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Chapter One
 

“New York?” Rowena Belle Monroe gulped, although her stiff posture didn’t sag a whit. This was only partially due to the rigidity of her corset stays. The rest was pure breeding.
Even in the misery of the most hot and humid day of summer, Belle did nothing more than fan herself once or twice in order to shoo the flies away from her glowing countenance. She knew her place in the world as a proper southern lady.
Miss Philomena Sprockett, proprietress of Sprockett’s Discreet Domestic Employment Services in the quaint old city of Blissborough, Georgia, nodded. “Yes. New York City, New York State.”
“I see.” Belle’s stomach pitched and rolled. It took a good deal of effort for her not to do likewise. But . . . New York?
Miss Sprockett adjusted the steel-rimmed spectacles sliding down her long, thin nose. “Indeed.” Squinting through the spectacles, she peered at the printed form she held in fingers as long and thin as her nose. After consulting the words printed thereon, she spoke again. “The family name is Richmond. Mr. George Richmond is involved with banks, stocks, and investments. Mrs. Richmond is the former Miss Gladys Lodge. I believe she is a distant relation of the Boston Lodges.” Miss Sprockett peeked over the upper rim of her spectacles at Belle. “The Boston Lodges are an old and respectable family. For Yankees.”
Belle nodded. She understood the significance of that. Because she was feeling faint and didn’t approve, she decided to participate in the conversation in an effort to soothe her leaping nerves. “And you say they have two children?”
“Indeed. A girl, five; and a boy, seven. The Richmonds are looking for a genteel lady to serve as nanny to the children.” Miss Sprockett offered Belle a thin smile. “For gentility, even Yankees look to the South.”
“I see.” New York City. Good Gad, could Belle Monroe survive in New York City? Her blue Georgia blood ran cold at the thought.
“Of course, I thought of you, Belle. Since you came to see me last week regarding securing employment, I’ve been thinking hard about your situation.”
Belle knew the expression on Miss Sprockett’s face was meant to convey kindness and sympathy, but the poor woman looked too much like Belle’s childhood ideal of a wicked witch to achieve this aim. Because she feared she might burst into tears, Belle seized upon the New York couple’s last name. After clearing her throat, she said, “Their name is Richmond?”
Miss Sprockett nodded. “They have offered to pay train fare from Atlanta to New York City.”
Silence spread through the hot, tidy office like a fog. Belle gulped again. This was such a huge step for her. No one in her family for as far back as anybody could remember had ever left the great state of Georgia in pursuit of employment. The Recent Unpleasantness was, of course, an exception to this standard, but the nobility of fighting for a just cause excused the soldiers in Belle’s family from any hint of impropriety that might otherwise have attached to them for heading North.
New York City. Belle couldn’t even conceive of such a thing.
Before the silence could swallow both women whole, Miss Sprockett spoke once more, her voice low, again intending a gentleness Miss Sprockett could never achieve in this life. “It’s a very good offer, Belle. I fear it’s the best one you’ll receive, employment opportunities for young ladies in Blissborough being what they are.”
Slowly Belle nodded. She knew all about employment opportunities for young ladies of her station in life in Blissborough. There weren’t any. In order to secure employment in Blissborough, one had to come from less exalted stock than Belle had. Too bad a little money hadn’t been passed on to the Monroe family along with its pride of station and glorious heritage.
“Richmond,” she whispered, testing the name on her tongue. The name comforted her. Richmond was the capitol of Virginia. Richmond was home to generations of proper southern families and traditions. Richmond was a good name. A noble name.
It was the name of a family of rich damned Yankees who lived in New York City and needed a nanny.
Belle chided herself at once. She was in no position to cavil at the injustices of life or of the absurdity of so fine a name belonging to a New York family. She needed employment. While her family was happy to support her, Belle knew they had little with which to do so. The Monroe family fortune had been burned to a cinder by that marauding fiend, Sherman, and it hadn’t recovered in the thirty years since the end of the Northern Aggression.
And the family name was Richmond.
Lifting her chin and gripping the small reticule residing on her lap, she said, “Very well.”
Miss Sprockett beamed at her. “Excellent! I’m sure you’ll be happy with this decision, Belle. It’s possibly the best employment opportunity we’ve seen here at Sprockett’s, and I’m very glad it will be you who will profit from it, since you’re by far the best qualified young woman in the entire town of Blissborough to fill it.”
That was something, anyway. Belle tried to be pleased with Miss Sprockett’s praise and commendation, but she wasn’t. Because she was the most proper and polite of young southern ladies, however, she did come up with a smile. “Thank you, Miss Sprockett.”
“I shall write to the Richmonds immediately. I expect that you’ll be leaving within the month. That should give you time to prepare your wardrobe and attend to any little details here in Blissborough.”
Prepare her wardrobe and attend to little details. Right. Belle’s wardrobe was so pitiful, it needed no attention, since Belle had to keep it mended and darned in order to keep from going naked on a daily basis. As for little details, Belle expected the most formidable of these would be imparting unto her family the news of her impending employment and move to New York.
The Monroes would be horrified to know that a daughter of their bosom would be leaving her beautiful, if slightly dilapidated, family home for the devilish world of New York. For that matter, Belle was plenty horrified herself.
# # #
Win Asher’s jaw ached from being clenched so tightly for so long. He pried his teeth far enough apart to say, “That’s a good lad. Now try to sit still for another little minute and let’s see if we can get this over with.” He dashed for his camera. The damned child was only three years old. Win supposed he ought to be patient.
