a man who would ever stand for being dominated.”

“And you’re a woman who does not need to dominate.  There.  I believe I’ve made my point.”

“By that, are you suggesting that you may dominate me?”

“We all enjoy being ruled by our passion to some extent.  You would never let me dominate you more than it pleased you.  Isn’t that true?”

“I answer that, but I’ll ask you this.  Wouldn’t it make you mad if you couldn’t control a woman completely?”

Steve laughed very briefly, and then took another bite of his roll.

“I am the big, bad man in your eyes; aren’t I?” he said.

“In a way, you certainly are.”

“Point taken.  We’ve met under extraordinary circumstances, Maria.  You have to admit that.  If things had been different, you might not think of me as you do now.”

“How would I see you then?”

The discourse was interrupted by the arrival of their appetizers.

Steve looked down at Maria’s plate and said, “Have you ever had escargot before?”

“No.”

“They’re snails.”

“I can see that.”

“You use that small fork to dig them out of their shells, dip them in the melted butter, and eat them.  Does it disgust you?”

“Not particularly,” Maria replied as
she picked up a snail and eyed it curiously.  “Do you intend to answer my question?”

“In a minute.  Try it.  It’s delicious.”

The woman pried the meat out of the shell, and after she dipped it in the small cup of butter, she put it in her mouth.  The flavor was unlike any she had ever tasted.

She swallowed and nodded.

“It’s not bad, but it takes some getting used to.”

“As so many worthwhile things in life are.”

“Are you including yourself in that category?”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.  You asked me how you would think of me if we had met under more normal circumstances.  I can’t answer that question without guessin’, but I would have to say that we should think back to the way things were going between us before we discovered that we had a tie that binds.  What did you think of me then?”

Maria carefully salted a radish, and then nibbled at it to keep the man in suspense.

There was a mischievous glint in her eyes when she said, “You were . . . powerful and scary.”

“Only that?” Steve asked with a quirk of an eyebrow.

“Maybe more,” Maria reluctantly admitted.  “You certainly caught my interest.”

“May I return the compliment?”

“You may.  You can be a very charming man, Steve . . . when you want to be.”

 “When I’m given reason to be.”

“You shouldn’t need a reason.”

“You don’t make too many concessions; do you?”

“You don’t
know me well, either.”

“Eat your escargot,” the man replied with the merest hint of a smile.  “I know you well enough for me to end this discussion now.”

Maria thought about this conversation as she accustomed herself to the strange food.  Steve finished his appetizer at the same time she did.  They pushed back their plates and looked into each other’s eyes.

“Where do you want to go from here?” asked the man without looking away.

“It’s your home state,” Maria responded. “It’s up to you.”

“Shall I suppose you were still talkin’ about our discussion?”

“If that’s what you want to do.”

“What do you want to do?”

“I’d like to get to know you better.”

“All right, then.  Let’s go back to what we were talkin’ about.  When we first met, was it only a flirtation for you?”

“I know that you expect me to say that it wasn’t.”

“I’m not that vain.  Tell me the truth.”

“What is truth?” Maria esoterically replied, taking into consideration a deeper level of their relationship.

“Whatever we want to make of it.  You can hold onto your secrets for a while.  Tell me what you want.”

“You presume that we’re going to get to know each other far better.”

“I’ll leave it to you to judge what’s best to say.  We may not be friends, but I believe we’re becoming close acquaintances; aren’t we?”

“I don’t know.”

“If you’re still thinking about that witch woman’s warnin’, you can rest assured that I’m not the one who would use and deceive you.”

“I only have your word on that.”

“I’ve never gone back on my word.”

“Can you give me any references?” Maria asked in the way of a jest.

Steve appeared to be somewhat offended.

“Do I need to?” he asked.

Maria’s face fell into serious lines.

“Not really, Steve.  I may not know you well, but I do feel that I can trust you to a certain extent.”

“Thank you for that at least.  Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, are there any shockin’ revelations about yourself that you would care to share with me?”

Maria’s disconcerted surprise was followed by a hasty, “No.”

“Then, you’re sayin’ that I know all I need to know to understand you?”

“I believe you’re being emphatic about understandin’ someone.  How could anyone fully understand someone else?”

Smoothly shifting the emphasis of the subject, Maria added, “What about you?  Why don’t you tell me some of those deep, secrets you must be hiding?”

“I believe our original decision was for the best, my dear.  Some mystery is healthy in a relationship.  I’ll wait for you to open up with me first.  Let’s hope it happens soon.”

Maria was curious about his final comment, but before she could put her question into words, the waiter returned with their entrees.  She looked down at the plate that was set before her.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Coq au vin.  It’s chicken.”

“I’ve heard of it, but what’s in this dark sauce?”

“Red wine.  It’s very tasty.”

Steve waited while Maria cut off a few bite-sized pieces of chicken.  European style, she continued to hold her fork in her left hand as she raised a piece to her mouth.  Her face was inscrutable as she chewed.

Her eyes foretold her pleasure before she said, “This is much better than it looks.

“Is that the highest praise you could offer?”

“Okay.  It’s delicious.  And I’m not saying that just to placate you.”

“I should hope not.”

The couple ate the rest of their meal in relative silence.  The wine made a heady companion.

When they were done with their meal, Steve asked, “Would you care for some dessert?”

“I’m quite full, thank you.”

“There’s Mississippi mud pie,” he offered.

“That sounds attractive,” Maria facetiously replied.

“It’s not what it sounds like.   Do you like chocolate ice cream?”

“Yes, but I’d rather delay the pleasure until a time when I have more room left in my stomach.”

“That’s fine with me.”

Steve signaled the waiter for the check, and after he took care of it, they left.

“We never quite finished that conversation we were havin’,” Steve commented as he drove along the back road.

“Which one?”

“The one where you were tellin’ me how you felt about me before everything changed.  I don’t believe you got beyond the word charmin’.”

“You are hungry for compliments; aren’t you?”

“Come on, Maria.  I’m curious to know if you liked me or not.”

“I was beginning to.”

“I was, too.  Do you think it might have come to anything more than that?”

“It’s hard to say, Steve.  When I came to New Orleans, I wasn’t looking for romance.”

“Then why did you come?”

“What do you expect me to say?  To see Mardi Gras?”

“I guess I asked for that one.  Speaking of Mardi Gras, I haven’t given you much opportunity to enjoy it in these last few days.  What do you say we go to the Quarter right now?”

“Can we stop off at the house to put on our costumes?”

“We don’t really need the masquerade part.  Things will be in full swing.  Nobody will notice us in the crowds.”

“Then let’s go.”

They drove on for a while without speaking.

Then Maria said, “Your question really wasn’t fair.”

“Which question was that?”

“The one in which you asked me how I would have felt about you if certain information hadn’t been revealed.”

“Why wasn’t it fair?”

“Because I’ve come to know you so much better since then.”

“Uh-oh,” the man said ominously.  “Now, I’m really in for it.”

“Why should you say that?”

“Come on, Maria.  You’re goin’ to tell me something like you really would have fallen for me if I hadn’t ruined everything by bein’ so angry when I learned the truth.”

Maria smiled and looked out the side window.

“Well?  Weren’t you goin’ to say that?” the man persisted.

“You deserve it after what you said.”

“I think you’re being a tease again.”

“Again?” she repeated, turning to him.

“I’m not goin’ to answer as long as you’re givin’ me that look that women give to men when they’re ready to tear their hearts out.  You already have a bad enough opinion of me.”

Maria could see that Steve was in a light-hearted mood, and it made relax and feel playful.

In an airy voice, she said, “Oh, my opinion of you isn’t as bad as you seem to think.  You can be very cute at times.”

“Cute?” the man replied incredulously.

“Absolutely.  I like that dimple in your left cheek when you give me one of your rare smiles.”

“Cute, and then dimples?  You’re destroying the image I have of myself.”

“I know that you can be nice, so stop trying to pretend you’re only a grouchy, old bear.”

“Would you prefer it if I was a teddy bear instead?”

“Yes, a warm, cuddly teddy bear.”

Steve pulled the car over to the side of the road and turned off the engine.  He turned to look at Maria with a gleam in his eyes.

“I think I’m goin’ to take your advice,” he said.

“How’s that?”

“You know what teddy bears were meant for.”

Maria suppressed a grin as the man leaned closer to her.

In a light tone, she replied, “I knocked the stuffing out of mine.”

“Well, this is one old bear that’s only meant for huggin’,” Steve said as he pulled her into his arms.

Maria’s face split into a smile as she pressed her hands against his chest.

“You go back to your cave, you old grizzly!” she said with a laugh.

“Nothin’ doing, lady.  You woke me up out of my hibernation and now you’re goin’ to have to pay for it.”

