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One




“D-dead?” Margaret “Call me Meg, please!” McKenzie Cooper Ponthier heard her voice rise. The wool suit she’d grabbed to cover her camisole dropped to her lap as she stared open-mouthed at the dark-eyed stranger who had entered her hotel room, key in hand. “Jules is dead?”

The man nodded, a grim turn to his lips.

Meg fumbled for the hotel robe she’d dropped beside the bed when she’d started trying on the outfits Jules had insisted on having sent over from Saks. She knotted the sash firmly, then stepped from where she’d been sitting on the king-size bed in which she’d slept alone after Jules had settled her in the room the previous night, before he had disappeared.

“Tell me two things,” she said, drawing herself up to her full five feet four inches. “Who are you and how do you know he’s dead?”

A dark shadow passed over the man’s face. He clenched his fists and Meg knew there was no sense in protesting. This man had seen the mask of death. She swallowed and tugged at the knot of her robe.

He stepped forward. His dark eyes had a storm brewing in them. He took in the rumpled covers of the bed, the dress boxes from Saks, then raked her with his gaze. The piercing survey began at her bare toes, ran her up calves, swept over the white terry robe, noted the curly jumble of her long brown hair and fastened on her mouth.

Meg felt as if he could see beneath her robe to the skimpy camisole and tap pants she’d tried on right before he’d opened the door. She opened her mouth to order him from her room, when he said, “Jules always did get his money’s worth.”

“And just what do you mean by that?” Meg’s reaction was more alarm than indignation. Had Jules told someone why he’d hired Meg? “I’m asking you again, who are you?”

“Why? You always get your customer’s identification before you take their cash?”

“Excuse me?”

The man shrugged and produced a smooth leather wallet. “Knowing Jules, he didn’t pay you before he left. What’s he owe you?” He fingered a hundred-dollar bill. “Two? Three?”

Meg stared at the cash. This man thought she was a hooker! She started to laugh at the preposterous notion, an urge that grew as she thought about what his reaction would be if she answered, “Twenty thousand dollars.”


Instead of responding, she grabbed the phone. “If you don’t leave this room in the next two seconds, I’m calling security.”

“Look, honey, the jig’s up. Money train’s gone bye-bye.” Several bills fluttered from his hand and landed on the bed. “Put your clothes on and get out. Take the new ones with you for all I care.” The man’s shoulders slumped and sorrow softened his expression. “Sugar daddy is never coming back.”

Noting the sense of loss, Meg said once more but in a less demanding voice, “Who are you?”

He had crossed to the sofa on the other side of the large room. Over his shoulder, he said, “If you must know, I am Jules’s brother.”

His brother. Meg clasped a hand over her mouth to keep from responding. She wouldn’t have reacted more strongly if he’d said the devil himself. Yet the resemblance was there. While Jules had been slimmer, almost effete, this man was solid, strength evident in his broad shoulders and a sense of purpose signaled by his bearing. Jules had worn polo shirts and slacks under his blazer; this man wore a white dress shirt and dark tie with his expensive suit.

A knock sounded at the door and both Meg and the man called, “Come in.”

A uniformed hotel employee weighed down by a huge basket wrapped in purple and green cellophane walked in. “Excuse me, Miz Ponthier,” the man said, “but the manager wanted to send these to you and Mr. Jules with his compliments.”

Meg stared at the basket, admiring the magnum of champagne nestled among chocolates and beautifully polished fruits. Compliments? For a marriage for hire entered into out of desperation on her part, desperation born out of trying to hold her family together after her husband’s untimely death a year ago and the resulting discovery that his legacy to her had been a financial quagmire that threatened to overwhelm the lives of her three children and herself.

He carried the basket in and settled it reverently on the low table in front of the sofa. As he lifted his head, he said, “Oh, Mr. Parker, sir, I didn’t see you, what with the basket and all.”

“Clinton, isn’t it?”

The employee nodded.

“How’s your mother?”

The man dropped his head and rubbed the raised seam along the outer leg of his uniform pants. “She’s good some days, Mr. Parker, and not so good other days.”

Meg stared as the man produced his wallet a second time and pressed a bill into the employee’s hand. Jules had described his brother as the most tight-fisted man in the world, yet here he was opening his own purse for the second time to cover expenses that properly belonged to Jules.

When Jules had tried to persuade her to assist him in his plans, he had described his brother as ruthless, selfish, and utterly bent on having his own way in the management of the family’s corporation, despite what was good for the family and the hundreds of employees. And that meant refusing to accept a buyout offer Jules had wooed from a multinational corporation, an offer that would leave everyone in the Ponthier family on easy street for the next several generations.