He wasn’t patient. He wanted to thrash the beastly little monster. He wanted to pick him up and hurl him through the window of his booth on the Midway Plaisance. He wanted to tell the boy’s large, fussy mother to go to hell and take her large, fussy kid with her.
“Isn’t he just a darling?” the boy’s mother cooed.
Win heard his teeth grind.
The boy moved. Win’s patience snapped. “No!” He threw the black curtain up with such force that it flopped over on the other side of his camera. Standing, not daring to move from behind his camera for fear of what he might do to the boy—or his mother—Win clenched his fists and scowled.
“Oh, dear,” said the boy’s mother, rushing over to her fat little brat of a child, who’d stuck his fist into his fat mouth the instant Win had positioned himself behind his camera. “Is something the matter, sweetums? Can Mama help little sweetums sit still with another gumdrop?”
Win feared his teeth wouldn’t survive his latest business venture. He’d believed himself to be the most fortunate of men when the directors of the World’s Columbian Exposition selected him to be the fair’s official photographer. He still believed that, for the most part. He’d made lots of money so far, and his photographs were appearing in newspapers and periodicals worldwide.
Unfortunately, he still had to communicate with the public, since that was part of the deal he’d struck with the fair directors. They’d told him that his booth would draw people to the fair, thereby contributing to the profitability of the entire Exposition, not to mention Win himself.
They were right. They had not, however, told him how to deal with fat mothers and their fat brats who wouldn’t sit still to be photographed. As he watched the woman and her child, he felt his rage rise like the mercury in a thermometer on a hellish day. Because he didn’t dare speak yet and couldn’t bear watching that miserable excuse for a family any longer, he turned his head with some difficulty—all the muscles in his body, including those in his shoulders and neck, felt as if they’d been cemented into place—and looked out his front window.
He took a deep breath and commanded himself to calm down. That devil and her spawn would go away soon. He only had to take one more little photograph of the junior fiend, and he could forget about him forevermore, except when his obnoxious and doting mother came back to pick up the finished product. He reminded himself that not all of his subjects were as difficult to manage as that toadlike boy now squatting in front of his favorite canvas backdrop and smearing himself with gumdrop goo. Most children, while not Win’s favorite subjects for photographs, were more or less manageable. Not this one. This one was a pure—
Win’s brain went blank and his eyes popped open when he saw, walking down the Midway Plaisance along with the teeming throng of fair-goers, the most spectacular subject of a photograph he had ever seen. Forgetting all about Mr. Wiggles and his corpulent mother, he dashed to the door of his booth in order to get a better look.
“Mr. Asher?”
Evidently Win’s abrupt abandonment of his camera had startled Mr. Wiggles’ mother. Not turning his head from the scene outside, Win waved a hand. “Just a minute. Make the boy sit still, will you?”
“Well, I never—”
But Win didn’t wait around to see what Mr. Wiggles’ mother had never. He darted out the door once he ascertained for certain that his eyes hadn’t been playing tricks on him.
Entranced, he stared at the stunning woman and the two charming children walking toward him. All three of them were taking in the crowds and the colors and the sights of the Midway as if they were fascinated by it all. Which, Win thought, they undoubtedly were. The World’s Columbian Exposition was an astonishing example of the American mind and spirit. The creativity and innovation that had gone into its production boggled Win’s mind.
The World’s Columbian Exposition had been intended to be a showcase of American ingenuity, enterprise, and character, and its directors had succeeded in their goal beyond anyone’s most exalted anticipation. The fair exhibited the brilliance of a country founded on the tenets of freedom and equality better than anything else ever had. Not even the fabulous wealth of the Morgans or Rockefellers displayed the true essence of the American experience, to Win’s mind. Hell, there were rich people everywhere. Only in America could a fellow decide for himself what path to take in life and then take it. Only in America did such opportunities flourish.
And there, strolling along the Midway in the bright summer sunshine of this perfect June day, came the epitome of everything good about the United States. Win’s heart felt full to overflowing as he watched the woman and her children. For a fleeting second he envied the woman’s husband; any man must be congratulated for attaching that object of perfection unto himself.
The little girl wore a pink checked summer frock with a low waist bound with a sash in a deeper shade of pink. On her pretty blonde curls sat a straw bonnet encircled by a similar sash, the tails of which fluttered at her back. Her feet were encased in white cotton stockings and black patent-leather Mary Janes. The boy, a sturdy fellow of six or seven, wore a natty sailor suit and a straw boater. The costume was fashionable yet manly, and Win approved. He felt sorry for little boys whose mothers insisted on dressing them in blue velvet and other sissy fabrics.
This mother, however, hadn’t allowed the boy to suffer such an indignity. Offhand, Win couldn’t recall ever espying a woman so perfectly perfect for the role of American Mother. Her own gown was made of blue-and-white sprig muslin, and she carried a parasol which she used to shade the children. Her own shining chestnut curls were capped with a broad-brimmed straw bonnet with a blue ribbon drawn over the crown and tied under her shapely chin. Win stared, agog.
There she was, walking along his own very Midway. The true American beauty: Mother, wife, daughter, sister, lover, nurturer. She was perfect. Utterly perfect.