Steve’s mouth swooped down to nibble on one of Maria’s ears.  She giggled nervously.

“Please, don’t eat me,” she pleaded.

“I’m goin’ to do just that,” Steve breathed against her ear, “a little at a time.”

A car drove past them and Maria pushed harder on chest.

“Someone will see us,” she warned.

“Let them look.  I don’t care.”

“But, what if they know you?”

Steve buried his face in the woman’s wavy auburn hair and replied, “They’ll say that Steve DuPont is a lucky man.”

“What about your brother?”

Those words brought on a reaction.  Steve leaned back to look at Maria’s face closely.

“Are you afraid I’ll ruin your reputation?” he asked. 

“People might talk.”

“You’re not married to Tienne yet.”

“Is that all this means to you?” Maria asked and a frown creased her brow.  “Are you doing this to amuse yourself until your brother gets home?”

“I see no reason to stop then.”

“Steve DuPont!” Maria exclaimed in sudden anger.  “What a wicked thing to suggest!”

“Maybe I was only jokin’.”

“Were you?”

“You’ll just have to wait until Tuesday to find out.”

“Why?  What do you plan to do?” the woman asked anxiously.

Steve reached around to push a lock of hair off her forehead.

“Would you like it if I fought him for you?” he asked sensuously.

Maria’s eyes opened wide.

“Would you do that?” she asked.

“It depends.  How would you reward me if I won?”

Now, Maria was really feeling worried.

“I don’t want you to fight with your brother because of me,” she stated firmly.

“Why not?”

“Because his intentions are honorable and yours are dubious.”

“Isn’t that awful, cherie?”

“Well, you’ve never mentioned your intentions to me.”

“I think you have a pretty good idea about one of them.”

Maria blushed furiously and tried unsuccessfully to unwind herself from his arms.

“You’re a bad man,” she said, “and I don’t know why I ever let you hug me in the first place.”

Steve let out a low laugh and replied, “Here, let me show you.” 

Before she had a chance to react, he captured her head so that she could not pull away and kissed her soundly on the lips.  She resisted him at first, but after a few seconds, she could no longer deny her urge to respond.  The hands that beat futilely at his chest slowly stole around his shoulders.

As soon as Steve felt her surrender, he pulled back his head to look down into her face.  Slowly, Maria opened her eyes.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to fight my brother for you?” the man asked.

“That wouldn’t be right.  You have to talk with him after I do.”

“What do you plan to say to him, Maria?”

“I can’t tell you that now.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s a private matter.”

“And I don’t come into it at all?”

“Please, Steve!  I don’t want to talk about this right now.  You can ask me anything you like after I speak with your brother.”

“Well, maybe I don’t like it that you’re givin’ Tienne so much preference over me.  Maybe you still have your heart set on him as a better catch since he offered you marriage.”

The man’s expression became grim.

“What are you offering me, Steve?”

“Myself, here and now.  I don’t want to make you promises so you can feel it’s all right to trust me.  I want you to take me on faith, and go along with whatever happens without any qualifications.  Take me for myself, Maria, or don’t take me at all.”


“There’s something you just don’t understand,” Maria tried to explain.

“Then, tell me.”

The woman looked down and said in a small voice, “I can’t tell you now.”

Steve drew his arms away from her to move back behind the wheel.  He started up the engine without saying a word and drove on.

The French Quarter was a clamorous splash of color and excitement, but Maria’s private masquerade had taken away all of her fun.

 

 

CHAPTER 10

 

Later that evening, Maria walked along the balcony, lost in despondent thoughts.  Should she have told Steve the truth while she had the chance?  It would have been such a relief to get the charade over with, even if he had been furious with her.

Steve had a right to know, but there was that promise she had made to Marla.  Her roommate had made her swear that she would give her explanation only to Tienne DuPont.  It was important that her refusal to marry him should be delivered in just the correct way.

If he was only half as formidable as Steve, Maria could understand the necessity for this action.  The last thing that Marla wanted was for her ex-fiancé to fly up to Illinois to confront her.  That was why she had taken such pains in telling Mara exactly what she should say.  The tie had to be broken irrevocably.  There was no room for misunderstanding.

Marla could never have foreseen that her friend would fall in love with Tienne’ s brother or imagined the consequences that would ensue.  An alternate plan had never ever been considered.  If only Tienne DuPont had not left for Japan before she had gotten a chance to tell him!

Maria slid her fingers along the top of the balcony railing as she walked back toward her room, letting the cool dampness repress the hot emotions that warred within her.  She stopped in front of the lighted doors to look out at the starlit river.  Suddenly, an object came hurtling up at her to land on the floor by her feet.

Maria looked down to see what it was.  There on the floor beside her was a long-stemmed white rose.  She stooped down to pick it up.  Dewdrops still glistened on its petals.

She wondered who had thrown it there.  Holding the flower in front of her, Maria leaned over the railing to look down into the garden.  The dim accent lights revealed the dark form of a man.

“Who’s there?” she called out.

“It’s not Romeo,” came back an all-too-familiar voice.

“Steve!  What are you doing there?”

“I was walking in the garden and I saw you silhouetted against the windows.”

His voice was soft and mild, very different from the impersonal tones he had taken with her after their confrontation in the car.

“It’s a nice evening,” Maria called back.

“The gods of Mardi Gras have provided fair weather for the celebration.”

“I thought it was a Christian festival created to celebrate the days before Lent.”

“Yes, but you have to admit it’s rather primitive, like some pagan orgy.”

“Well, I did see some girls pulling up their blouses just to get beads.”

“Don’t forget the drunken revelry.  It’s not the most respectable party in the world, but it’s ours and we look forward to it.”

“And on Tuesday, it will all end,” Maria replied sadly, knowing that this was a double entendre.

“Fat Tuesday will be a momentous day for all of us.  By the way, I got tickets to take you to a formal costume ball in the Quarter tomorrow night.  That should give you a more refined impression of what Mardi Gras is all about.”

“Won’t your brother be back by then?”

“I’m not sure.  My parents will be flyin’ back from France some time tomorrow.”

“You should stop them, Steve,” Maria said with a rush of emotion.  “You should stop all of the plans before it’s too late.”

“It’s already too late.  The wheels are in motion.”

Maria strained to see Steve’s face through the darkness, but it was useless.

“This can’t go on,” she said.  “From the way your brother has chosen not to communicate with me at all, you must see that he’s not interested in marrying anyone right now.”

“That isn’t what he told me when I spoke with him before.”

“He called?”

“It doesn’t matter who called whom.  The important thing is that Tienne DuPont plans to marry you as arranged on Tuesday.  If you had any second thoughts about the arrangement, you should have shared them with me when we spoke about it earlier.”

“I couldn’t,” Maria sadly replied.

“You wouldn’t would be more like it.  I offered you a choice, and you chose my brother, and that’s the way it’s going to be, Maria.  There will be no more discussion about it.”

“But, you don’t understand!”

“Not another word and I mean it!  We’ve said all that we have to about this.”

Maria felt a coldness pervade her heart.  All of her chances to rectify the situation with Steve were gone.  Now, he refused to hear her.

“Why does life have to be so complicated?” she mused in a sorrowful voice.

“That’s just the way it is, darlin’,
and sometimes, we help it along ourselves by not being straightforward.”

“I wish I could start all over again from the time I first met you on the levee.”

“I did make a rather dashin’ entrance; didn’t I?” Steve said with a soft chuckle.  “Why don’t you come down here and join me.  We can talk better without all this air between us.”

“Would you rather come up here?”

“I think it might prove to be dangerous, bein’ so close to you and your bedroom at the same time.”

Maria could only nod to this.  After she went inside, she placed the rose on her pillow.  Then, she put on her jacket before she went down to the ground floor.  The garden looked dark after the brilliance of the front hall.  She looked around, but she did not see Steve.

“Over here!” he called from behind a vine-covered arbor.

Maria made her way along the path until she spotted his dim outline, sitting on a marble bench beneath the arbor.  She sat down beside him, careful to leave enough distance between them so that there would be no physical contact.  It was necessary that she should not give him the impression that she was there for anything more than conversation.

There was a short period during which neither of them spoke, and then, Steve said, “what was your life like, back in Illinois?”

“Not very exciting,” Maria replied, choosing her words with care.  “I spent a lot of time in the library.”

“You must like to read.”

“I do.”

“Do you live at home with your parents?”

“No.  They live in the same town, but I have my own apartment.”

“All by yourself?”

“I have a roommate.”

“Tell me about your parents.”

Maria settled back into a more relaxed position and said, “My father is a retired postal worker, and my mother does tailoring from the house.  That’s how I learned to sew.”

“Do you make your own clothes?”

“Sometimes, if I can’t find or afford what I want in the stores.”