The brother knew Jules was dead. Was he responsible?

Meg shivered. The hotel employee was smiling and saying something in a low voice to Parker. She’d lost the thread of the conversation.

“…the manager had it from the nighttime bartender who had it from Mr. Jules.”

The man called Parker said, “Thank you, Clinton, and thank Mr. Stibbs for the basket.”

Clearly dismissed, Clinton headed for the door.

“Wait!” Meg hated to be outdone. This man had delivered the gift to her and her—well, her husband. Jules had drilled into her during their flight from Las Vegas that she had to convince the family she was well-bred and dignified enough for Jules to have married.

She lifted one of the hundred-dollar bills Parker had tossed on the bed and pressed it into Clinton’s hand. “My best to your mother,” she said.

“Bless you,” he said. “I hope Mr. Jules appreciates what a nice lady you are.”

Meg glanced at Parker, who had one eyebrow raised in a cynical manner that really got her back up.

Clinton left the room, shutting the door behind him.

Meg and Parker faced one another from opposite sides of the celebratory basket.

She waited for him to speak. What the heck. He had to be just as surprised to meet his new sister-in-law as she was to meet her brother-in-law.

There was only one thing she really wanted him to say. She wanted to hear that Jules wasn’t really dead.

“Overdoing it a bit, aren’t you?” His voice was rough-edged and drawled just a bit too much for Meg’s comfort. The slow winding of his question made her think of one of the many rattlers that loved to sun in the rocks outside Las Vegas, in the wild of the desert the city hadn’t etched its name on.

“What do you mean?” She tried not to sound hostile; her situation was far from good right at this moment. She thought she’d been thrown for a loop when Ted died. But this!

The difference was Ted had been her husband for eleven years.

He gestured to the basket. “You and Jules. He told the bartender downstairs he’d decided to settle down. He never gave a thought about the reputation of the women he brought to this suite before. Certainly not enough to make up some bogus tale.” Parker stroked his chin, eyes narrowing. “What’s different about you?”

Meg wanted to slap him for his arrogance, for his refusal to give credit to the story. Then she realized he was running a critical eye over her body, cataloguing her as she stood there in the white terrycloth robe with its Hotel Maurepas insignia her only accessory. Even her feet were bare. She thrust her chin in the air and dared him to comment.

Which he did, being the arrogant jerk he was proving himself to be.

“I can see why he tried for a degree of respectability,” Parker said, reaching down and undoing the bow that held the cellophane covering the gift basket. “You’re certainly a step above his usual floozies.”

“What did you say?” Meg heard the frost in her voice. No one talked to her this way. Back in the old days of her youth when she’d had to fend for herself in the girls’ home, then been bounced from foster home to foster home, she’d learned the value of toughness, of defending herself.

“I said—” He looked up from the ribbon that he’d worked loose. “Look, whoever you are, there’s no point in sparring. My brother is dead. I just identified him to the satisfaction of the New Orleans Police Department.” His shoulders slumped and he let go of the ribbon. “I came here, to Jules’s favorite place to hide from the world, for a few moments of peace to say good-bye to my brother, so why don’t you get your things and run along and leave me in that peace?”

Meg stepped forward and with one swift jerk unfastened the ribbon. The cellophane fell open. She’d been of a mind to do just what Parker had suggested—get out of that room as fast as she could and find her way back to Las Vegas. With the several hundred dollars the s.o.b had flung onto the bed, she could have done just that.

But then she’d given Clinton a hundred dollars.

Besides, taking that money would mean accepting the implication she’d earned it from spending the night with Jules.

But this man needed to learn a lesson.

And she, Margaret “Call me Meg, please!” McKenzie Cooper Ponthier, was going to give it to him.

He sank onto the sofa and reached for the magnum of champagne. He turned it in his hands, hands that Meg saw held the heavy bottle without any show of effort. “He did like champagne,” he said, rubbing a finger over the label.

“Yes, he did,” she murmured, knowing full well Jules preferred bourbon and water. At least that’s what he’d consumed at the Pinnacle Casino the night he’d asked her to marry him.

“And chocolate,” Parker said, pulling out an orange-foil-covered chocolate delicacy.

Meg murmured something that sounded like agreement. She had no idea what Jules liked. The only thing she’d seen him consume were the bourbon and waters she’d served him during her shifts at the Pinnacle’s lobby bar. He’d skipped the peanuts offered on the flight to New Orleans, ordered dinner for her from room service and prowled about the room while she’d attempted to eat.