Win had to swallow when she leaned over, smiled sweetly at the little girl at her side, and pointed out something of interest. Both children smiled and looked. The little girl giggled. The woman, angelic in her flawless radiance, clapped a hand to her straw hat when a breeze lifted its brim, thereby exposing another half-inch or so of her perfect alabaster forehead.
“Mr. Asher!” came the imperious voice of Mr. Wiggles’ mother from behind him.
Again Win waved her to silence. Her heard her give a humph of irritation, and he didn’t care.
He had to capture that icon of unsurpassed American motherhood on film. It didn’t matter that Win had no idea on earth who the woman was. It didn’t matter that Mr. Wiggles’ mother was steaming and blowing behind him. Let her steam and blow. She was about as far from the angelic perfection of that vision and her children as the hell was from heaven.
Win darted away from the door and rushed over to the woman and her cherubic children.
# # #
“It is darling, isn’t it, Amalie?”
“Can I show it to Mama, Miss Monroe? Do you think she’ll get it for me?”
Belle laughed. She adored her charges, Garrett and Amalie Richmond, even if, after all these months in the Richmonds’ employ, their twangy Yankee accents still rattled her occasionally. They were sweet children. Never mind that they had been born in New York City to Yankee parents. That wasn’t their fault and couldn’t be held against them.
Although Belle would never admit it to anyone aloud, she was beginning to wonder if all of her family’s fears and strictures against the North were entirely justified. Not, of course, that the North had any business in telling the glorious South how to run its business. And it was purely wicked to have invaded her homeland. Still . . .
In her own mind, Belle sometimes had trouble justifying the evils of slavery in order to support the agrarian South’s former way of life. That rebellious notion was one other thing she’d never dared discuss with her family.
Then there was this business of genteel poverty. Belle loved her family with an undying and almost reverent devotion. She was not, however, as enamored of poverty, genteel or otherwise, as they all seemed to be. And, while she could and did listen with rapt attention to stories of the vanished grandeur and fabulous, not to say ostentatious, wealth of her deceased forebears, she’d decided long since that she didn’t aim to languish in regret for the bygone era of her family’s days as rich tobacco planters.
Belle considered herself a sensible young lady. In her sensible opinion, it was better to make something of the life into which a body had been born than to pine over a civilization that was, sad to say, gone forever and had been for decades.
She’d even been willing to remain firm in the face of her family’s objections to her obtaining employment when she’d graduated from the Young Ladies’ College of Eastern Virginia. As she’d told them all—very politely—as long as she had this education, she might as well use it.
Her mother had fainted when she’d told her she was moving to New York City. When, after Belle had waved a vinaigrette under her nose and Mrs. Monroe had revived, she’d proceeded to cry for three solid days. This overt demonstration of her mother’s worry and woe had hurt Belle and made her feel guilty, but she hadn’t felt guilty enough to change her plans.
When she’d arrived in New York City almost a year ago, she’d instantly harbored fears that her mother had been right, and that no proper southern lady had any business in the raucous, noisy, crowded, smelly, and completely overwhelming cities of the North. The clamor, rudeness, fast pace, and nasal twangs still jarred her sensibilities on a daily basis. Belle had, however, discovered the joys that could be attained from receiving a regular paycheck.
Dutifully, she sent most of her earnings home to Blissborough, knowing that her family needed the money. As for herself, she kept a little pin money, but the kindhearted Richmonds gave her room and board.
All in all, Belle had few complaints about her life in the north. If she occasionally missed the refined manners and soft speech of her Georgia home, she assuaged the ache of homesickness by writing letters to her relations and in reading the letters she received from home. She read a lot of books, too, since the Richmonds were a literary family, and went to the public library regularly.
Belle had known all her life that her mother, a romantically inclined lady with a swooning disposition, had named her after a character in Mr. Scott’s famous novel, Ivanhoe, but Belle hadn’t had an opportunity to read the opus until recently. After having done so, she was more glad than ever that, as a little girl, she’d decided to go by her middle name.
When the Richmonds had decided to go to the World’s Columbian Exposition and had asked her if she’d be willing to accompany them and watch the children, Belle had scarcely believed her ears. Was she willing? Lord have mercy, she was thrilled.
This trip to the World’s Fair in Chicago, Illinois, was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to Belle, and it confirmed her in the opinion that she’d been wise to accept the position as nanny to the Richmond children. She might be breaking with family tradition, and she might have made her mother sad, but she knew good and well that if she’d stayed in Georgia, she never would have seen this fantastic Exposition. Or any other exposition, for that matter. Due to poverty and proud family tradition, the Monroes didn’t get out much.
“Madam! I say, madam!”
So lost in happy daydreams had Belle been that she nearly jumped out of her skin when a young man hurried up to her, shouting. Quick as a wink, she gathered Garrett and Amalie to her side and stood as tall as she could, brandishing her parasol.
“Stay back!” she cried. “Oh, stay back! Villain!”
The young man screeched to a halt and blinked at her. “I beg your pardon?”
Belle’s heart was pounding like thunder and the blood raced in her veins. Her mother had warned her about the evils abounding in the big city. Belle had heretofore believed Mrs. Monroe had been exaggerating. Yet, here, in the flesh, was a living example of just the sort of dastardly beast about whom she’d been warned. She thrust the point of her parasol at the assaulter. “Stand back! Stand back, I say!”