“Is that how you got involved with modelin’?”

“No.  Actually, that was through my roommate.  She taught me everything I know about it.”

Maria tried to stay close to partial truths.

“Then, she’s a model, too?”

“Yes.”

“Does she have auburn hair like you?”

“My roommate is a blonde.”

“Let’s get back to your parents.  What are they like?”

“Nice, uncomplicated people.  They’re not wealthy, but they always got me everything I wanted.”

“So, you were a spoiled child.”

“Not at all!  I never asked them for anything extravagant, just a few simple things here and there.  Of course, they did pay for my college education.”

“They sound like good people.  What are their names?”

“Doris and Harold.  Tell me more about your parents.”

“My father was always a businessman.  Our company has been in the family for generations.  My mother was a New Orleans socialite.  She also comes from an old family.  My father fell in love with her when she was crowned queen of the Mardi Gras.  It’s always been a special time for the DuPonts.”

“How romantic.  Was your father the king?”

“Only of his own private world.  When he saw my mother up on that float, he knew that she was the one he’d been waitin’ for.  He went out and got a suit of armor, like the ones used by the knights of old.  When it was time for the grand ball, he rode a horse right through the ballroom and on up the steps to the throne where my mother was sittin’.

“She had never seen him before, but when he put up his visor and told her that he had come for her, she smiled.  Then he picked her up to put her on the horse beside him.  They nearly brought down the room with applause as they rode out together.”

“What a wonderful story!  It’s almost like a fairy tale.”

Maria held her fists clenched tightly against her in spine-tingling pleasure as she pictured the romantic event Steve had described.  He glanced at her and smiled briefly.

“Now, you know where I get my impetuous nature.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Maria assured him.  “I believe that spontaneity is very important in keeping us happy.  If we all did only what was expected of us in some dull routine, we’d stagnate and grow old.”

“An interestin’ philosophy.  Have you done any impetuous things lately, Maria?”

“I came to Mardi Gras,” she breathed out in suppressed emotion.

“I suppose my own spontaneity just took over after that.”

“There’s no denying it.”

“Are you mad that I brought you to the house?”

“Brought me? You dragged me!”

“Was I too brutal?”

“You’re a barbarian!” Maria exclaimed, but she could not keep the smile out of her voice.

“I guess you hate me for that,” the man replied.

There was no way to interpret his tone.

“I’ve never hated you, Steve, and I was what I said I was.  You’ve treated me like a queen, at least, most of the time.  I’ve never felt luxury in my life.”

“Do you like it?”

“Who wouldn’t?  I only wish my parents could . . .”

Maria quickly stopped herself from completing this thought.  She was afraid that Steve might think she was looking for an invitation.  When he changed the subject, she felt relieved.

“Do you like to travel?” he asked.

“Very much, not that I . . .” Maria quickly corrected to add, “I’ve had my fill of it.”

The man ignored the statement, reading an odd interpretation into her sentence.

“Sometimes, I have to go away on business for long periods of time,” he said.

“That must be very exciting for you.”

“Not really.  It’s kind of lonely, stayin’ in strange hotels havin’ all of my meals in restaurants.  The excitement wore years ago.”

“It might be better if you had someone to go with you.”

“That’s what I’ve been thinkin’ lately.”

“Have you ever thought about getting married?” 

Steve turned to look at Maria, but she could not see his expression through the gloom beneath the arbor.

“Are you still checkin’ on my commitment level?” he asked.

“I didn’t mean that.  I mean, I wasn’t thinking about that at all.” Maria nervously replied.  “You told me that you weren’t interested in forming a commitment.”

“I said that I wouldn’t be forced into a commitment, and I also told you that the subject was closed.”

Maria looked away in chagrin and made no reply.

After a prolonged silence, Steve asked, “Would you like to walk along the river?”

“Maybe I should be getting back to my room.”

“It’s still early.  Wait a while.”

“Okay.”

They both stood up and walked out of the garden and onto the lawn.  The dewy grass dampened Maria’s shoes, but she did not care as long as she had this time with Steve.  When she had suggested that she should go inside, it was only to see if the man really wanted her company.  She needed to be reassured that her presence was desired.

“It’s time for us to walk along the river bank.”

Maria did not reply to this suggestion.  Instead, she turned to walk toward the Mississippi.  Steve immediately joined her.

The large trees near the water looked like ghostly sentinels against the dim light of the stars.  An occasional breeze would ruffle their branches, giving them a sense of sentient mobility.

As they walked along, Maria said, “This is the sort of place you could never take for granted.”

“That’s hard for me to say since I’ve lived here all my life.”

“How long do your parents stay here at the house when they come back from France?”

“A couple months.”

Why did they decide to move away?”

“I guess they felt it was time to pass on the reins to the next generation.  After my father retired, I think he and my mother were lookin’ for a change.  They might have wanted to be alone together again.”

“They must be very happy.”

“Like all couples, they have their ups and downs.  I believe they’re happier than most.”

Steve stopped to pick up a pebble and toss it into the river.

“Do you have a boat?” Maria asked.

“Two, in the boathouse.  The runabout, which is mainly used for fishin, and the other is a good-sized cabin cruiser.”

“Have you ever taken it all the way up the Mississippi?”

“Only as far as St. Louis.  We’ve gone out on the Gulf a number of times.”

“How nice that must been!”

Steve appeared to be thoughtful.  He made no response.

“Does it take long to get to the Gulf?”

When the man did not give her an answer, Maria repeated the question.

“What?” he said at last, sounding a bit confused at having been taken out of his reverie.

“Never mind,” Maria softly replied.  “It doesn’t matter.”

Steve reached up to unexpectedly button her jacket.

“It’s getting colder,” he said.

Maria was surprised by the intimate contact of his hands.  It brought a sudden warmth to her body and made her heart pound.  When he was done, he let his hands linger on her waist.

“Why
are we talkin’ about all of this nonsense when we could be talkin’ about us?” he suddenly asked.

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Maria answered in confusion.

“My dear, sweet Maria, you are such a child when it comes to dealin’ with men.”

Steve placed his hands on her shoulders and continued, “This isn’t high school any more.  Why did you agree to walk out here with me when you know how I feel about you?”

“I . . . I thought we were just going to talk.”

“I haven’t just talked with a woman since I was sixteen, at least, not to anyone as desirable as you.”

“You
know we can’t do anything about this, Steve.”

“I’m sorry to say that I probably do.  You’re not like the other women I’ve known.”

“What were they like?”

“More worldly.  Impetuous, in a different way.  Phonies, mostly.”

“I could be a phony, too.”

“Not in essentials.”

“How would you know?”

‘I’ve been around a lot more than you, Maria.  As a businessman, I’ve had to learn to see through people.  As a lover, I’ve learned the hard way.”

“What do you see in me?”

Steve raised his hand to run his thumb down the side of her cheek before moving back to her shoulder.

In a soft voice, he said, “You’re pure and innocent, like a blossom that has just opened its petals to the sun for the first time.  You’re like an angel who’s in danger of havin’ her wings singed as she’s drawn to temptation.”

Maria was startled by the beauty of the man’s words.  They made her tingle with joy and, also, fear, the fear that she might not mind having her wings singed at all.

“Let’s go back to the house,” said Steve.

He did not wait for Maria to consent.  After taking her hand in his, he led her back across the lawn.  The garden seemed oddly empty when they passed through it, even though it had been filled with the spirit of their conversation only a short while ago.

Steve guided Maria right back to the door of her bedroom.  He stopped there to turn and look at her.

“It’s hard to say goodnight,” he whispered.

Amazing herself, Maria replied, “I know.”

The man leaned forward as if he was going to kiss her, and then, instead, he raised her left hand to his lips and kissed the sapphire ring on her finger.  The shimmer of its light was reflected in his eyes.

“Goodnight, butterfly,” he said sadly.

“Goodnight, sweet prince,” she whispered back. 

Steve heaved out a long breath, and after giving her one long, penetrating look, he released her hand and walked away.  Maria continued to stand in the doorway, watching him until he was gone.  At that point, she walked into her room and shut the door.  Long after she went to bed, she remained awake.  Every now and then, she would turn to inhale the fragrance of the rose that she had left on her pillow.

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

Maria was awakened by the feel of a hand gently caressing her       cheek.  She opened her eyes to see Steve looking down at her.

“As fair at rest as she is at play,” he said in a sort voice.

Maria smiled lazily up at him.

“Good morning,” she said, happy to have him near her.  “Have I overslept?”

“Just a touch.  I wouldn’t have awakened you except for the fact that I have to go into the office today, and there’s somethin’ I wanted to show you before I left.”

Maria sat up and asked, “What is it?”

