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A River City Night 

 

 

 As Maura drove out to her sister’s place south of San Antonio, she saw the 

lazy ribbon of the San Antonio River to her left. In the late afternoon October 

sunshine, the water glistened clear and pure unlike the somewhat cloudy version 

the tourists saw in the city. But the Riverwalk made up for that in its’ beauty and 

romance.  

She pulled into her sister’s driveway and let out a soft sigh as she thought of 

her fondest wish, one she had never put into words.  

For one night, she wanted to walk along the Riverwalk not as a tourist, but as a 

woman with the man she loved by her side. But that would never happen as the 

man she loved had too many walls around his heart. So she pushed that thought 

aside and headed around the main house to her sister’s casita in the back. 

Maura stepped through the open front door into the front room then stopped 

when she smelled the smoldering herbs and saw the thin plum of smoke from the 

small cauldron. Then she felt a yank of one hair from the side of her head and 

turned sharply to face her older sister, Esmerelda.  

“No!” Maura yelled as Esmerelda quickly went over to the cauldron and tossed 
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the single hair into it. “You can’t do this!” 

“I just did. A love spell for you.” 

Maura closed her eyes as she tried not to scream and cry at the same time. 

“Why?” 

“Because I know you’re in love with your Beast even if you won’t say that out 

loud.” 

“He’s not a Beast.” The Beast in question was John, a scarred war veteran who 

was also a brilliant musician and songwriter. And she wasn’t a Beauty, Maura told 

herself, not like Esmerelda and her other sisters were.  

“Yet you love him anyway.” 

Maura knew that in her heart but she still wasn’t going to say that out loud. 

Instead she asked, “How does your spell work?” 

“Simple: during the night of Samhain, if you share a kiss under the moonlight, 

then your love will be sealed forever.” 

Okay, so all she had to do was spend the night away from John. Easy enough, 

Maura thought with a smile. “Thanks for telling me, sis.” 

“Oh no you don’t.” Esmerelda came back over to her younger sister. “You two 

are meant to be together.” 

“You can’t make someone fall in love with you because spells wear off. You 

never did listen to Abuela when she told you never to do love spells.” 
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“And you can’t break the spell no matter how hard you try since your magic is 

so weak.” 

Maura fought like hell not to cry at the old, yet still brutal insult Esmerelda hit 

her with. She didn’t have her sisters’ skills or powers with magic, and they never 

let her forget it. It was why she had tried to forge her own path in life away from 

them and singing John’s songs for him had made her feel like she’d found her own 

way in the world. 

She left her sister’s casita and got into her car and started it up then when her 

phone rang she answered it… and after she ended the call, she wondered if the 

spell was already in motion. 

 

 

Every time Maura walked into his studio, John thought of the first line from 

Lord Byron’s immortal poem, She Walks in Beauty.  

Maura was definitely Beauty to his Beast. Her long black hair was a mass of 

silky curls that made her look like she’d stepped out of an old painting. Her eyes 

were green like old moss in a forest, and she had the most beautiful smile with the 

kindest eyes. And her voice was like that of an angel, so sweet and pure. 

 But as she got closer to his piano, he saw the troubled look on her face and he 

stood up and went around to her. “Are you okay?” 
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She looked down at the piano, “I just got a call from Craig, at the Cellar. He’s 

got a friend coming in this weekend, a guy with GPR Records, the big jazz label. 

Craig’s been telling him about me, and he wants to see me perform.” 

“That’s great!” 

She looked up at him with a desperate look in her eyes, “I don’t have a band- 

the guys said they’re booked already. And I know you don’t want to perform live 

but it would just be for one night. And since it’s Halloween, everyone might just 

think you’re in costume or something.” 

John’s first instinct was to say no to what Maura was asking him, but he held 

that back as he thought about what a great opportunity this would be for her. “It 

would just be me with you? Are you okay with that?” 

“Yes. So… please?” 

And with that single ‘please’, his resistance crumbled. “I’ll do it. It’s such a 

great opportunity for you.” 

“And you, because I want to do some of your songs.” 

John was shocked into silence with that one. His songs were… well they’d 

been his saving grace. And when Maura sang them, they became something 

special. But he never wanted any attention, didn’t want to deal with any crap about 

how he looked or what he’d been through.  

This was about Maura first and foremost, he told himself as he went back and 
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sat down at the piano keys. “I’ve got a new song for you then.” He put his hands 

on the keys and played the opening notes as Maura came to stand beside the piano. 

“What’s it called?” 

“River City Night.” He handed her a set of sheet music with handwritten lyrics 

and as he began to play, she began to sing: 

When the night comes to the River City 

I walk with my love along the river 

Soft and sweet  

The lights dance on the water 

Eventually the crowds move aside 

And standing on a bridge 

There in his arms  

We find love 

Maura was glad for the break in the verse as she suddenly had a vision of being 

in John’s arms as they stood on one of the bridges on the San Antonio Riverwalk. 