The masher took a startled step back. “Say, wait a minute, lady, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
Belle didn’t believe him for a minute. Even though he didn’t look like a masher—although what the typical masher looked like, Belle couldn’t have said—he clearly was one. Or, she amended conscientiously, if he wasn’t actively malignant, he must at least be deranged. No man of breeding and principle would shout at a complete stranger, and a lady to boot, the way this man had done.
“What’s the matter, ma’am?” Garrett’s small voice smote her ear, and Belle stiffened her spine. It was her duty to protect the Richmonds’ children, and she aimed to do her duty.
“This man tried to assault us, Garrett, but don’t fear. I shan’t let him hurt you.”
“Assault you? Hurt you!” The young man’s eyes opened wide and he—Belle couldn’t think of a more polite word for it—goggled at the three of them. “I don’t want to hurt you, ma’am!”
He sounded indignant, and Belle’s temper flared. “No? Then why did you rush up to us in that flagrant, boisterous manner?” She kept her parasol poised, just in case. She was beginning to think that she might have been the least little bit precipitate in her assumption that he was out to do her and the children harm, but she still decried his bad manners.
“Good Lord, no! For Pete’s sake!” He still appeared indignant as he tugged his jacket into place and straightened his cravat.
Belle frowned. In truth, he looked rather elegant. She tried to recall if her mother had ever mentioned elegantly clad mashers, and couldn’t. “I beg your pardon if I’ve wronged you, sir, but you startled me.” She glanced down at the children, who were looking on with interest. Amalie seemed worried. She put her finger in her mouth, a habit of which Belle had been trying to break her.
The young man sucked in a deep breath of fair-scented air. “I ask your pardon, madam. I saw you and your charming children walking on the Midway and was very impressed.”
Belle tilted her head to one side and lifted her chin. So the villain was a masher! She’d allowed her parasol point to drift south until it pointed at the walkway. At once she lifted it.
The man put his hands up. “My intentions are honorable, ma’am! Honest! You can sheathe your weapon.” He eyed the parasol as if he’d like to wrench it from Belle’s hands and break it over his knee. “I only wanted to ask you a question. You and your charming children.” He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly, as if he were trying to hold on to his temper.
This was ridiculous. Belle snapped, “I’m not accustomed to being accosted on a public thoroughfare by a madman, sir. If you have business, please state it, and let us be on our way. If you persist in this indelicate behavior, I shall have to call for help.” There. Let him do anything to her now.
“Oh, for Christ’s . . .” The young man, realizing he’d offended Belle with his blasphemy, retreated a pace, both physically and verbally. “That is to say, my name is Win Asher, Mr. Winslow G. Asher, ma’am, and I’m the official photographer for the World’s Columbian Exposition. When I saw you and your children—your charming children—walking on the Midway, it occurred to me that the three of you would make an enchanting photograph.”
Belle stared at the young man and blinked. “Oh.” She didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t sure she believed him.
Plainly he sensed her doubt because he stood aside and, with a sweeping gesture, drew her attention to his photographic booth. Belle read the gilt sign hanging over the entrance: Asher’s. In smaller black print, beneath the name of the shop, were the words, Official Photographer of the World’s Columbian Exposition. A stout woman stood at the door frowning at him. Belle thought she detected sounds of a whining infant issuing from behind the woman. The noise was unpleasant, and she spared a moment to be glad neither of the Richmond children was inclined to whine.
She cleared her throat. It didn’t help, since she couldn’t think of anything to say.
“You see, I’m neither a madman nor a villain, madam. I am, in truth, a portrait artist. My medium is the camera and my canvas is film. I took one look at you and your children—”
He paused, and Belle expected him to amend his sentence by adding a clause featuring the word charming, but he didn’t. “—I took one look at you and your children and immediately envisioned the three of you as a study.”
“A study?” Whatever did that mean?
He waved his arms in another extravagant gesture. Belle didn’t approve of such broad gestures. They were ungenteel and absolutely typical of the slovenly manner prevailing in the northern states.
He nodded. “Yes. You see, as an artistic photographer, I like to do studies, that is to say, series of photographs. I took one look at you and your children—your—”
“Yes,” Belle said impatiently. “I agree that they’re charming. Please continue.”
“Yes.” He cleared his throat this time. “The notion of doing a series of photographs featuring the three of you occurred to me when I saw you walking on the Midway.”
“Ah. I see.” She frowned and glanced down at Garrett and Amalie. She was pleased that Amalie no longer sucked her finger. Garrett looked as if he wanted to get on with his day and quit yakking in the middle of the Midway. Belle understood his point of view.
“I’m sorry I startled you,” the young man—she supposed she should begin thinking of him as Mr. Asher—said. “But I didn’t want you to get away before I had a chance to talk to you about my—my—vision.”
Eyeing him from the corner of her eye, Belle thought she detected a hint of embarrassment in his demeanor, as if he wasn’t comfortable talking about visions. “I see.”
“So, will you visit my shop and talk to me about it? Please? I have a customer in there, waiting for me.” He grimaced and added, “The dratted boy won’t sit still. Every time I get under the cloth, he starts to squirm. But I’ll try to finish up as soon as I can so we can discuss the idea of a study.”
Amalie tugged on Belle’s hand. Smiling down at her, Belle saw a hint of eagerness in the clear blue eyes gazing up at her. “Do you want to have your photograph taken, Amalie?”
“Oh, yes, please!” the little girl cried.
Belle glanced at Garrett. “And you, Garrett? Do you think you’d like to have your likeness captured on film?”