Then he’d disappeared on that mysterious errand and she’d not seen him again.

“And hazelnuts,” Parker said, reaching for a handful of nuts in the basket. “I’ve got to hand it to Stibbs, he’s got a great memory.”

Meg nodded, surprised to hear something that sounded like a choked-back sob coming from the man seated on the sofa. Perhaps he really had come here to mourn his brother. But everything Jules had told her warned her otherwise.

“Nice show of sympathy,” Meg said, thinking to feel him out.

He raised his head and his eyes bored into hers. “Only a fool talks of what they do not know,” he said, his voice so low she had to lean forward to catch his words.

She felt as if he’d slapped her; then she realized the folly of him speaking those words.

“Now ain’t that the truth,” she said, mimicking his own drawling speech.

He cocked his brows.


She smiled.

“I’d like to be left alone,” she said, walking to the door and holding it open. “With my memories of my husband.”

He didn’t even budge. “Hus-band?” He fingered several of the hazelnuts and gazed at her beneath lowered lids. “Look, I went along with that story when Clinton was here to salvage whatever is left of the family’s reputation. But if you think I believe my brother married you, you’re nuts. Jules was a snob and even though he messed up both his marriages, he always married his own kind.”

This man was a snob, pure and simple. Meg bristled, forgetting that a stranger’s opinion didn’t matter a hill of beans to her. So what if he thought she was an expensive hooker. She should go home to Las Vegas and use the ten thousand dollars Jules had paid her in advance to bail out her family’s finances.

Yet she couldn’t stand to let this man judge her as a one-night stand who’d meant nothing to his brother. In an icy tone, she said, “Perhaps you didn’t know your brother as well as you think. Because we did marry and I have the papers to prove it.”

He rose from the sofa, his body uncoiling like a rattler changing position in the desert sun.

Meg started to retreat, then curled her bare toes into the lush carpet to steady herself. She did have the documents that showed she was Mrs. Jules Ponthier III. Just let him dispute it.

She had no clue what would happen to Jules’s plans for his family’s company now that he was dead. He’d gone into a lengthy explanation of the complicated setup of the family corporation, but all Meg knew for sure was that by being married, Jules’s voting power doubled. Whether she inherited that with his death, she had no idea.

Should she remain in New Orleans and do what she could for him? Meg was too stunned by the news of his death to process her decision. For the ten thousand dollars Jules had already paid her, did she owe him loyalty? He’d been kind to her, too, and kept his word about not jumping her body.

For that alone, Meg would carry out her end of the bargain. She held out her hand, every inch the grand lady Jules had wanted her to play. “Forgive me,” she said, letting her words catch in her throat, “my distress over the news of Jules’s death has kept me from remembering my manners. I’m Margaret Cooper—er, Ponthier. But call me Meg, please.”

“Well, I’ll be damned.” The drawl had disappeared. Parker towered over her, his hands on the hips of his expensive wool suit pants. “I do believe you’re serious.”

Meg gave him what she hoped was an imperious stare. Hard to do garbed in a bathrobe, but determination helped. A lot.

Ever so slowly, he extended his right hand. “Parker Ponthier,” he said, staring at her hand as she accepted his overture.

She nodded. “The—er, younger—brother.” Darn, but she’d almost said the words “evil.” She flushed and observed that he seemed to notice. He retained her hand in his.

Without saying anything, he just kept holding her hand, his dark eyes studying, assessing, then he released his hold.

For a second, she wished he hadn’t let go. She’d sensed in his touch a gentleness his words and his body language hadn’t even hinted at. She’d felt, too, a connection with another person—face it, Meg—a man, she hadn’t experienced in a long, long time.

“I see you were already busy spending his money,” he said, jarring her with a scathing glance at the Saks boxes scattered across the bed. “At least you won’t need to shop for the funeral.”

Funeral. That word rang in Meg’s mind. She still found it impossible to conceive of Jules as dead. She also didn’t know how he’d met his end. As the grieving widow, she’d certainly be expected to ask. And as a caring human being who’d known the man only for a short time, she sincerely wanted to know. “How did Jules—die?”

Parker’s response was a strangled sound that ended in a harsh laugh. He shook his head, then studied her with his head tilted to one side. “Just how well did you know your late husband, Miz Ponthier?”

He drew out the Miz so that it sounded about eight syllables long. Meg tried not to squirm and said, “Well enough. Why?”

“Then you should know he didn’t go out fighting the worst demon of his life.”

