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        New Orleans, May 1895

      

      

      “For goodness’ sake, smile a little. You’ll insult our hostess,” her sister whispered, giving her a poke with her silk fan.

      Colette Olivier pasted on a smile, hoping she appeared to be enjoying mingling with the other dinner guests.

      Julia rolled her eyes. “Have you completely forgotten how to act? As the wife of Robert Olivier, you were one of the most influential socialites. What happened to your confidence and blasé demeanor?”

      “It’s been over a year and a half since I’ve truly been out in society,” Colette returned, smoothing the front of her blush frock, “so I’m a little out of practice.” And I was only a glowing socialite because Robert wanted me to be. If it were up to me, I would have stayed at home half the time with a good book and a cup of white tea, she thought. “I wish I hadn’t let you dress me in such a vibrant color. Did you see the looks I received at dinner? Honestly, I feel as if every lady in the room is judging me,” Colette whispered, her pale cheeks turning warm. She tucked back a golden strand that had managed to escape her austere, high coiffure, which she was certain Julia would’ve altered as well if they hadn’t run out of time. At least the ladies might’ve thought my hairstyle befitting a widow, if only it didn’t refuse to stay in place.

      “I know. I’m sorry I cajoled you out of your plum gown and into one of my own.” She sighed. “Everyone knows that such a young widow isn’t expected to complete the full two years in mourning. It’s not as if you are shaming your husband’s memory by accepting an invitation for a dinner party. The socialites are only upset because their daughters will have to compete with a rich widow for a husband sooner than anticipated.”

      Colette glanced up and saw yet another gentleman advancing to greet her now that her gown announced her return to society and the market.

      “I’m beginning to understand some of the benefits of mourning colors. Do you want me to divert him?” Julia flicked open her fan.

      “Please, divert away!”

      “Mr. Carlson,” her sister drawled as she grasped his arm and steered him in the opposite direction. “Have you tasted the pastries? Mrs. Lemoine’s Italian chef makes a positively delectable cannoli.”

      Wishing with all her heart to blend into the room as she usually did, Colette poured herself a cup of coffee and, smiling to the hostess, sank into an armless chair in the farthest corner of the parlor. Closing her eyes to the fearsome glare of the older socialites, she inhaled the deep scent of chicory, praying for strength to make it through the rest of the evening.

      “Why, Miss Fontaine! It’s still Miss Fontaine, isn’t it?” A deep voice broke her reverie.

      Startled, she met the hazel eyes of her childhood friend Norman. “Mr. Hartley! What a pleasure.” She stood and gave him a curtsy, careful not to spill her coffee. “But, I’m called Mrs. Robert Olivier now.”

      “Mrs. Olivier? Ah. Well, I can’t say I’m surprised you were snatched up.” He smiled, disappointment edging his words. “I haven’t seen Robert in years. He and my father were friends back in their days at the university, so I know Father would be glad to hear of our meeting again. Where is old Robert anyway? Still stuck at the office?”

      I knew I shouldn’t have let Julia talk me into this dress. Anyone who saw me yesterday would’ve known not to ask. Longing for the comfort of her dark gown, she took a deep breath. “My husband passed almost two years ago. He was involved in a boating accident.” At Norman’s look of abject shock, she lifted her hand to halt his oncoming apology. “Please, don’t be distressed in your inquiry. You happened to find me on my first attempt at attending a dinner party out of mourning colors.” She laughed softly as she regarded the room. “But, I’m afraid, I may have startled some of the other ladies with my choice.”

      “I’m sorry if I caused you pain,” he sighed as he raked his hands through his blond hair, “but I think it would’ve been a pity to deprive society of seeing you in such a sweet color that sets off those crystal-blue eyes I remember so well.”

      She felt her neck grow warm. It had been so many years since he’d left for New York that she’d forgotten how his flattery affected her. “You haven’t changed a bit. You always were ready with a compliment. So, tell me, what brings you to New Orleans?”

      “That would take a bit to explain. May I call on you? It’s been far too long since we’ve last visited.”

      She glanced across the room at Julia, who gave her a small nod of encouragement as if she were reading Norman’s lips. “I think it would be splendid.” Colette smiled up at him, thinking how the past six years made him even more handsome as he had matured into a man. “How does afternoon tea next Saturday sound? Your aunt has my address.”

      “I’d be honored.” Norman gave a little bow. “It’ll be like old times.”

      A touch of mischief played at the corner of her lips. “In which case, I’ll have the cook retrieve the pecans out of the storage pantry and make you some of those praline confections you loved so much as a boy.” She caught sight of the whisking fans of the ladies in the corner with their heads together, chatting as they gawked in her direction.

      Colette’s stomach turned. What am I thinking? I can’t have a caller so soon. She flicked open her fan to hide from the scrutiny of the other women. “I’m afraid I’m feeling a little tired and must fetch my sister home, but I look forward to continuing our conversation and hearing all of your news.”