When Steve’s gaze moved downward to take in the filmy folds of her negligee, she suddenly felt self-conscious.  He chuckled softly when she pulled the sheet up around her chest.

“Such maidenly modesty,” he said with a grin.

“I’m not accustomed to having men come into my bedroom unannounced.”

“Tell me about the ones who have come in . . . announced.”

“Oh, Steve!  You know what I meant!”

“Happily, I do.  Now, I’ll turn my back for five seconds to give you a chance to make yourself decent.”

“Five seconds?”

Steve stood up and turned away, counting, “Four . . . three . . .”

“Slower!” Maria cried out with a laugh, as she scrambled out of the bed to get her robe.

“Two . . . one.”

The man turned back with a sly smile just as Maria slipped her second arm into a sleeve.  She quickly pulled the robe closed.

“You’re a speedy one,” he commented.

“I have to be to keep up with you.  Now, what did you want to show me?”

“I was busy while you laid there, lost in your dreams.  Let’s go into the bathroom.”

Maria shook her head at her lack of comprehension, but followed him anyway.  Once they were in the commodious room, Steve closed the door by reaching over Maria’s shoulder.  He stood there, smiling at her.

“Well?” she said with expectation.

“Look around.”

Maria looked at him strangely, expecting him to pounce on her as soon as she turned away.

The man laughed and said, “Go on!”

With a distrusting expression on her face, Maria did as he asked.  Her skepticism was replaced by incredulity.  Hanging on the back of the bathroom door was a formal satin ball gown.  The golden material shimmered in the light.  Sparkles were strewn over the two lacy flounces that were attached to the sides of the full skirt.  Maria gasped in ecstasy.

“Where did it come from?” she cried.

“I got it at the same shop where I bought your weddin’ gown. Fortunately, the designer already had your measurements, so she was able to alter it for you as a surprise.”

“But, why, Steve?”

“For the ball tonight, naturally.  I’ve been plannin’ to take you there for several days.”

“You’re incredible!” Maria exclaimed as she threw herself into his arms to hug him in delight.  “I’ve never seen such a gorgeous gown!”

“What about your weddin’ dress?” Steve reminded her, as he looked down into her beaming face.

“Except for that.” Maria gladly conceded.  “I feel like Cinderella!”

“You’re makin’ me feel like Prince Charmin’.”

“Wasn’t it the fairy godmother who gave Cinderella the gown?”

“I don’t feel comfortable with that analogy.”

“Oh, Steve!  You know you’ll always be Prince Charming to me.”

The man caught her hands in his and gave each one a kiss in turn.

“I’m glad you like it,” he said with a sparkle in his eyes. “The matchin’ shoes, gloves, and purse are on the counter.”

Maria spotted them instantly and said, “You think of everything.”

“I’d be happy to take the credit, but you have your famous designer to thank for the details.”

“I’ll have to give her a call.”

“You do that.  I think she was almost as excited about this surprise as you are.”

Maria stood on tiptoe to give Steve a light kiss on the cheek.

He looked down at her longingly, and then said, “I wish I could stay here to see how you look in the gown, but I’m running late already.”

Maria’s smile faded.

“Do you really have to go?” she asked.

“I’m sorry to say I do.  There are some arrangements I have to take care of.”

“When will you be back?”

“Around three.  We’ll be leavin’ for the ball at four.  If you need any alterations on the dress, Mrs. Grey will give you the designer’s number.  I’m sure she’ll be happy to come over.” 

“Thank you no much, Steve.  I really meant what I said last night when I told you that you make me feel like a queen.” 

“And tonight, you’ll be the belle of the ball.”

He leaned down to give her a kiss on the cheek.

“A tout à l’heure,
mon
ange,” he said in a seductive voice. “I’ll see you later.”

Maria sighed after he walked out the door.  This was like a fantasy that she never wanted to end.

She could not wait until after breakfast to try on the gown.  She had to call in a maid to help her with the small buttons in back.  The woman clapped her hands, sharing in Maria’s enthusiasm as she whirled about the room with an imaginary dance partner.

But tonight, there would be no need to look for a partner.  Steve would be there, and they would dance until dawn if she had her way.  He would look devastatingly handsome in his black tuxedo.  She could imagine how every woman in the room would envy her.

After viewing the dress from every conceivable angle in the full-length mirror, Maria reluctantly let the maid help her to take it off.  If it would not have looked absurd in front of the staff, she would have been happy to wear the golden gown all day.

With all of this excitement, Maria could barely manage to eat her breakfast.  All she could think about was
Steve and the wonderful time they would be having that night.  As she was about to leave, it came as a surprise when Mrs. Grey entered the dining room it to tell her that she had a telephone call.

“From Mr. DuPont?” Maria asked with a smile.

“No, from a woman who identified herself as your roommate.”

“Who did she ask for?”

“She used only a first name . . . Maria.  Could there be some mistake, Miss?”

“No,” Maria replied, relieved that her friend had not given her away.  “I’ll take the call in the study.”

“Very good, Miss.”

Maria walked anxiously to the study.  She felt uncertain about how her roommate would react to what she had to tell her.

After picking up the receiver, she said, “Hello, Marla?”

“Maria?  Is that you?”    

The model’s voice was garbled by a bad connection.

“Yes,” Maria replied.  “I’ve been trying to call you all week.”

“What the hell is going on there?” her friend demanded in an angry voice.  “Why are you staying at Tienne’s house?”

“Things got a little complicated . . .”

“A little complicated?  I just called the hotel and asked for Maria Jones in the DuPont suite, and the clerk tells me that Miss Maria Fontaine moved out to stay with the DuPonts several days ago.  I had to tell him that there was an emergency to get this number.  What do you think you’re doing?”

“I tried to call you and explain, but I could never get a hold you at the apartment, and the receptionist at the agency me you were on vacation.”

“That’s true.  After you left for New Orleans, my friend, Chuck, invited me to go with him to Rio for Carnival.  That’s only fair since you got to go to Mardi Gras.”

“You’re in Rio de Janeiro?  In Brazil?” Maria asked in disbelief.

“Yes, I’m calling from our hotel.  Now you tell me why you’ve been going around using my name!”

“It was all a mistake, at first.  The clerk in the hotel assumed that I was you.”

“But, surely, Tienne could tell the difference.  Why are you still there?”

“It’s very complicated, Marla.  When the people in the hotel thought I was you, I didn’t want them to tell your fiancé that you weren’t here before I had a chance to talk with him.  And then, it felt so good pretending that I was a successful model that I kept on with the pretense.”

“You have a lot of nerve!  Tell me what Tienne said.”

“Well, I met this man on the levee, and he believed me when I told him that I was Maria Fontaine, a model.  He turned out to be Tienne’s brother.”

“And where was Tienne all this time?” Marla asked in a stern voice.

“He got tied up with business and had to fly to Japan.  He isn’t back yet.”

“You must have spoken to him before he left!”

“There was no time.  I’ve haven’t seen him yet.”

“Then he doesn’t know?”

“No.  You told me not to tell anyone but him.”

“He never even called you?”

“No.”

“The arrogance of that man!  I knew it!  He thinks that I’m waiting for him there and he made no attempt to even talk to me!”

“Calm down, Marla.  I haven’t even told you the worst part yet.”

“It gets worse?”

“You won’t believe it.  All of the arrangements have been made for you to marry him tomorrow, after he gets back.”

“What???  Why didn’t you stop him?”

“I couldn’t without explaining everything to his brother.  He’s in charge here.”

“Then, you should have told him, you little fool!  I knew I never should have let you take care or this for me!”

“You
know I didn’t want to do it,” Maria cried out in frustration.

“So, you got even with me by botching everything up!  Thank you very much.”’

“I would never do anything to hurt you, Marla.  You know that.  If you’ll just call Tienne’s brother, you could explain it all to him, or maybe, he’ll give you Tienne’s number in Japan.”

“I don’t want to speak to Tienne!” Marla shouted, enunciating every word.  “That was the reason I sent you there in the first place!”

“I could give you his brother’s number.”

“Who is this man, anyway?  I don’t remember Tienne ever telling me that he had a brother.”

“From what I understand, he runs the business and shares this house with Tienne.  You should see how lovely it is here.  I’ve been treated so nicely.”

“You go speak to the brother.”

“You don’t understand, Marla.  He’s a very forceful man.  He won’t let me go until I . . .”

Maria broke off her sentence because she knew how her friend would react.

“Until you what?”

When Maria did not answer right away, her roommate went on, “Good Lord, Maria!  Don’t tell me this has gone so far that he expects you to marry Tienne when he gets home!”

“I’m sorry, Marla.  I realize I should have told him now,” Maria paused for a moment, and then went on, “There’s another complication.”