She licked her lips and wondered what in the world he meant. Having known Jules for less than three days, she was definitely at a disadvantage in this conversational parrying. So she waited, fingering the lapels on the bathrobe as she observed Parker warily, waiting for him to reveal enough information for her to form a response.

As she watched, Meg noticed the curve of his lips, the restrained power of his broad shoulders. She followed the line of his arm, admiring the graceful strength that Jules had lacked. Her eyes rested on his hand that had touched her own and she felt again the warmth of his skin.

Meg, Meg, you’re in enough trouble! She hastily tucked her hand into the pocket of her robe. After what she’d done, she had no business responding to Parker Ponthier as a woman to a man, no matter how compelling she might find him.

Even though she’d sent Jules Ponthier packing when he’d first proposed what he termed a cut-and-dried business proposition, Meg had acquiesced when he persisted. It seemed to her to be an answer to her prayers on salvaging her family from financial ruin and she’d never been one to turn away from an opportunity.

But now, with Jules dead, this masquerade had reached a whole different level of complications than she’d imagined when she’d leapt feet first into the role of Miz Jules Ponthier the Third.

“Since you’re obviously going to pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about, I’ll get to the point.” He slammed one fist against the palm of the other hand. “He died trying to buy a few lousy grains of cocaine. But you wouldn’t know anything about that demon or any other one, for that matter, would you?” He was practically shouting and Meg kept from flinching by telling herself he was understandably upset. He’d just lost his brother.

She licked her lips and let him rave on.

“He’d been clean for almost a year. Then—” he pointed to her “—off to Las Vegas for the weekend and he’s hooked again.”

Jules hadn’t seemed high to her, not that she knew much about drugs. Mulling over the question, she let the implied accusation slide. Naturally she hadn’t had anything to do with Jules’s decision to purchase cocaine. Meg hardly even drank alcohol, had never smoked marijuana, and certainly had no knowledge of cocaine. Jules had been jittery, she admitted, and he hadn’t eaten much of anything. “Where did it happen?”

“Three blocks behind the hotel.”


“How—how do you know for sure he was buying drugs?”

He threw her a look that said she would be a fool to think he ever spoke from less than a position of knowledge. “He bought it from an undercover cop and when she tried to arrest him they fought over her gun.”

“The police killed him?” Meg heard the shock in her voice. Poor Jules. What a way to die. And with all he’d said about how his family had such social position and cared so much about what society thought of them!

Parker shook his head, then dropped to the sofa. From behind his hands, he said, “He shot himself with the officer’s gun.”

“Oh, no. Why would he do that?”

Parker lowered his hands to his knees. Speaking almost to himself, he said, “Perhaps he couldn’t take the disgrace.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” Meg paced to the sofa then back towards the door. “Being arrested isn’t the end of the world. You’re innocent until proven guilty, even—” She stopped. She’d heard from visitors to Las Vegas that in many ways New Orleans was like a third-world country.

“Even in New Orleans? Even when you tussle with the NOPD?” Parker shook his head. “He couldn’t have taken people knowing he was back on drugs again.” He clenched his fists and beat on his thighs. “He could have been so much more. His entire life he fucked up in the stupidest, most senseless ways, but he didn’t have to end that way.”

He stared across the sitting area towards the fireplace as if seeing images of his brother playing there. Quietly, Meg crossed back to the sofa and sat gingerly on the edge. A rush of sympathy guided her hand. She touched his arm but did not speak. She knew only too well how little words helped with the loss of a loved one.

She stroked the sleeve of his wool suit, soothing him the way she caressed Samantha’s soft curls when she awoke frightened from a bad dream.

Slowly he pulled his focus from across the room, shifting to stare down at her hand. His jaw worked, then he flung her hand off. “Don’t try to get sweet with me. For whatever reason, he was using again and you’re the only new factor in the equation.”

Meg cradled her hand as if it had been burned. “Any idiot knows no one but an addict is responsible for his behavior. Or didn’t you take Psychology 101?”

He gestured toward the boxes overflowing with expensive clothing. “It doesn’t take a psychologist to figure out your interest in my brother was monetary, so don’t try to sound so sweet and caring.”

“I hope you don’t think—”

He threw her a look of mock horror. “Oh, no, marry for money? Not little Miss Innocence. Come on baby, what were you? A Vegas call girl who trapped my brother in a moment of weakness?”

Meg opened her mouth to protest then snapped her lips shut. His words rankled, but he’d gotten a little too close to the truth.

“Hit home, did I?” He rose and hands on his hips, looked down at her. “Everyone in town knew he had a steady girlfriend. So why would he fly off for the weekend and come back married?”