      “And I yours. My mouth is already watering for those pralines.” Norman reached for her gloved hand, pressing a kiss atop before she slipped away.

      Wrapped in her cloak, Colette exhaled as she and Julia leaned against the tufted leather seats of her carriage. “Thank goodness that’s over.”

      “You were splendid,” Julia gushed, giving a little clap. “Not that I’m a bit surprised. But Norman Hartley returns for not even a day and he already asks to call? To have that kind of talent to call upon. . .” She looked heavenward and inhaled. “I would be jealous if not for your history.”

      “Julia. . . ,” she cautioned.

      “What?” Julia raised her brows. “Norman was only twenty when he left for New York, and I distinctly remember him tearing up at our gate when he came to say good-bye. I was surprised he didn’t marry you then and there and take you with him.”

      “While he did shed a tear, it was because we had been best friends since childhood.” Colette smiled at the sweet memory as she stared out of the carriage window at the mansions on St. Charles Avenue, gaslights streaming through the windows.

      Norman, her boy next door, had been the most eligible bachelor in New Orleans when she had first come out into society, but when he had moved to New York for business without asking for her hand in marriage, her parents gave up trying to match them. She had known long before her parents that while Norman may have liked her and maybe even loved her for a brief moment, he couldn’t afford to marry a highborn girl who wouldn’t raise his wealth with a significant inheritance. She’d understood then, and she wasn’t about to become a romantic like Julia and envision a life with Norman now that their paths had crossed once again.

      “He simply wishes to chat, so I won’t have you getting your hopes up for anything more,” she admonished Julia’s enthusiasm. “I’m not that girl anymore who gets sweaty palms and a racing heart at the mere thought of Norman Hartley coming to call. I don’t expect anything to come from it, and besides, he’s probably seeing someone.”

      “I checked with his sister for you and he isn’t. I’m so happy you’re getting on with your life and receiving a caller. You are far too beautiful to let yourself wilt away in your widow’s weeds.” Julia grasped Colette’s hands, squeezing them. “Now that you’ve captured the attention of the dazzling, wealthy Mr. Hartley at long last, you can help your baby sister find her own beau.”

      “Well, since I have my husband’s fortune, I don’t necessarily need to marry,” Colette reminded her as the carriage rolled to a stop in front of the impressive Olivier estate.

      “Why wouldn’t you wish to remarry?” Julia twirled through the door with her hands clasped above her heart. “To love and be loved is all I could ever want in life.”

      “Just take care to fall in love with a man who can always keep you dressed in the latest of fashions,” Colette teased as she pulled the tie from her cloak, glancing down at her borrowed gown. “Speaking of fashion, I’ll need to make an appointment with the dressmaker for a new wardrobe.” She handed her cloak to the maid, murmuring, “Thank you, Belinda.”

      Julia smirked at Colette’s concession. “I knew you were ready to come back to society. All it took was a little bit of color to bring you to life and a beau to your parlor.”

      “I feel so strange attending social events three months early. I fear what people will say.” She rubbed her forehead. “Maybe I should wait on ordering those gowns.”

      Julia gave an unladylike growl of frustration as she kicked off her blue silk evening slippers. She carried them into the parlor, where she sank onto the red-and-gold settee as Colette chose Robert’s old, oversize leather wingback chair. “People shouldn’t judge you.” Julia scowled. “You’re too young to be so secluded from society.”

      “People will always judge a widow returning to society no matter her age, but I suppose you’re right about getting out more. However, I don’t want to be besieged with desperate bachelors who are fortune hunting. I’m not ready.” She groaned as she, too, slipped off her shoes. Tucking her legs beneath her, she gazed into the glowing fireplace, which was lit more for ambiance than practicality in the warm New Orleans’ night air. “I’m just thankful I can attend church without scorn. Those first few months after Robert’s death were wretched, forced to being isolated and discouraged from even attending service.”

      “Hmm.” Julia tapped her chin. “Well, what if you get involved in church as a means to ease into society again? You could volunteer as a Sunday school teacher or something of the sort. If I recall, you used to love working for charity and—” She left off her sentence as the maid rolled in the tea service. “Ah, lovely.” Julia reached for the pot without waiting for Colette to formally do the honors and poured herself a cup, plunking four lumps of sugar into her tea. When the maid closed the door, she continued, “Why did you stop volunteering in the first place?”

      Colette watched the steam curl as she slowly poured and considered revealing her secret. Leaning back, she took a long sip. “When Father presented me with Robert, I didn’t allow myself to question if marrying an unbeliever was best because Father said it didn’t matter. . .but it did. I should’ve prayed for guidance before I married Robert, but instead, I followed Father’s advice without question.” She looked down at her tea and swirled the dregs around in the cup. “My whole life I was told that as merely a woman, I wouldn’t know what was best for my future and that I must listen, but I should’ve listened to the Lord.”