No… She couldn’t give in to the spell no matter how badly she wanted to be in 

John’s arms, and in his heart.  

“Maura.” John stopped playing. “Are you okay?” 

“Yeah.” She looked down at the sheet music and willed herself to focus on the 

song, and not the visions in her mind. “Let’s start over.” 
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He started playing again and this time, she was able to keep the visions away, 

and she hoped they’d stay away forever. 

 

Halloween Night, Samhain… either way she thought of it made Maura nervous 

as Hell. She tried not to shiver and shake at the magic she could feel on this night. 

She told herself to just focus on the gig, on the songs, and make sure her visions 

didn’t come true. 

The knock on her dressing room door almost made her jump but she took a 

deep breath before going over to the door and opening it. Her breath caught in her 

throat as John stood in front of her in a double-breasted suit that fit perfectly over 

his broad shoulders. The all-black suit matched his hair, which hung loose around 

his shoulders tonight. In the muted light of the club, even his scars weren’t as 

visible as they usually were, even the slash across his left eye from his forehead to 

his cheek. 

“You look so beautiful.” He said softly. 

She looked down at her green satin dress. It hugged her curves a little more 

than she was used to, but the color matched her eyes and gave her the look she and 

John were going for, which was classic jazz from the 1940’s. “Thanks.” 

“Are you ready?” 

“As I’ll ever be. I just hope I don’t forget the lyrics to your new song.” 
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He took her hand and led her through the narrow corridor to the tiny stage. 

“You won’t. You’ll be great.” 

She turned to face him as they stood by the curtain that put them in the 

shadows. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 

He brought her hand to his and kissed the back of it softly. “Let’s go make 

some magic.” 

He led her onto the stage after Craig, the club owner had introduced them and 

announced this was their debut performance as a duo. He sat down behind the 

piano as Maura stepped up to the microphone, the spotlight on her as he played in 

the shadows behind her.  

They started out with a classic Gershwin number then flowed from song to 

song, the crowd in the club growing to standing-room only with people gathered 

outside the open doors to listen to them. Then she introduced the last song, ‘River 

City Night’ as a new original from him, the only time he looked up and nodded to 

the audience.  

Maura’s voice was like the sweetest siren’s song, drawing him in like never 

before. He felt like there was magic in the air, something lowering the walls he’d 

placed around his heart.  

When the last note faded, the applause was like a small wave of thunder in the 

tiny space. He stood up and went to stand beside Maura, holding her hand as the 
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crowd stood and clapped for them. They both nodded and smiled at the audience 

then Craig led them from the stage to a table in the back corner. He introduced 

them to Leo, the guy from the record company they had sort of been auditioning 

for. The old guy couldn’t keep his eyes off Maura and John felt his inner beast 

snarling a little.  

The guy raved over Maura’s performance, and John felt himself relax a little. 

She deserved every bit of praise as she was an incredibly gifted singer. Then he 

complimented him on his songwriting talent before saying something that made 

him want to snarl: 

“If you and Miss O’Donnell here want to team up, we could call it Beauty and 

the Beast.” 

Before he could say anything, he felt Maura grab his hand under the table and 

squeeze just hard enough to where he could feel the bite of her nails on his skin. 

He took a short breath as he heard her reply with a razor-sharp clarity to this 

bastard’s cheap shot. 

“That won’t be necessary, Leo. John and I aren’t a novelty act, and I won’t 

allow you to treat us as such.” 

“I’m sorry, Miss O’Donnell. I didn’t mean to offend you. It was just a poor 

attempt at a joke. I hope you’ll give me another chance.” 

She loosened her hold on John’s hand. “If you’ll email me a proposal, John and 
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I will look it over and see if this is something we want to pursue.” 

John watched and listened as Maura turned this casual meeting into a business 

transaction. He had hoped this would be a good night for her, and that he would 

see her smile in a way that would light up her whole face. But tonight, it was like a 

part of her was just out of his reach. 

When everything was said and done, he took her hand and led her out of the 

club and outside onto the still-crowded Riverwalk. She looked up at him, “Are you 

sure about this?” 

“It’s Halloween night. We’re just Beauty and the Beast out for a walk.” 

Maura said nothing to that as they melded into the crowded revelers all 

costumed up. No one seemed to notice them or point to them so after a while, she 

began to relax. Yet she could still feel the energy of the night, and the tendrils of 

the spell that were trying to take a hold of her. 

He led her up a bridge where they stood right in the middle looking down at the 

crowds both on the sidewalks and in the riverboats. He came up behind her and 

gently wound his arms around her. For one moment, she’d let herself feel what it 

was like to be held by him. So strong, yet so gentle, safe, secure. She felt his breath 

against his ear as he spoke softly to her. 

“Tonight feels like magic, like anything is possible.” 

“As my sisters would tell you, it’s when the walls between our world and the 
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Spirit World grow thin. People wore costumes to fool or scare off the demons and 

goblins and evil spirits that crossed over.” 

His laugh was soft, and Maura felt herself smiling a little. “Do you believe 

that?” 