“He what?” Meg couldn’t believe what Parker had just said. Why had Jules needed a wife if that was true? Then she narrowed her eyes, remembering Jules’s words of warning about his brother. Parker will do anything to win.

“You heard me. If you don’t have any legal proof you were married, you’re going to be in quite an awkward spot.”

Any thoughts Meg had of turning tail and hitchhiking home to Vegas, leaving the Ponthiers to their own mess, disappeared as her temper flared. “You are one arrogant son of a—” Meg caught herself just in time. Swearing like a sailor was just what Jules would not have wanted her to do. He’d been most particular about the type of woman she had to portray and after hearing what a snob his brother was, she could understand why.

His right brow quirked.

She leapt up, then gathering her dignity, pulled the lapels of her robe tightly against her neck. She took her time strolling to the armoire where Jules had stored his buttery soft leather portfolio, an item she guessed cost more than all the pairs of shoes she owned combined. Reaching inside, she pulled out the marriage license bearing her and Jules’s names.

She turned around.

He’d followed her.

The document slapped against his chest. Watching her expression a little too closely for Meg’s comfort, he lifted it from her hands and read it without stepping back. Her breath came too quickly and she fought the urge to push him away.

He scowled as he scanned it, then fingered the raised seal. “Yesterday?”

Meg nodded, still trying to breathe properly. Her chin was level with the knot of his tie.

His brows rose. She was so close she could see the front of his shirt rustling slightly from the rise and fall of his lungs and the pounding of his heart. She inched backwards to the armoire.

He said again, “Yesterday.” This time the question had left his voice.

“Yes.”

He handed the certificate back to her. Eyes dark and unreadable, he said the words that stopped her breath completely.

“The family will expect you at the house within the hour.”








Two




“The—house?”

Parker looked at her as if she’d said something extraordinarily stupid. “Even though Jules preferred hiding away in this suite, he did have rooms both at Sugar Bridge and Ponthier Place.”

Meg furrowed her forehead at the lofty-sounding names. What kind of life had she stumbled into? Then she caught herself. Forcing a smile, she said, “Of course I knew that. I was just…” She trailed off, then glanced over at the bed, anywhere other than at this man who seemed to be able to see through her and certainly stood far too close to her.

“Wondering what to wear?” Parker, at last, stepped back and Meg inched away from the armoire. When he stood there staring at her, she wished she’d backed into the safety of the clothes closet and slammed the doors shut. “You look better in a bathrobe than any other woman I’ve ever seen, so I think you’ll be able to pass muster.”

“Oh.” Meg digested that statement, figuring he must not have seen too many females in bathrobes, then said, “Thank you.”

Parker laughed, that dry, not-funny sound again. “Don’t thank me and don’t think I’m going to accept that marriage license you waved in front of my face without verifying it myself.”

He’d closed the space between them as he spoke, and Meg found herself having that problem breathing again as he reached with one hand and tipped her chin upwards. For the wildest moment, she thought he was going to kiss her. And God help her, she knew she’d like it.

Instead he said slowly, as if weighing his observation, “Jules did have a soft spot for a pretty face, and you are one gorgeous woman.” He dropped his hand and said, “Welcome to New Orleans, Mrs. Ponthier. I’ll be back for you in an hour.”

Then, before she could figure out just what he’d been trying to prove, he was gone.

The man was not only arrogant, he was ridiculing her and his brother too. Because she most definitely was not a gorgeous woman. Meg hugged her arms to her chest and did the most comforting thing she could think to do.

She called home.

Seated crosslegged on the sprawling bed, she dialed Mrs. Fenniston’s number. The cost for calling from the hotel had to be exorbitant, but Meg squeezed her eyes shut tight as she waited for someone to answer on the other end.

Jules was dead, but Meg knew the bill would be paid.

She’d already called twice, and each time gotten only Mrs. Fenniston’s dignified voice on the answering machine, with the message that the children were fine and keeping busy. But Meg wanted to talk to them, to hear their voices and hug them long-distance.

Or maybe she was the one who needed the hugs. Here she was alone in a strange city, the man she’d traveled with shot to death in a sordid and unnecessary encounter. The crusader in her bristled as she thought of the policewoman involved in Jules’s death; but the mother in her couldn’t blame the authorities. Drugs were a scourge and if Jules had been trying to buy, well, he shouldn’t have been.

Still…to die for such a senseless reason.

Meg sighed and wondered why no one answered the phone. Then she checked her watch. Almost noon in New Orleans was ten in Las Vegas. Perhaps they’d gone to breakfast. Or church. Mrs. Fenniston was very big on church. She could’ve turned on the answering machine, though.