      “But, Robert wasn’t harsh, was he?” Julia pressed her hand to her heart at the news of her sister’s less-than-happy marriage.

      “Robert was kind when we were courting, and because he thought me pretty, he didn’t mind my small inheritance,” she answered, stroking the handle of her teacup with her thumb, “but after we married, he became very strict. Things grew difficult when Robert stopped attending service. It created a barrier in our relationship, but I had hope that he’d eventually come with me again until one evening when I came home late from volunteering. Robert had made spontaneous plans for us to dine with a potential investor and his wife, which I ruined by not being home and not leaving a note letting him know where I was working that day. He was so angry that he forbade me from ever serving again.”

      Julia dropped her teacup in the saucer, sloshing its contents. “I didn’t know. I thought you gave it up because you were too busy being a wife to Robert, and now to hear. . .no wonder you don’t wish to marry again. Why did you wait so long to tell me?”

      “Because I was ashamed,” Colette admitted. “And I didn’t return to my charity work after his death out of respect to his memory. I long to go back, but I still feel so trapped by his and society’s disapproval. I never was good enough in their eyes for Robert and his fortune, and tonight probably solidified their opinion of me by my attempting to come out of mourning three months early.” She took a sip of tea to steady her nerves. “But, maybe it’s time I go against his wishes and volunteer again.”

      Julia reached out and gently squeezed her arm. “You should. Write to the pastor tonight and see what happens. If Norman doesn’t cause your heart to pitter-patter anymore, which I doubt because the man is almost prettier than you, maybe you’ll meet someone through the church who will steal your heart right out of your chest before you even know it’s in danger.”
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        * * *

      

      The doorbell rang again. “Belinda?” Colette called up the stairs as loud as she dared for fear of being overheard by the guest at the door. Where is everyone? I need to dress for dinner. After waiting another minute for the maid or butler to appear, she smoothed down any strands of escaped hair and opened the door herself.

      A tall, ruggedly handsome man stood on the porch, and upon seeing Colette, he swiped off his hat, revealing his unruly auburn curls as he gave a small bow. “Good morning, ma’am. I’m Malcolm Reilly. Pastor Wilson mentioned you were keen on teaching Sunday school?”

      “Uh, yes,” she started, unsure of why he was asking.

      He brandished a letter from his coat pocket. “This is from Mrs. Wilson, explaining why I am at your door.”

      Goodness, already? It’s only been three days. “Yes, thank you.” She accepted the letter. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? Won’t you come inside?” Colette asked, holding the door open.

      He gestured to the clear blue sky. “It’s a beautiful day. Why don’t we sit on the porch? I’d hate to trudge any dirt into your parlor. I came from the warehouse district, as I was out of the office today observing the workers and am not parlor friendly at the moment.”

      Colette’s gaze fell on his filthy work boots. “Oh, yes. Please, do sit down.” She stepped out onto the veranda and sank onto a wicker chair as she broke the sealed letter and scanned it. “You’re the pastor’s son?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied as he rubbed the brim of his hat.

      I wonder why he doesn’t go by the same surname. Memories of the wild pastor’s son dipping her curls in ink flooded her memory. Smiling at the recollection, she wondered if he knew that she was the victim of half a dozen of his antics as she motioned for him to continue. “Please, tell me about your Sunday school class.”

      “Well,” he chuckled, “it’s more of a Bible class since we meet on Friday afternoon because the children attend their own service on Sunday. I was hoping to find another teacher to help me restore order. The boys can get quite rowdy.”

      “Boys?” Her voice squeaked.

      He grinned at her surprise, causing her heart to jump unexpectedly at the sight of his dimpled cheeks. “Yes, I teach the ten- to fourteen-year-old boys over at St. Mary’s Orphanage. Mother left that out of the letter?”

      “Ah.” She inhaled through her teeth. “I had thought I’d be teaching the young ladies of the church as I’d have more to offer with my finishing school experience.” She cleared her throat as she folded up the letter, disappointed that she wouldn’t begin serving so soon after all.

      He leaned forward in his chair. “You see, that’s where I think you aren’t giving yourself enough credit. Most of these boys only have the influence of their male teachers and a handful of nuns who work so hard that they don’t have as much time as they’d like to nurture the boys. I believe you’ll provide a calming presence and teach them how to behave in front of a lady, which”—he smiled—“the nuns will appreciate.”

      She gave a short, disbelieving laugh. Either he has vastly overestimated my skills, or he is desperate, but I can’t possibly work with a man. Mother would have an attack. “Be that as it may⁠—”

      He held up a large, rough hand. “At least come with me one time on Friday before you turn it down altogether. I promise that when you meet these boys, you won’t ever want to leave them.”

      She felt her resolution waver at his confidence. Well, maybe just this once, and with the nuns present, I’m sure it’ll be more than proper. “What time shall I meet you?”
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