“If you say anything else to upset me, I’m going hang up this phone and never come back from Rio!”

“It’s not something that would be bad for you.   It’s just that I’ve . . . fallen in love with him.”

“With Tienne’s brother?  Why would he even look at you?  Don’t tell me he’s in love with you, too?”

“I don’t know.  He’s been very nice to me, taking me out and showing me the sights and everything, but he hasn’t actually told me that he loves me.”

“And, believe me, he doesn’t.   Right now, he just sees you as Tienne’s plaything, and while the cat’s away, the mice will play.  He must think you’re some kind of slut anyway if you’ve been playing house with him while his brother’s away.  What a family!”

“It wasn’t like that,” Maria quickly assured her friend, feeling close to tears.  “You know I wouldn’t do anything to ruin either of our reputations.”

“Always the goody-goody,” the model sarcastically replied. “My advice to you, girlfriend, is to catch the next plane back to Illinois.  When I left, I thought you would be home in a couple days.  Our bills must be piling up in the mailbox, and someone has to pay them.”

“But, I love this man, Marla!  I can’t just walk out on him.”

“You won’t have to walk when he finds out about your little game.  He’ll kick your lying butt right out the door.”

Finally, the tears ran silently down Maria’s cheeks.

“I guess he has a right to do that,” she said in a weak voice, “but I still have to explain everything to him, just in case he’s willing to forgive me.”

“You can write him a letter.  I’m sure you don’t want to hear him screaming in your face.  You get out of there right now and go home before I really get mad at you for what you’ve done!  There’s a pile of wash in the bathroom and on my bed.  I’ll need to have that cleaned before I get home on Wednesday.  Oh, by the way, I tore out the hem of my yellow dress.  You’ll have to sew that up for me.”

“But, what should I do about the situation here?”

“Nothing.  You’ve done too much already.  It will serve Tienne DuPont right when I leave him waiting at the altar.”

“I have to talk to his brother.  That’s the least I can do to make this right.”

“Get real, Maria.  He only wants you for your body.  I need you back in Illinois:  You’re my best friend!”

The model’s tone was wheedling.  Before Maria could think of a reply, the line crackled and went dead.

“Marla?  Marla?” she spoke into the receiver, but there was no answer.

Maria hung up and waited in the study for her friend to call her back.  She wasn’t really surprised when no call came.  Maria didn’t even get the chance to ask for Marla’s number in Brazil.  Now, there would be no opportunity to convince her to explain everything to Steve.

If she did not go home right away, there was a strong possibility that her roommate would never forgive her for disobeying her orders.  If she did leave, there would be no possibility of seeing Steve again.  She had no doubt that he would not forgive her.  Maria had to make a difficult choice.  There was a chance that she could lose the man she loved and her girlfriend.

For a while, she sat there in the study and cried over the desk.  Marla’s words about Steve had stung her deeply, especially the thought that he must consider her to be a slut.  It was true that she had allowed him to hold and kiss her while he believed her to be his brother’s fiancée.  What kind of woman would do that?

In spite of everything her roommate had said, Maria knew that she could not walk out on Steve without a word.  This was not just because he kept her guarded there or because she had given him her word that she would not run away.  Maria’s reason for staying, at least for now, was that she was not the kind of person to run away from her problems any more.  

She had to see Steve face-to-face when she told him the truth.  Then, she would have to accept whatever happened.  This was not a situation you could leave at loose ends.  Everything had to be firmly established so she would know exactly where she stood.  That resolution had been easy for her to make.  She wondered if it would be as easy to keep.

With a feeling of great weariness, Maria got up and left the study.  Even her plan to confess everything to Steve’s parents when they got back was gone.  The man would hear the truth from no one except herself.  She owed him that.

All of the excitement about the ball was over.  Maria’s desire to share her enthusiasm with the dress designer had faded away along with the last wisps of the dream.  Thee earlier comparison to Cinderella was going to turn out to be all too true.  When tomorrow came, she would be sitting back in the ashes, Maria mused.

All of the tension had given her a headache.  She laid down on her bed with a damp cloth over her eyes until it was time for lunch.  Even then, she still felt listless and had no appetite.

All afternoon, she expected to hear from Steve’s parents since they were due to arrive home that day.  Worse yet, Tienne DuPont could walk in the door at any moment.  This was going to be a disaster.

The headache continued to linger slightly in spite of Maria’s ministrations.  She applied a light coat of makeup to disguise the ravages the day had left on her face.  It would not be wise to let Steve see her discomfort, she thought.  That would lead to too many questions that she did not feel prepared to answer just yet.

A few minutes before three, there was a light knock at her door.  After Mara called out for whoever was there to come in, Steve opened the door and stepped inside.

“Where’s that big smile you had for me this mornin’?” he asked cheerfully.

Maria tried to smile brightly, but most of her ardor was gone.  Steve walked to the chair in which she was sitting and squatted in front of her.

“How was your day?” Maria asked to make conversation. 

“Too long to be away from you,” the man replied, as he took hands in his.  “Are you ready to dance the night away with me?”

Maria only nodded.

“What’s the matter, butterfly?”

“I suppose I’m just a little nervous.”

“There’s no need for that.  I’ll be by your side to guard you with my life all evenin’.”

“Steve,” Maria said in a gentle voice.  “I’m not worthy of that kind of sacrifice.”

“Are we fishin’ for compliments, my dear?”

“No, it’s just that I’ve been thinking about a lot of things.”

“Don’t think; just act.  Be impetuous!  Isn’t that your philosophy?”

“I can’t always be impetuous.”

“What’s put you in such a thoughtful mood?”

He gently rubbed the palms of her hands with his thumbs.

“Are your parents home yet?”

“If that’s what has been botherin’ you, you can relax.  They’re home.  I spoke to them a little while ago.  While they can’t wait to meet you, my mother is sufferin’ from a bit of jet lag.  I suggested that they should put off the momentous occasion until tomorrow and get some rest.  I told them that you wouldn’t mind.  You don’t; do you?”

“I don’t want to insult you, Steve, but I’m really glad they’re going to wait.”

“Ah, I can see right through your motive,” the man replied with a wicked grin.   “You’re as eager to be alone with me as I am to have you all to myself.  Now, get up and put on your gown.  It’s almost time for us to leave.”

Saying this, Steve arose and pulled Maria to her feet.  He held onto her hands to place them behind his waist, forcing her into a hug.  Maria stared up into his deep blue eyes, and she felt like crying when she realized how little time they had left together.  He looked back at her curiously, as he wove his arms around her.

“What’s this?” he asked with a frown.  “We’ll have no sadness to spoil our evenin’ tonight, my girl, and that’s an order!”

Maria smiled though the pain in her heart grew deeper.  She rested her head on Steve’s chest and clung to him.

“Maria, sweet, little butterfly, he crooned in a low voice.  “Everything is going to be all right.”

With a pained expression she asked, “What about your brother?”

“He won’t be back until tomorrow morning.  The weddin’ isn’t scheduled until two, so he’ll have plenty of time to get ready.”

“Oh, Steve.  I can’t . . .”

“No, no, no.  We will not talk about that right now.  I intend to make you so happy that you won’t have time for any last minute jitters.  You may consider the ball to be your bachelorette party, little bride-to-be.”

He suddenly released her and held her at arms length, saying, “Now, get ready.  I have some dressin’ up to do myself, and I can’t wait to see you in that gown.”

Steve leaned down to give Maria a peck on the nose, and then left the room.  She stood there, staring down at the floor and remembering the way he felt in her arms.  A moment later, she was startled out of her reverie by a 1ight tap at the open doorway.  It was the maid who had assisted her earlier.

“Mr. DuPont asked me to help you dress, Miss,” she said with a smile.

“I would appreciate that,” Maria replied am she led the woman to the bathroom.

A bit more than half an hour later, she came out arrayed in the golden gown and its accessories.  The maid threw open the closet door for her to view herself, but it was a different woman who stared into the mirror this time.  That phone call from Marla had taken away the last remnants of her dream.  All that was left were the unhappy prospects of reality.

When Maria felt two hands on her shoulders, she looked up to see Steve’s reflection beside that of her own in the mirror.  He was wearing a black tuxedo.  The cape he had worn at their first meeting was now draped over his shoulders.  At this point, the maid slipped quietly out of the room.

Against her ear, the man whispered, “I thought you were a butterfly before, but I see that you have the unique capability of emerging from one cocoon after another.  Turn around so I can see you face-to-face.”

Maria smiled slightly and did as he asked.  Steve stood back to view her more fully.  There could be no mistaking the look of pleasure on his face.

“Dear Maria, you’re more breathtakin’ than the first blush of spring.”

“Thank you, Steve,” the woman replied, as she fulfilled his imagery by blushing.