An electronic voice broke into her call and reminded her none-too-gently that her party wasn’t answering and that she should try the call again later.

Meg slammed the receiver down, then lifted it and returned it much more nicely to its resting place. She wouldn’t have let Teddy or Ellen get away with such behavior and there was no reason for her to display such temper.

No reason at all.

Hah!

She leapt from the bed and began to pace the room, the skirt of her bathrobe billowing behind her as she worked herself into a frenzied tempo. From the bed to the fireplace over to the armoire, where Parker Ponthier had practically held her captive. From the armoire to the couch, where he’d sat, staring at her, his gaze measuring, judging, condemning.

How dare he.

Meg walked faster. She shrugged out of the robe, changed from the satin camisole that she’d found in the Saks packages back into her UNLV t-shirt she’d slept in, one of the few pieces of her meager traveling wardrobe. Not exactly what your traditional bride packed for her honeymoon, but then, she wasn’t your typical bride.

That thought sent her to the sofa. She dropped her head in her hands, much the same gesture Parker had made earlier.

What was she supposed to do now? Show up at the family home playing the grieving widow?


What else could she do?

Confess. Hand back the ten thousand dollars minus plane fare back to Las Vegas and resume her job at the Pinnacle. Return the wardrobe. Give Mr. Parker Ponthier the satisfaction of proving her a phony. Hard as it all would be—this last would be the worst.

Meg dropped back on the bed and hugged one of the pillows to her chest. Laying her cheek against the fine cotton cover, she closed her eyes and asked herself what she’d want one of her children to do. She tried so hard to teach them to make choices that added up to the right decision.

She’d done the wrong thing by letting herself be tempted into Jules’s plan. Even though she’d done it to pull her family out of turmoil, she’d closed her eyes to the consequences. And now she was paying the price.

But she’d been tired of watching her children pay the price for their father’s shocking financial mismanagement. Since his death, Meg had been confronted by the ruin of his company, the loss of their home, and the realization that he’d cashed in his life insurance policy without ever telling her.

Three days work for thirty thousand dollars had seemed like manna from heaven. She could finish college, get a better job, and pay off the nastiest of the creditors.

Now Jules was dead.


As embarrassing as it was, she really should tell the Ponthier family the truth.

She stroked the pillowcase, opened her eyes and reached for the phone to call home again. As she touched the receiver, the bell rang.

She jumped and clutched the pillow.

“Silly,” she said aloud, “it’s either for Jules or Mrs. Fenniston’s finally home.”

The phone pealed again.

Yet she hesitated. If it were for Jules, she’d have to make some explanation; she couldn’t chicken out by just taking a message. Truth had to be faced. But if it was Mrs. Fenniston, why then she could talk to Ellen and Teddy, and Samantha.

The ringing continued, and to Meg’s agitated imagination, the volume seemed to increase.

“Okay, okay!” She snatched it up. “Hello!”

“Mrs. Ponthier, please,” an authoritative baritone voice ordered.

“Mrs. Ponthier?”

“Yes, this is Dr. Prejean calling.”

“Y-yes?”

“Am I speaking with Mrs. Jules Ponthier?” A note of impatience sounded clearly on the line.

“May I ask why you’re calling?”

“Only if you’re Mrs. Jules Ponthier.” The voice was dryer this time, but still impatient.

“Well, when you put it like that, then, yes I am.” Like it or not, the statement was true.

“Mrs. Ponthier,” he said, stretching the three syllables of the name out longer than Meg really cared to hear it, “I have just left Teensy’s bedside. She is taking this tragic loss as hard as you might expect, and by the way, may I offer my condolences also”—he kept right on, not even pausing and Meg just knew he disapproved of her very existence and more specifically of her hasty marriage to the deceased—“but it is my considered opinion that your presence may be the only comfort Teensy will have to support her through this grievous loss.”

Ever mindful of her manners, Meg mumbled a thank you over the caller’s barrage of words. But who in the world was Teensy? Better yet—“Excuse me,” Meg finally managed, “but how did you get my number?”

“It’s Jules’s suite,” he said, as if that explained everything.

“But how did you know I was here?”

“Am I or am I not speaking to Mrs. Jules Ponthier?” The impatience had bloomed far beyond a tinge.

“Yes, but how did you know about me?”

Silence ruled the line.

Finally, the man said, “You’re not from here, are you?”