The little boy thought about it for a moment. “S’long as we get to see the rest of the fair,” he said after a judicious pause.
Mr. Asher laughed. “I’ll see to it that you get to see the rest of the fair, young man.”
“I’ll see to it that he sees the rest of the fair, Mr. Asher.”
“Of course.”
Belle resented it when he rolled his eyes, as if he found her correction both superfluous and idiotic. “Let me show you to my temporary studio here at the Exposition,” he said, leading the way.
Although she deplored the lax manners predominant in this part of the world, Belle merely sighed as he took off ahead of them. Sometimes she missed the gallantry of her southern homeland. On the other hand, she could use a rest. Her feet hurt from walking all day. She’d promised the Richmonds that she’d be on the Midway at lunchtime. She didn’t suppose it would matter if she awaited their arrival in a photographer’s booth.
Besides, Belle was sure Mrs. Richmond would be thrilled that this photographer, who called himself a portrait artist, considered her children ideal for an entire series of photographs. If Belle ever had children, she knew she’d be proud if such a thing happened to them.
The quartet was met at the door of the booth by the stout lady, who was clearly furious. “I declare, Mr. Asher, why ever did you dart out of your booth like that?”
Belle offered the matron a friendly smile, but didn’t get one in return, so she guided Garrett and Amalie over to where Mr. Asher had set a chintz-covered bench underneath the front window.
With a sigh of relief, she sat. This was a good spot, because she could keep her attention focused on the Midway and see the Richmonds when they arrived to join their children and Belle for luncheon and rest her feet at the same time. Garrett and Amalie sat on either side of her. Both children stared at the scene being enacted in the photographer’s booth. Belle only listened, amused, as the stout woman lectured Mr. Asher on his manners, morals, and business practices.
The poor man was being berated by all sorts of women today. Belle figured it was probably no more than he deserved.



Chapter Two
 

Belle found her attention wandering from the Midway to the drama being enacted in the photographer’s booth during the next several minutes. As much as she didn’t want to, because she didn’t approve of Mr. Asher, who had frightened her and her charges, she began to feel a reluctant sympathy for the man. That terrible little boy refused to sit still. It looked to Belle as if he were taking great joy in thwarting Mr. Asher’s attempts to photograph him, in fact.
And the boy’s equally terrible mother was feeding her infant’s tantrums with gumdrops and baby talk. Belle didn’t approve of her almost as much as she didn’t approve of Mr. Asher.
As she eyed the scene, her gaze shifting from Mr. Asher to the boy to the boy’s mama, Belle spared a moment to feel grateful that the Richmond children were such well-behaved tots. Nearly all of the children Belle had known in Virginia, from the classmates with whom she’d grown up to the children she saw every day on the streets of Blissborough, had been taught right from wrong, not to mention how to behave in public.
Not so the victorious North. Evidently, their victory over her beloved South had gone to their heads, and they’d dispensed with manners as an unnecessary burden. While Belle had not found her move to New York as ghastly as she’d feared it might be, she did miss manners. Children couldn’t be expected to know manners unless they were taught. And, while the Richmonds and certain other families had the time and inclination to teach their children how to behave, both in public and in the bosoms of their families, many others, like the mother of that dreadful child, had not. As she frowned at the horrid mother of the horrid boy, she despised the woman’s defense of behavior in her child which, to Belle was clearly indefensible.
She almost applauded when Mr. Asher finally gave up being polite and hollered at the little monster to shut up and sit still. As the boy’s mother spluttered and fussed and her face turned from a flushed pink to a brilliant red, Mr. Asher darted under his black curtain and took the picture.
Garrett and Amalie, who had been looking out the window in search of their parents, both burst into giggles when the flash went off. Belle held out her hands to them, eager to be of comfort if either child was frightened by the minor explosion.
But the Richmond children weren’t scared. It was the boy whose picture had been taken who broke out into bellows of fright. Belle had to cover her ears. Fortunately, the worst of the child’s shrieks paled into sobs of distress after a very few moments. Belle heaved a sigh of relief and uncovered her ears.
“Why is that boy crying?” Amalie wanted to know.
“I suppose because he was frightened of the flash.” Belle noticed her tone of voice was hard and censorious, and believed she ought to sweeten it up some.
Amalie scowled. “That boy isn’t being very good, is he?”
“No, he certainly is not.” Belle sniffed.
“Aw, he’s a sissy,” declared Garrett.
Belle smiled at the boy, wanting to agree with him, even as she attempted to moderate her feelings. She knew it was her place to teach the little Richmonds how to get along with others. “I expect he was startled by the flash, Garrett.”
Garrett huffed as though he thought the boy ought to be able to have his photograph taken without crying about it. Belle agreed, although she would never say so.
“Is that going to happen when Mr. Asher takes out photographs?”
Belle noticed that Garrett looked more eager than apprehensive. Unsurprising, in her opinion, since most of the males of her acquaintance would gleefully dash headfirst into danger if given the opportunity. “Indeed it is, Garrett.”
“Good. I want to see how he makes that explosion.” Garrett settled back on the bench, less fidgety than he’d been when they’d first entered the booth.
“It’s funny,” opined Amalie, who gazed at the camera with interest. “Why’d it explode, Miss Monroe?”