“I’m glad to see that the gown fits you so well, yet, there is still something missin’.”

“My mask?”

“It’s in the car already, but that was not what I had in mind.  Come here.”

When Maria stepped forward, the man smiled at her, and then walked around behind her.  He reached into an inner pocket of his jacket to extract a long, narrow box.

As she started to turn toward him, he said in teasing voice, “No peekin’ yet.”

Maria could not keep a small grin from touching her lips as she wondered what he was going to do.  Without a sound, Steve opened the box.  He removed the glittering item and returned the box to his pocket.

Maria let out a tiny gasp when he fastened the necklace about her neck.

“All right,” he said, as he turned her back to face the mirror.

Her eyes widened as she stared at the sparkling diamonds interwoven with bands of Italian gold in a serpentine design.  She had never worn such a lovely and expensive piece of jewelry before.

“It’s magnificent,” she breathed in an emotion-laden voice.

“Not half as magnificent as its new owner,” Steve replied, looking over her shoulder.

“Oh, Steve, I can’t accept this.”

“But, you shall anyway.  It’s my weddin’ gift to you.”

“It must have cost you a fortune.”

“Not a penny.  That necklace was given to my great-grandmother by my great-grandfather on the night before their wedding.  I never got to meet her, but somehow, I know she would be happy if she could see you wearin’ it now.”

“This isn’t right,” Maria replied, shaking her head.

“Don’t you like it?”

“I love it.  It’s only that . . .”

Steve placed his fingertips over Maria’s lips to silence her.

“You
can take it off after the ball and never wear it again if you like,” he said, “but for tonight, you’ll wear the necklace to please me.  Understand?”

“Understood,” Maria was forced to concede.

It hurt her to think of the charade, but if destiny compelled her to continue, she would have this one last night of fantasy.  Since it would be her final evening of happiness, she decided to enjoy it as fully as she could.

The two people walked lightly down the stairs and on out to the waiting limousine.  The fragrant night air was full of magic as they were carried away to the ball.

The noisy gaiety of the French Quarter was neglected to move on to the more modern part of the city.  The dazzling heights of the skyscrapers stood boldly forth against the sky.  Maria looked out at the cosmopolitan clamor of traffic and felt that she had been transported into another world.

When the limousine pulled over to the curb in front of a grand hotel, she asked, “Aren’t we early?”

“At this time of year, the party goes on endlessly,” Steve replied as he escorted her out of the car.

A doorman smiled at them as they walked into the enormous lobby.  An imposing, crystal chandelier dominated the upper part of the room.  People passed them with hushed murmurs of conversation.

“You can put on your mask now, “Steve suggested.

As he placed his mask over his eyes, Maria lifted the golden stick to which her own mask was attached.  It was made up of the same material as her gown and glistened with sparkles.  There were no elastic bands to hold it in place, only the wand-like stick.

Steve led her on until they reached the open door of the ballroom.  There, he presented their tickets to a man at the door.   Then the couple, entered a scene of enchantment.

The ceiling was festooned with garlands of flowers and sparkling nets filled with colorful balloons.  These did not block the view of the room’s crystal chandeliers.  As couples glided across the enormous dance floor, a full orchestra filled the room with the strains of a romantic melody.  The tables were appointed with sparkling crystal dinnerware.  Everyone was in costume, each, more spectacular than the next.  Maria felt as thought she had entered the palace of the Sun King of France.

“I’ve never seen anything so wonderful,” she whispered to Steve.

“Wait until you see the buffet,” he replied.

With a wave of his hand, he indicated the banquet tables on the side of the room, heaped with delicacies from around the world.  It was a feast worthy of an emperor.

Before Maria could comment, Steve directed her to an unoccupied table.  The linen and crystal were impeccable.  As he held her chair for her and she sat down, Maria felt almost breathless with delight.  A waiter immediately served them champagne.

Steve raised his glass and said, “May the joy of this night live in your heart forever.”

Maria clinked her glass against his with a radiant smile.  She knew that his toast would be true no matter what happened.

She had barely taken a sip of the bubbling wine when the man said, “Let’s dance.  I’ve waited all day for this.”

Maria gladly put down her glass to accompany him to the dance floor.  With a strong arm at her waist, Steve swept her away among the others in a waltz.  For the first time, Maria was glad she had taken those ballroom dancing lessons her mother had insisted upon.  She glided along in Steve’s arms, and his prophecy had been true.  Nothing else mattered to her in the ecstasy of the moment.

The hours flew by on golden wings.  They danced most of the time, but they also enjoyed the incredible buffet and never-ending music.  Time seemed to stand still as the dream gathered Maria tighter and tighter into its gossamer folds.

Steve was the perfect escort as he tenderly saw to Maria’s every comfort.  She had never before felt so protected and pampered.  They had long since discarded their masks so they could look directly into each other’s eyes.

When the clock struck midnight, all of the balloons were released from their sparkling nets on the ceiling.  Maria grabbed at one with a merry laugh as Steve pushed it in her direction.  Her face fell as it popped when it came into contact with her engagement ring.  Before she had time to despair, the man presented her with another, a gold one that matched her gown.

Some time later, in spite of the gaiety, Maria was unable to stifle a yawn.  She was not accustomed to keeping late hours.

“Would you like to go?” Steve quickly asked.

“Not yet.  It’s all so . . .”

Maria could not hold back another yawn that prevented her from finishing the sentence.

“A little night air might wake you up,” suggested her escort.

“Perhaps it would,” Maria was forced to agree.

Steve stood up and led her out to the lobby.  Their chauffeur was waiting there for them.  Steve instructed him to follow them in the limousine, and they left the hotel.

“It’s not that far to the levee,” he told Maria.  “If you get too tired to walk on, let me know.”

“I’ll never get that tired, Steve,” the woman replied with a smile.  “I want this night to go on forever.”

Steve smiled back and drew her hand around his arm.  They walked off along the brightly lit street, as though it was the middle or the day.  Mardi Gras certainly seemed to attract ardent partygoers.  All of the costumes and excitement enthralled Maria’s imagination.  It was so different from anything she had ever known.

The brisk night air awakened her, but her happiness made her feel warm.  After several blocks of leisurely walking, they came to the spot where the road ended near the river.  Steve gave some directions to the chauffeur, and he drove off to the left.

He told Maria “We’ll go out to the Riverwalk, and head back toward Jackson Square.  Is that all right with you?”

“Anything you say,” Maria murmured back.

The moon had already set, but the bright lights along the path and dimmer lights of the stars reflected in undulating ripples on the water of the Mississippi.  When Maria moved closer to Steve, she was disturbed when he pulled away.

“I don’t want you to get a chill,” he said as he took off his jacket to wrap it around her shoulders.

“I don’t want you to be cold,” she replied, looking seriously concerned.

“That couldn’t happen while I have you here beside me,” he smilingly responded.

They moved dreamily along until Steve suggested that they should sit down on an unoccupied bench.  Much to Maria’s amazement, it was the same bench they had sat on that first night she had come to New Orleans.  Their bench.  She could not believe that they had walked so far.

Once they were settled, Steve put his arm around her.  She nestled closely against him.

“It seems like a long time has passed since we first sat here,” she commented.

“Then, you remember.”

“I remember everything.” 

“In your life?”

Maria let out a low laugh. “Since I met you,” she explained.

“Shall we talk about that?”

“Not now.”

“Why not?” Steve asked.

“Everything is too special now.  I don’t want to spoil it.”

“Are you suggestin’ that your memories of the time we shared would spoil your evening?”

“Don’t be silly.  I was thinking about other things.”

“Things you don’t want to discuss.”

“Basically.  I might be a romantic fool, but I want this dream to go on forever.”

“Eventually, dreams have to give way to reality, Maria.”

“I know that, but not tonight.”

“Time is growing short.”

Maria lifted her head to look at Steve, and then said, “That’s why I don’t want to talk about anything painful now.”

After a moment, Steve replied, “All right.”

Maria leaned her head back onto his shoulder, and they stayed there, speaking of less important subjects until the dawn began to break over the Mississippi.  When they finally went back to the car, Steve had to awaken the chauffeur.  Minutes after Maria climbed into the back seat and resumed her position beneath Steve’s arm, she fell asleep.

 

 

CHAPTER 12

 

The aroma of food slowly slipped into Maria’s consciousness.  She rolled on to her back and opened her eyes.  A breakfast tray had been set beside her on the bed.

“Good mornin’,” said Steve, sitting there next to the tray.

In a sleepy voice, Maria replied, “I don’t remember going to bed.”

“You fell asleep in the car.  I didn’t want to wake you, so I carried you upstairs.”

The girl quickly peaked under the covers.  She was wearing her nightgown.