She shook her head, then said, “No.” What a silly question. Why would she be in a hotel if she were from New Orleans? Then again, Jules had lived in a hotel. Meg shook her head, wondering if the ring-a-ding-buzzing in her head was what a boxer who’d spent too many rounds in the ring experienced.

“You’ll come to learn what a small town this is, my dear,” he said, a trifle more kindly, and in almost a paternal way. “The point of my call is to warn you that only your presence makes Teensy’s grief bearable. She is greatly comforted by the knowledge that her son found love in the last days of his—uh—” He hesitated, then continued with “—somewhat troubled life. With you here to stand beside Teensy she may just make it.”

Meg swallowed and stared at the telephone. Jules’s mother! Oh, what had she done? She pictured an older woman prostrate with grief from her son’s death reeling from Meg’s revelation that her son had hired a wife to undo his brother. “What would happen to Teensy if I for some reason weren’t able to stay by her side?”

“Where else would you be? She’s your mother-in-law.”

“It’s only a hypothetical question.”

“Leave those to the lawyers.” He cleared his throat. “I shouldn’t be discussing her case with you, but you are family now. My prognosis would be complete breakdown. As it is she’s fragile, extremely fragile. Like an impatiens planted in full sun.” He sighed. “But I’ll be at the house around the clock, just in case.”

Meg almost would have guessed the doctor had a severe crush on Jules’s mom. Jules’s frail and dotty mom. Meg shook her head. She’d only read the Cliff Notes of the Tennessee Williams books she’d been assigned in freshman English, but somehow she recognized some pretty stock southern characters on stage here.

She also recognized a cry for help when she heard it.

“Complete breakdown?” she asked.

“She was sobbing her heart out before I gave her a sedative. But she kept saying, at least he found love.”

Meg gripped the phone, wondering if her guilt came through in her voice. Ever-so-slowly, she said, “I’ll be at the house within the hour. Will she be able to see me then?”

 

Parker Ponthier thrust his Porsche into fourth gear and glared at the cell phone he’d tossed onto the passenger seat soon after roaring away from the Hotel Maurepas. What had possessed him to tell that meddling quack Prejean that Jules had a wife stashed at the hotel?

If her existence remained his secret, he might have reasoned with her. Even though he’d promised to return for her in an hour’s time, he might have thought of some way to worm the truth of her marriage from her. He could have paid her off, if necessary, to save the family any further embarrassment.

His business instincts, naturally savvy and sharpened over the years he’d run Ponthier Enterprises, told him she was up to no good. Or maybe it was the combination of this unknown woman thrust upon them by Jules, who had always been up to no good in one way or another.

His survival instincts shouted the same thing.

What a woman, though.

When he’d entered Jules’s suite, he’d stopped short at the sight of her. She’d looked almost childlike, sitting crosslegged on that massive bed. Her hair tumbled down over her shoulders, dark and slightly curly and tousled in the way beautiful women looked after making love for hour after passionate hour.

His gut had tightened at that thought.

This beauty in a bathrobe had to be up to no good.

“So you tossed her a couple of hundreds, insulted her thoroughly, and only then paused to get the facts.” He heard the derision in his voice as he spoke aloud. But how was he to know? Jules used to brag that he kept his suite year-round for entertaining whores and mistresses.

Great way to get to know his sister-in-law.

Sister-in-law.

Parker had to repeat that title to himself. Here he was thinking of the woman in Jules’s suite as room service for a starving man’s appetites.

What if she turned out to be Jules’s legitimate wife? Parker sensed something awry, but out of respect for his dead brother, he reined in his hungry thoughts. It wasn’t that woman’s fault Parker hadn’t been with a female for more than a month.

With Jules dead, there’d be pressure on Parker to settle down. In the flash of the gun that had killed Jules, Parker had become the elder son.

Parker tightened his mouth. A harsh heat tugged at the corners of his eyes. Jules had been the first born but Parker had always played the role of the elder brother. Perhaps if he hadn’t, perhaps if he’d abdicated the responsibility, or refused to cover for Jules time after time the way he had, Jules wouldn’t be lying in the morgue.

The traffic edged ahead, then sped up as a tour bus pulled over to let the jam clear itself. Parker didn’t want to think of his brother dead. He wanted to think of him at his best before he’d bowed out on his responsibilities and let drugs and booze and all the wrong women dull his pain.

It was easier to think of this woman Jules had left behind and focus his anger on her than it was to accept that for Jules there were no more chances.

Poor Jules.