“I believe it was the flash powder Mr. Asher used that exploded, dear. The explosion creates enough light for the camera to operate.” Belle hoped she was right about that. Since she’d moved to New York, she’d discovered there were tons of things she didn’t know. Oh, she was a whiz at reading, could write ten-page epistles at the drop of a hat, could play the pianoforte and sing, and knew enough math to keep the family books in order. But proper southern ladies in Belle’s family weren’t expected to have a vast knowledge of how the things of the world worked. Such knowledge had been considered the province of the men in Belle’s world.
“I want to have my photograph taken,” Amalie said in a decided tone.
“That’s good dear, because Mr. Asher wants to take your photograph.”
“I want to learn how to take photographs,” declared Garrett.
Again, Belle wasn’t surprised. Little boys were always interested in how things worked. Another reason Belle enjoyed working for the Richmonds was that, except for their abominable accents, tendency toward loud speech, and somewhat forward social manners, the children conformed to Belle’s own ideas of what the roles of boys and girls should be.
Garrett, for instance, was eager to explore the workings of Mr. Asher’s camera, while Amalie wanted to have her own likeness captured by the same instrument. Such attitudes were well within Belle’s boundaries of social comfort. As long as she remained in the care of her new family, she believed she could cope. When thrust onto the mean streets of New York City, as when she went on shopping expeditions to the fish market, the clothing district, or the theater, Belle suffered internal spasms of discomfort.
Fortunately, the World’s Columbian Exposition was so far removed from anyone’s normal, everyday life that Belle knew herself to be on a level with the rest of the population of the United States, North or South. Nobody in the entire world was accustomed to the excitement and novelty of this fair.
“Mr. Asher, I’m stunned, stunned that my child should be subjected to such vile treatment.”
Belle watched the bratty boy’s mother stomp up to Mr. Asher and suddenly felt sorry for the photographer. Although she would never, under normal circumstances, insert herself into a conversation unless she was invited to do so, she was in northern territory now and found herself reacting as if she belonged there. She rose from the bench before the window. Leaning over and patting Garrett’s shoulder and Amalie’s knee, she said, “I’ll be right back, children. Stay right here for a little minute and keep watching for your mama and papa.”
She didn’t wait around to hear the Richmond children’s response to her command, but walked over to stand beside Mr. Asher. Belle’s posture was excellent at all times, and she knew she possessed a certain presence. Her entire childhood education had centered around how she presented herself to the world. Therefore, she was not surprised when the large woman stopped yelling at Mr. Asher and stared at her, her eyes bulging, her cheeks deepening to a ripe burgundy, and her several chins quivering. The woman’s child still wailed in the background.
“If I may say so, ma’am, I believe you owe Mr. Asher an apology. I’ve been watching your son deliberately misbehave for a quarter of an hour now, and I believe Mr. Asher was completely justified in telling the child to sit still and be quiet.”
Suddenly Belle’s insides went hot. Good gracious, was the North really affecting her this much? So much that she’d actually butt into a conversation that had nothing to do with her? Since that’s exactly what she’d just done, she guessed so. Belle hoped her parents would never learn about this.
The boy’s mother stiffened up like one of her uncle Luther’s black-and-tan coon hounds catching a scent. Her enormous bosom pointed straight at Belle, which was rather disconcerting to Belle, who wasn’t accustomed to actively irritating other people. She felt shaky all at once, and her tongue went so dry it felt like a desert inside her mouth.
“Young woman, I must say that I—”
Mr. Asher interrupted. Belle didn’t approve, although she was glad that he was leaping to her rescue. After all, she’d leaped to his. Still, it always surprised her when a Yankee did something right.
“Mrs. Wiggles, I’m very sorry—”
The large woman gasped, her eyes bulged alarmingly, and her cheek color deepened to a plummy purple. Belle experienced a spike of fear and worried that she’d antagonized the woman into a fit of apoplexy.
“What did you call me, young man?” the woman demanded.
Relief washed through Belle when she realized she hadn’t been the cause of the woman’s increased fury.
Mr. Asher shut his eyes for a second and passed a hand over his brow. The boy whose photograph had been taken evidently decided people weren’t paying enough attention to him, because he resumed bellowing from in front of the pretty backdrop Mr. Asher had set up. Belle frowned at the boy, hoping to convey her disapprobation at his conduct, but his eyes were squeezed shut, almost getting lost in his red, fleshy face. Belle couldn’t recall ever seeing so unattractive a child and mother. Small wonder Mr. Asher had been pleased when he’d seen the Richmond children walking on the Midway.
“I beg your pardon, madam,” Mr. Asher began, but the woman cut him off.
“I must say, Mr. Asher, that I expected a more professional experience with the official photographer of the World’s Columbian Exposition.”
The woman’s color began to recede, and Belle’s fear that she aimed to drop dead in Mr. Asher’s booth receded with it. For some reason beyond her ken, she again felt compelled to jump to Mr. Asher’s defense. “Really, ma’am. I don’t think you’re being fair. Your little boy was behaving in an extremely naughty manner, and you were doing nothing to correct his behavior.”
Belle almost wished she’d kept her mouth shut when the woman rounded on her. Belle held her ground. She was not a native of the great state of Georgia for nothing. She knew her place in the world, and it was at the very top of the heap.
“How dare you!”
“Really, madam, I know most mothers consider their offspring perfect, but I was watching, and your boy misbehaved abominably. What’s more, he did it on purpose. Anyone but you would acknowledge that.”
“I have never—”
Mr. Asher interrupted. Irked, Belle turned to frown at him. So did the boy’s mother. “Ladies, please. I beg your pardon for mispronouncing your name, ma’am. Will you please wait by the window ma’am?”