She immediately exclaimed, “Don’t tell you---”

“No, I didn’t undress you,” Steve interrupted.  “You woke up just enough to tell you’d take care of that yourself.”

“I don’t remember that.”

“You were exhausted, Maria.  In fact, I’m surprised you’re not still wearing your gown.”

“I must have sleep-dressed.”

They both laughed lightly

The man looked at her tenderly and said, “I would have let you sleep all afternoon if this wasn’t such a special day.”

The memory of what made that day so special made Maria sit up in bed.

“Is Tienne here?” she asked with a worried frown.

“Yes, he is.  It’s nice to see that you’re so eager to see your groom.”

Unable to think of anything else, Maria pushed aside the covers on the opposite side of the bed from Steve and stood up.  She hastily put on her robe to turn and face his approving stare.  Unfortunately, there was no time for banter.”

“Is he coming up here?” she asked as she tied her belt.

“Isn’t it supposed to be unlucky for the groom to see the bride before the weddin’?”

“But, I haven’t seen him at all!”

“There’s no need to get so upset, Maria.  You’ll see him soon enough.  Now, eat your breakfast before it gets cold.”

When Steve stood up and acted as though he was going to leave the room, Maria ran over to grab his arm.

“You can’t go yet!” she stated in anxiety.  “There’s something I have to tell you.”

“I’d like to stay and chat, but I have to see my parents.  I haven’t gotten to tell them the plans, and they want to hear all about them before the guests arrive.”

“They’re having guests?”

“The weddin’ guests, my girl.  Did you think we wouldn’t invite anyone to share in the celebration?”

“It slipped my mind,” Maria replied, feeling foolish.

“That all right.  You wanted Tienne to take care of everything, and he did.  After our late night, I didn’t think you’d want to entertain the guests here, so my parents are playin’ host and hostess at their townhouse.”

“What about Tienne?”

“He’ll be there, too.  Don’t worry about anything, Maria.  You’ll have the whole house to yourself, except for the staff.  I’ll be back to pick you up for the ceremony.”

“This has gone far enough!” Maria almost shouted. “I can’t marry your brother!”

“And why not?” asked the man, and his eyes glittered dangerously.

“Because he never asked---”

“Oh,” Steve once again interrupted, “All of a sudden, his proposal wasn’t good enough for you?  Or are you still annoyed that he couldn’t get back here to entertain you before this?”

“That’s not it at all!  I don’t even know the man!”

“Most couples don’t really know each other until after they get married.  It’s natural.”

Maria heaved out a long sigh of frustration.  She wished that she had taken the time to plan what she would say when this time finally arrived.  Steve’s face grew sterner as he waited for her to speak.

“You don’t understand!” Maria cried.  “I’m not who you think I am.”

Steve pulled his arm out of her grasp to face her fully.  There was no compromise in his expression.

“You’re certainly not what I expected you to be,” he commented, “and it’s been obvious all along that you’ve had second thoughts about this marriage.  I told you then and I’ll tell you again now, you’re going through with this marriage.  Everything has been arranged.  You’re not goin’ to back out now!”

“You’re twisting all of my words!  Just listen to me, Steve!” Maria firmly demanded, even though she found it difficult to meet the menace in the man’s eyes.  “I am not Maria Fontaine.”

Steve scowled and crossed his arms.

In a patronizing voice, he said, “And who would you have me believe you are?”

“Her roommate.  She sent me here in her place to break her engagement to Tienne.”

“So, you’re tellin’ me that your name is not Maria,” Steve stated disbelievingly.

“That part was true.  We’re both named Maria.”

“Two Marias, roomin’ together.  I suppose that your last name is also Fontaine.  Come on, Maria.  This is the flimsiest story you could possibly make up.”

“But it’s true!” Maria wailed.

“I’ve heard enough of this nonsense!” Steve thundered.  “Tienne DuPont is waiting to marry his fiancée, Maria, and you’re here, and by God, you’re goin’ to marry him!”

He grabbed the woman’s shoulders roughly and shook her, saying, “I told you that you weren’t goin’ to get out of this!  It’s too late to make up excuses!  Now, are you going to get into that weddin’ gown by yourself or do I have to force you into it?”

Maria cringed beneath the punishing grasp of his fingers.  He was too strong for her to fight, either physically or psychologically.  All of her arguments gave way before the threatening expression on Steve’s face.  Her failure to finally convince him of the truth was the final straw that destroyed all of her remaining confidence.

Looking at the floor, she whispered, “I’ll do it myself.”

“Don’t try to run away again because I’ve informed the staff that you are not to leave the house without me under any circumstances.  They’ll be watchin’!”

He dropped his hands from her shoulders to walk to the door.  Maria could not bring herself to look up at him.  

Steve stopped in the doorway to say, “I’ll be back in an hour.  Be ready!”

Then, he was gone.  Maria could see no reason to stop him since he refused to believe her.  She sat limply on the side of the bed and stared off into space.

This whole thing had gone on far longer than she should have allowed it, but how could she have guessed that she would not get a chance to see Tienne DuPont before the wedding?  Now, she would have to settle this at the church in front of his family and friends.  Steve would see his brother publicly humiliated.  He would never forgive her for that.  Her own sense of mortification would be beyond anything she could ever have imagined.

She realized how ridiculous she would look when she walked up the aisle of the church in a wedding gown to be confronted by a stranger.  Tienne He would be outraged, probably thinking she actually intended to marry him as an imposter.  The DuPont family would have the worst possible impression of her.  Even if Steve could forgive her, how could he even consider having a relationship with her when his brother would always despise her? It was hopeless.

Maria’s horrors grew as she considered she might be thrown out on the street with no means of getting home.  Worse yet, Steve might report her to the police or even physically harm her.  Her dream had become a nightmare.

There was a light knock at the door.  Mrs. Grey peeked in to ask Maria if she wanted her help in getting into the gown.  There was no alternative but to say yes.  There were a number of small, pearls buttons on the back of the dress that she would be unable to fasten herself.

The housekeeper tried to encourage Maria to eat some of the breakfast that Steve had brought to her.  She was too nervous to do anything but pick at the food.  If Mrs. Grey had not looked at her with such concern, she would not have touched anything on the tray.

It had been so thoughtful of Steve to have carried up her breakfast.  When Maria had awakened, she had not guessed that that would be the last time she would share with him under such amiable conditions.  It was a shame she had to spoil those final moments, but it had to be done.  She had tried her best to save them both from imminent shame, but it was too little, too late.

There was no joy in Maria’s heart as she dressed.  Mrs. Grey complimented her on her appearance in kindly tones as she helped her to style her hair.  The woman’s benevolence only served to make Maria feel worse.

She sat there and imagined what Steve would be doing at that moment.  After greeting his parents after their long absence, he would probably congratulate his brother and assure him that all would be in readiness for his arrival at the church.  Perhaps the whole family would make an early toast to the happiness of the bride and groom.  These thoughts only depressed Maria further.  They would all be so happy, and in a short time, all of their expectations would be reduced to dust.

Mrs. Grey was very insistent that Maria should wear the diamond necklace that Steve had given her the night before.  It was a family tradition.  She had fastened it for Steve’s mother before her wedding.  There was no way to refuse.

After Maria had put on the long, white gloves, the housekeeper helped her to slip the sapphire engagement ring on her finger.  It was all such a farce that Maria nearly cried.

She sat down at her vanity table and looked at herself in the mirror.  The face of the frightened girl who looked back filled her with self-pity at first.  Then, she realized that she was not even entitled to that.

No.  She was a fraud and she had brought this all on herself.  There was no sense in crying now.  That would be a luxury she would have to reserve until later.

Finally, Maria made a resolution.  She would face whatever turmoil she had to endure with composure.  That might be the only virtue she had left.  She would do what she had to do with dignity, and then walk quietly out of Steve’s life.  For whatever he had felt about her, she would not give him the final proof of her weakness by letting him see her cry.

There was a knock at the door, and Steve entered the room.  He looked more formidable than ever . . . and more handsome, in Maria’s eyes.  She loved him so much, but she would not allow him to see her pain.

“Are you ready?” the man asked with no expression to indicate what he was feeling.

Maria arose and replied, “Yes.”

The bridal veil had been draped behind her for her convenience until she got to the church.  Steve stared at her with undeniable admiration.  He might have been annoyed with her earlier, yet it was clear that he was willing to push their differences aside for now . . . as long as Maria did not arouse his temper.

Mrs. Grey followed them down the staircase and up to the front door, where she wished the bride-to-be happiness.  Maria accepted this graciously, and then stepped out the door with Steve.