“I’m not that great a practitioner like my sisters are but I can sense things.” 

“Why is that?” 

“I don’t know.” Maura closed her eyes as she tried to put into words what was 

still painful for her even after all these years. “They’re my half-sisters actually. 

They grew up in Mexico mostly steeped in the Old Ways. I grew up here and my 

father was Anglo, of Irish and German descent and I didn’t inherit anything from 

that side either. So, I learned how to make my own way in the world.” 

He turned her around in his arms to face him. “Which brought you to me, my 

Beauty.” 

She could feel the spell growing stronger and as she glanced up, she saw the 

clouds part and the sliver of the new moon shine. She nodded her head and John 

tightened his hold on her. 

“Are you alright?” He asked. 

“Yeah. I just forgot to eat earlier. I was nervous before our gig.” 

“Then why don’t we get something and take it back to my place?” 

She nodded in agreement to that and told herself it would give her more time to 



A River City Night  11 

 

find a way to let him down gently. Because she didn’t see any way to break the 

spell without possibly breaking his heart. 

 

 

It was after midnight when they got back to his house, a large two-story house 

in the old King William neighborhood with a full attic and full basement he’d 

turned into a recording studio. They ate outside and Maura was glad to see the 

clouds had returned and since the yard was shaded by huge old oak trees, she felt 

the power of the spell wanning again. Yet she still didn’t know how to break it, or 

what would happen if they didn’t fulfill it. 

They ate and mostly talked about their gig and potential gigs together now that 

they could see how well they performed together as just a duet. The thought of 

spending more time with him was sweet, yet painful as she knew her feelings for 

him, and her attraction to him would just grow stronger. 

He’d taken off his jacket and tie and unbuttoned his shirt to where she could 

see just a bit of his smooth and tan chest. One time she’d seen him working out 

without a shirt and though he had scars and skin grafts, his body was lean and 

sculpted. Since they were in the shadows, she told herself she’d steal a bit more 

time with him. 

“If you don’t mind my asking,” She began. “How do you afford this house? I 
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mean, I know you inherited it and everything…” 

“My uncle left me enough money to cover the taxes and the upkeep on it, and 

the studio time pays for the rest. And in fifteen years in the Army, I saved up a lot 

of pay because I didn’t have an ex-wife draining my finances like some of my 

buddies.” He stood up and moved away from the table into the small patch of 

grass. “I recovered here from my wounds at BAMC (Brook Army Medical Center) 

and also, my buddies are buried here at Fort Sam.” 

Maura got up from the table and went over to him. “They are? Were they from 

here?” 

“From towns in the region. Their families wanted them buried in a military 

cemetery to honor their service.” He stepped back from her and ran a hand through 

his hair. “For so long I asked myself why I survived, and they didn’t.” 

Maura felt a soft breeze on her face, and she glanced up and saw the clouds 

parting again, and through the leaves of the trees she saw the sliver of the moon as 

she felt John come up close to her. He cupped her chin and tilted her head to where 

he could look right into her eyes. 

“Maura, my love-“ 

She flung herself back out of his arms and staggered back out of the moonlight. 

“John, my sister Esmerelda cast a love spell on me three days ago without my 

consent. She said if we kissed under the light of the moon we’d be together 
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forever. But I can’t make you fall in love with me like that.” Tears spilled down 

her cheeks and onto the ground beneath her feet. “I’m so sorry…” 

He looked as if he’d been yanked out of a trance at her words, and she felt her 

heart break inside her. Her tears continued to fall as she just stood and looked at 

him. She knew she’d done the right thing by speaking the truth even if it caused 

her so much pain. 

Then to her surprise, he reached out and took her hand, and pulled her back 

into the moonlight with him. “I haven’t been under a spell tonight. I’ve just felt the 

walls around my heart finally break down to let you in all the way.” 

And suddenly her mind became clear and the pain inside her blew away with 

his words. “Tears and the truth will always break a bad spell- my Abuela said that 

to me once and I’d forgotten it until now.” 

“And she was right because I can feel it.” He said as he cupped her chin in his 

hand again. “I love you, Maura. And I have since the day I met you. And you are 

the reason I’m here now, maybe the reason I was given a second chance to live.” 

She reached up and ran her fingers along the scar across his left eye, “Maybe 

so. But I’ve loved you since we first met, too. And I always will.” 

He began to lean down as if to kiss her and her eyes began to close, then as she 

felt him go still, she opened her eyes and saw him smiling softly. 

“Do you believe in fairy tales? In happy endings?” He asked. “Because you 
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saw past the Beast in me.” 

“And you make me believe in your eyes I’m your Beauty.” She wound her 

hand through his silky hair and brought his lips hers.  

Their kiss was soft and sweet at first, then as they held each other tightly, it 

deepened as passion rose up inside them. As the moonlight shined brightly 

thorough the trees above them, he broke their kiss and sang softly to her, 

“And in the River City Night, they lived happily ever after.” 

 

 