Parker knew two things for sure. One, his brother was dead. And two, when Jules had left for Las Vegas three days ago, it had been within hours of a stormy meeting between the two of them, an encounter during which Jules had threatened to do whatever it took to get Parker to agree to the buyout offer for Ponthier Enterprises.

Whatever it took. Parker mulled over that phrase and wondered what it had taken for Margaret “call me Meg, please” to marry a man she scarcely knew.

Money? A chance to better herself? The promise of luxury? A fancy wedding ring?

He frowned. He played the image of her hand over in his mind. Surely she’d worn only a thin gold band, a ring that looked lost on the tapered fingers of her hand, and not at all the type of ring Jules had given to either one of his previous wives.

Of course, most of the women Parker dated wanted a ring on their fingers at any cost. But none of the ones in his circle—or Jules’s—would have settled for such an inexpensive selection.

Perhaps Jules had promised her the family diamond and emerald ring both his first and second ex-wives had graciously returned. No doubt that explained the temporary gold band. Parker remembered his ex-fiancee’s curiosity over the Ponthier heirloom. Jules had divorced and sworn never to remarry at the time Parker had found himself engaged to Renee DuMont. That knowledge must have prompted Renee to inquire whether the famous ring would be offered to her.

Parker grimaced and settled into a crawl behind yet another tour bus that had positioned itself in the middle of the avenue. He hated to remember how foolishly he’d behaved over Renee. His engagement to her was the only thing he’d ever done that pleased his mother, a fact that should have tipped him off much earlier to the mistake he was making.

Renee and the other women of her class—Parker’s class, to be sure—held college degrees and reasonably responsible jobs. But given the chance, and the ring on their finger, they exchanged their business suits for designer dresses, white gloves and round-the-clock nannies.

But Parker didn’t want to spend his life with a woman who played at the job of wife and mother. He wanted someone who tackled it from the heart. Having grown up with a socialite mother who cared more about who painted the family portrait than whether her children felt loved, Parker had promised himself he’d remain single his entire life rather than enter into a marriage that was for show only.

Recently Parker had taken to dating professional women his age or older. Trouble was, with those women, he came in last in terms of their time and attention.

“You’re a greedy sort, you know.” He said the words aloud and smiled at himself. It was true. He did want it all—a woman who wanted to love him and only him, put him first in her sphere, and not insist he settle down to creating a nest full of children and so many demands he couldn’t work late if and when he needed or wanted to. In turn, he knew himself capable of worshipping the right woman. The intensity he brought to work he would bring to the woman he loved.

Renee hadn’t understood why he couldn’t put business pressures aside to attend all the social functions she insisted were equally as important to a man of his position. Their final fight had occurred when he’d forgotten he was escorting her to a Carnival ball and driven hours southwest of the city to check on some sugarcane production problems. Renee had been furious that she had to go alone. The next day Parker had apologized but she’d handed back the ring, fury in her green eyes.

Parker still held out the hope that Renee and all the others just weren’t right for him and when he found that perfect someone, he’d achieve the necessary balance in his life without prompting.

Last month he thought he’d found a good prospect. Lucille was the rare female who’d reached the position of managing partner of an important law firm, a spot normally held by a member of the old boys’ network. True, she worked eighty-hour weeks, but when they met for lunch during the week or dinner on the weekend, she clearly signaled her interest in him as a man.


Three weeks into seeing her, Parker had taken her to dinner at Louis XVI in the French Quarter. She’d been all over him, holding his hand, grazing her leg against his under the table. By the time he’d gotten back to her condo in the Warehouse District, he knew he wasn’t leaving that night without them having sex.

He’d packed his condoms. He was ready for action.

As he recalled the scene that had followed their entry into her apartment, Parker groaned, then found himself laughing as he drove.

He had her out of her suit within minutes. He’d lifted her and carried her across the sterile, white-carpeted living room. She had her lips on his in a lock that wouldn’t break. He dropped her on the bed and reached for his belt and zipper simultaneously.

She lay back on the bed, wearing only her bra, panties, and nylons—nylons that snaked only to her thighs where they were fastened with beguiling black garters. Parker dropped his pants as he unbuttoned his shirt. He spent far too long between women, trying to find the right one.

“Sugar,” she’d said, lifting her foot and stroking his crotch, “there’s just one thing we need to do before we proceed.”

“Right.” Parker reached for his pants pocket and fished out a condom. “Don’t worry, we’re covered.” He winked and ripped open the packet.


She sat up.

Suddenly, she looked a hell of a lot more like a trial lawyer arguing a point with a judge than a passionate woman about to drive him wild in bed.

She pulled out the drawer in her bedside table and tossed a piece of paper
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