There was a whirlwind of activity in front of the house.  A number of vehicles were tightly parked around the circular driveway.  If Maria had not been too depressed to look out from her balcony that morning, she would have seen that the lawn on that side of the house had been transformed into a wonderland of tents, flowered garlands, strings of lights, buffet tables, dining tables, and platforms for the orchestra and dancing.  A variety of hired personnel ran back and forth from their vehicles to the site of the reception.

Maria looked at them now in confusion.  It was so apparent to her that the wedding would never occur that she had forgotten about the party afterward.  The house was fairly insulated from outside noise, but she still might have heard all the clamor if she had not been so distracted.

As she stood on the front steps and stared, Steve pulled on her arm and said, “You’ll get to see it all better later.  We have to go.”

Maria let out a long breath and followed him to the limousine.  Steve helped to keep her gown from getting unnecessarily wrinkled as she got into the vehicle.  As they drove down the long drive that led up to the front gates, she could only think how cruel Fate had been, to send her off as a bride with the man she loved, a man who could never be her husband.

They paused at the end of the drive to allow the gates to open.  From her window, Maria noticed that a workman was doing something outside by one of the brick pillars that supported one side of the gates.  He appeared to be attaching something to the outer wall.

“Are you having balloons put out front?” she asked.

“Nothing so tacky,” Steve assured her.

Then, just as they passed through the gateway, he asked the driver to stop.  As he turned to see what the man was doing, Maria’s eyes automatically followed the direction of his gaze.

It was not balloons that the man was affixing to the brick gate, but a shining bronze plaque.  The letters stood out boldly to read, Maria’s Dream.

“What’s that?” she cried out with a look of incredulity.

“It’s about time someone gave the house a name,” he calmly replied, “and it’s so appropriate after all you’ve said.  Don’t you think so?”

Maria settled back in her seat without saying a word.  Just when she had thought it could not possibly get any worse, it had.

“Speechless?” Steve asked with an amused smile.  Maria could only nod.  The drive to the church seemed interminable with every second ticking away in her mind, bringing her closer and closer to catastrophe.  The drive to the church ended far too soon to suit her.  Nobody was lingering outside.  She supposed that all of the guests were waiting inside.

After mustering whatever remained of her poise, Maria stepped out of the limousine.  Steve escorted her up the cathedral steps, holding firmly onto her arm.

To the girl’s surprise, the large reception area in the back of the church was deserted.  There were no eager guests waiting to see her before she walked up the aisle.  Then again, she had no friends here.  Except for Steve, everyone would be a stranger.  The doors to the sanctuary were closed.

Maria held on tightly to Steve’s arm for support.  When they walked up to the door, she pulled him to a stop.  The man looked her questioningly.

Meeting his eyes, she took a deep breath and said, “In a minute, you’re going to hate me, Steve.  I’m going to go up there and do what you want me to do, but I want you to know that I love you.  Outside of my family, you’re the only man I’ve ever loved.  No matter what happens, I want you to believe that.”

Steve looked back at her and smiled.

“I’m glad to hear you say that, butterfly,” he replied, “because I love you, too.  The game is over, dearest Maria.  This is your
weddin’, our
weddin’.”

“Wh . . . what do you mean?” Maria stammered?

Steve continued to smile and said, “My, you’ve been a naughty girl, puttin’ it off for so long as you did, and I played along with you to see what would happen.  I knew you weren’t Maria Fontaine right from the start.”

Maria’s eyes opened wide as she choked out, “How?”

  “When I called the hotel after you arrived, the manager told me that my guest was not the blonde lady whom I had described.  I allowed him to believe that you must have changed the color of your hair.”

Maria stared at him in disbelief as he continued, “I followed you from the hallway when you first left the suite.  I was curious about the auburn-haired girl who pretended to be the fiancée of Tienne DuPont.  When that man accosted you on the levee, it gave me the perfect opportunity to get to know you while I remained incognito.  If you hadn’t been so adorable, I would have ended the charade then and there, but I could see that you were sweet and innocent.”

“Have you told all of this to your brother?” Maria felt afraid to ask.

“I don’t have a brother,” Steve admitted with a shrug.

This made Maria’s mouth drop open.

“You see, when you began your little deception, I decided to play along with you.  I am Tienne DuPont.  When I’m in France, I use the nickname Tienne, short for Etienne.  If you had taken French in school, you might have known that Etienne is how they say Stephen in France.  Hence, Steve.”

Maria felt weak.  She leaned back against the door or she would have been in danger of falling down.

“You’re Tienne?” she said in a weak voice.

“That’s right.  If you hadn’t been so adamant about playing your role as Maria Fontaine, you would have found out sooner.  I gave you plenty of chances to tell me, and today, when you would have told me everything, I thought you needed a lesson in honesty, but it was only to be playful, my dear.”

His words sank into Maria’s mind slowly.  She found it very difficult to comprehend what had actually happened.

“So, you were engaged to Marla,” she finally said.

“That was an unfortunate mistake.  I was a lonely man, Maria.  Marla, as you call her, captivated me with her beauty and vivacity.  I thought I had fallen in love, but I knew it was a mistake as soon as I got back home.  She was a different person in Paris, or maybe I should say, I was a blind fool. 

“I had so much to do, runnin’ the family business after my father retired.  I’d had no time for romance, not serious romance, for years.  Your roommate’s glamour and deceptive behavior led me into believing that I’d found the right woman for myself at last.  That’s why I was so cold and cynical to you at times.  I had been deluded so recently that I found it hard to trust what I saw in you.”

“And what is that?”

“A truly lovely woman, who had been caught up by the fantasy of Mardi Gras.  If I hadn’t felt so cynical about your friend, I would have trusted and loved you right away.”

“But, how can you trust me now, after the way I tried to deceive you?” Maria asked as hope began to bud in her heart.

“I feel I know you now.  I’ve seen the way you’ve acted and heard what you had to say.  You’re not a phony, my love, even if you did let your fantasy carry you away a bit.  The essentials are what matter.   I’m sorry I teased you so unmercifully.”

Maria reached out to put her hand in Steve’s.  She could not believe this was happening.  Her wide eyes gazed hopefully into his.

“I thought you would know the truth as soon as I took off my mask that first time,” he went on.  “I knew that your roommate had taken pictures of me.”

“Marla accidentally left her camera in a drawer in her room in Paris,” Maria quickly explained.  “I had no idea.  When I spoke to her yesterday, she told me she didn’t think you had a brother, but I never suspected.”

“Oh, Maria.  I hope you can forgive me.”

“I certainly can.  As a matter of fact, I think I know who the old witch woman was referring to.”

“And I’m sure your ex-roommate will be furious when she learns that you’re my wife.”

“You still want to marry me?”

“I’ve warned you so many times that you’re never going to get away from me,” Steve replied with a teasing smile.

“What about your parents?”

“I’ve explained everything to them.  My mother told me she was delighted to hear we had a love story that was more romantic than her own.  I think my father would have been ready to argue the point, but she wouldn’t let him.  They’re going to love you, Maria.  By the way, I have another surprise for you.  Your own parents are waitin’ to see you inside.”

Maria was too flabbergasted to speak.

Steve went on, “I let them in on our secret the day after you told me their names.  They’ve been staying with my parents since yesterday.”

“I can’t believe this!  How did you find out who I was?”

“You gave me enough clues.  A private detective told me the rest, my sweet librarian.  That’s why I had to spend so much extra time at the office.”

“But the marriage certificate will be in the wrong name!”

“Are you still looking for a way out of this?”

“How can you say that, Steve?  Nothing could make me happier than to marry you!”

“I haven’t done this right yet; have I?”

Maria felt confused by Steve’s meaning until he got down on one knee, taking her hand in his.

“Will you marry me, Maria Jones?” he asked with a serious expression.

“Just try to stop me,” she replied with a grin.

The man quickly stood and hugged her tenderly.

When Maria would have kissed him, he said, “Let’s save that for the end of the ceremony.  My uncle, who’s a judge, arranged everything for us.  It pays to know people in high places.  All you’ll have to do is to sign the marriage license.”

“Where is it?” Maria anxiously asked.

“Up at the altar, along with your wedding bouquet.”

“Oh, Steve.  You think of everything.”

The man laughingly replied, “I’ve even arranged for our honeymoon to be on the Delta Queen, that paddleboat we saw.  We’ll fly to Natchez tomorrow.  I hope I’ve answered your dream of being swept away by a desert sheik,”

“You’re better than a dream,” Maria whispered.

Steve became serious as he lifted her veil forward to cover her face.  When he opened the door to the sanctuary, the throng of guests all turned to see the happy couple.  Maria’s father didn’t say a word as he escorted her down the aisle; his smile said it all.

Later that evening, fireworks burst over the city of New Orleans to mark the end of Mardi Gras.  For Maria and Steve, the masquerade was over, but their lives together had just begun.  
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