He’d directed the last sentence to her, Belle realized with a shock. Well! She never! Trust a Yankee to treat a person who was trying to help him with such ingratitude. She snapped, “Certainly,” and took herself off to the window with a deliberate flounce.
“Do you think that lady’s crazy, Miss Monroe?” Garrett asked in a grating whisper.
“I don’t know, Garrett,” Belle said stiffly. She knew she should have said no, but she was too peeved at the woman to do so.
“That boy’s sure ugly, isn’t he?”
Yes. He certainly was. “Garrett, please. That’s an unkind thing to say.”
“But Garrett’s right,” Amalie piped up. “He is awful ugly.”
Fudge. “Perhaps,” Belle granted, “but one shouldn’t say such things, dear. They’re impolite and hurtful.”
“His hollering is hurtful, too,” Garrett pointed out grimly.
True, true. Still, Belle knew that two wrongs didn’t make a right, and she didn’t think it was her place to encourage the Richmond children in their denigration of that revolting mother and child. “Let’s demonstrate to him the proper way to behave, shall we?”
Although Garrett rolled his eyes, which was his customary reaction to Belle’s attempts to instill southern manners into his northern soul, Amalie wriggled back on the bench and folded her hands in her lap. Belle was ever so fond of Amalie. She was fond of Garrett, too, but Amalie was the more compliant of the two.
She and the Richmond children watched the remains of the drama going forth before them in silence. The fat woman marched over to her roaring child and picked him up. Belle noted with disgust that she offered the offensive child another sweet to make him keep quiet. Belle’s opinion was that a quick swat on the monster’s rear end would probably straighten out the problems in his head more quickly than bribes of sweets. She’d been rebuffed once, however, and didn’t intend to offer any more suggestions. These northerners had no sense at all when it came to rearing children.
Well, except for the Richmonds, who were an exceptionally sensible family and would fit right in if they chose to move to Georgia. Except for their accents. And a tendency to be rather noisy. And that trace of independence that often took Belle aback when she encountered it in Mrs. Richmond. And Mr. Richmond was, perhaps a trifle too hearty from time to time. Belle, having grown up with peaceful drawls in men and dulcet tones in women, still couldn’t reconcile herself to the harsh Yankee twang.
“The plates will be ready on Wednesday, ma’am,” Mr. Asher said. “Will you be in then?”
The woman snorted. “I shall have to discuss the matter with my husband, Mr. Asher. I’m not sure I care to do business with a man who is cruel to children.” She plopped her child, whom she’d been coddling and cooing to in baby talk, on the floor. the boy squeaked in surprise, then renewed his bellows of fury.
Again, Belle thought the judicious application of a paddle would do more good than the woman’s tactic, which was to hand him another sweet. “There, there, sweetums. Mama will take you to get a hamburger. Will sweetums like that?”
Although the boy didn’t stop yelling, he nodded. The woman cast one last disapproving glance at Mr. Asher and marched out of his shop.
Belle wasn’t surprised when Mr. Asher pulled a big handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped his brow when the door closed behind the mother and child. To Belle, who watched the boy and his mother waddle up the Midway, the woman looked like a battleship under full steam from the back, and her son reminded Belle of a little round tugboat. She was glad to see the last of them both. They epitomized everything Belle deplored about the North.
After breathing deeply for a moment or two, undoubtedly in an effort to recover from his recent unhappy encounter, Mr. Asher turned and gave Belle and her charges an extensive once-over. Belle lifted her chin. She didn’t care to be scrutinized like a cut of beef, as if he were trying to decide how best to roast, bake, or fricassee her.
He heaved a deep sigh. “I’m sorry about that, ma’am. Some mothers have no notion about how to make their children behave properly.”
His brilliant smile took some of the starch out of Belle’s sails. She’d meant to be cold to him, since he’d sent her packing after she’d rushed to his defense, but that smile made the ice inside her melt and it set odd, warm tingles to vibrating in her midsection. It also coaxed a smile from her. “You’re right about that, Mr. Asher.”
“That kid was real bratty,” Garrett said, adding his two cents without being asked. Belle didn’t think she’d ever get used to the way children assumed they were welcome to intrude into adult conversations as they did in the North.
“He sure was,” Mr. Asher said, grinning at Garrett.
“Oh, look!” Amalie cried suddenly, startling Belle. “There’s Mama!” She jumped down from the bench and raced to the door.
“Amalie, wait just a moment!” Belle called after her.
But Amalie was gone. Belle heard her shout, “Mama! Papa!” as she grabbed Garrett’s hand and hurried after her. Garrett held back, evidently more interested in pursuing the fascinating subject of photography than in his parents, but Belle persisted.
Win Asher stared after the trio, scratching his head, and with a strange, sinking sensation in his middle. Had that little girl cried out “Mama!” upon spying that well-dressed couple on the Midway? Striding to the door and squinting at the reunion that was taking place a few yards off, he uttered a soft, “Damnation.”
He remained only slightly daunted, however. Win Asher was accustomed to reaching out and taking what he wanted from life and of wrestling it into submission if it didn’t oblige him of its own accord. Therefore, he followed Belle and Garrett out of his booth and up to the couple on the Midway.
“Papa,” Garrett was saying when Win approached, “that nice Mr. Asher wants to take photographs of me and Amalie!”
“Amalie and me,” Belle correctly softly.
Garrett didn’t even roll his eyes, but instantly repeated, “Amalie and me, I mean.”
Win assumed from the brief dialogue that Garrett and the woman he had assumed to be his mother were accustomed to such interchanges. From this, he gathered that the woman was some sort of employee. A governess or nursemaid, perhaps.
“Really, Garrett?” The woman Win now deduced to be the mother of the two children had lifted her daughter in her arms and smiled at her progeny. The father of the pair, a wealthy-looking, self-satisfied sort of fellow of a type with which Win was well acquainted, beamed down at his son and heir, then glanced up to see Win walking over to the family.
The father disengaged himself from the portrait of familial reconciliation and took a couple of steps toward Win. He held out his hand. “How do you do—Mr. Asher, is it? I understand from my son that you’ve been entertaining my children.”
“I don’t know about the entertaining part,” Win said with a laugh as he shook the man’s hand. “But, yes, my name is Winslow Asher, and I’m the official photographer of the World’s Columbian Exposition.” Win had fought long and hard and had won the title over hundreds of other aspiring photographers. Thanks to a good deal of brashness, loads of talent, and oodles of self-promotion, he’d succeeded where the others had failed, and he never let an occasion slide by without mentioning his status. He aimed to make a lot of money with it.
“George Richmond,” the father said, returning Win’s hearty handshake. “You’ve met my children, Garrett and Amalie and, I presume, the children’s nanny, Miss Belle Monroe.”
Belle sniffed. “We haven’t been properly introduced.” She held out a small gloved hand. “How do you do, Mr. Asher?”
“I’m fine, thanks.” He shook her hand and wondered if she were the perfect embodiment of true American womanhood after all. She seemed a little prissy at the moment.
“He wants to take photographs of us, Mama,” Amalie said happily. “He thinks Garrett and me are charming.”
“Garrett and I,” Miss Monroe muttered, as if she didn’t expect her correction to take hold and stick.
Nevertheless, Amalie parroted, “Garrett and I, I mean.”
“Is that so?” said Mrs. Richmond.
She smiled with interest at Win, and Win took heart. While she didn’t come anywhere close to the image he’d created in his mind’s eye of the female subject in the series of photographs he’d envisioned, he might be able to talk her around to lending him her children. And her children’s nanny.
“Yes, indeed, Mrs. Richmond.” Win gave her one of his best professional smiles. “I’d love to talk to you about it, if you’d care to come with me to my temporary photographic studio.” He waved toward his booth.
Mrs. Richmond looked doubtfully from Win to her husband. “Well, I don’t know. I’d love to have portraits taken of my children, but. . .”
Mr. Richmond took over from there. “We’ve just come from a concert conducted by Mr. John Philip Sousa, Mr. Asher. It was a splendid concert. Then we took in the grand inventions to be seen in the Machinery Hall.” He shook his head in a gesture meant, Win imagined, to convey Mr. Richmond’s sense of awe and admiration. “The American genius is well represented there, let me tell you.”
“Indeed, it is,” Win concurred. “I’ve taken many photographs of the exhibits in the Machinery Hall. You’ve probably seen them in newspapers here and there.” Not to mention periodicals, fair brochures, posters, books, and publicity flyers. Win was so proud of himself and his own brand of American ingenuity.
“I’m certain we’ve seen them,” Mr. Richmond assured him. “We’re from New York City, and there have been many photographs reproduced in the Times.”
Win didn’t even try to suppress a cocky grin. “Yes, indeedy. I’ve sold several photographs to the Times.”
“We were about to have luncheon at the Mexican Cantina,” Mr. Richmond said. “Why don’t you join us, Mr. Asher? Perhaps we can discuss the matter of photographs of our children over luncheon.”
“Sounds great,” said Win. “Let me just lock up.”
They’d been walking in a desultory manner toward his booth. Win dashed inside and gabbed the jacket he’d taken off while he’d struggled with Mr. Wiggles, shrugged it on, and locked his door. “The Columbian Guards keep a vigilant eye on all of the booths in the Fair, but I don’t want to take chances with my expensive camera equipment.”
“No, indeed,” concurred Mr. Richmond.
Mrs. Richmond set her daughter down on the Midway and wiped her brow with a handkerchief pulled from her small reticule. Miss Monroe, Win noticed, took Amalie’s hand as if she wanted to make sure the child didn’t wander off. Personally, Win didn’t imagine she had much to worry about in that regard. The Richmond girl seemed complacent and obliging to him, and not at all the type to get herself lost. The boy was another matter. In fact, Garrett Richmond reminded Win of himself at that age, and he decided it wouldn’t hurt to play up that angle.
With a wink, he said, “Want me to teach you the rudiments of photography, Garrett?”
“Oh, yes, sir!” the boy cried. “Please!”
Win held out an arm, and Garrett obediently hurried to his side. “If your mama and papa agree, I’ll be happy to do that, Garrett. Photography is one of the marvels of our time. Why, just imagine being able to capture images of real people and real events for all time.”
“Yeah,” Garrett murmured in clear wonderment. “Before cameras, I guess people had to draw stuff that happened.”
Win chuckled. “I guess they did. And people’s memories aren’t as accurate as cameras.”
“I suppose not.”
“If Sitting Bull had had had a camera at the Little Big Horn, he could have taken a picture of Custer’s Last Stand,” Amalie said brightly. “And then we’d really know what happened instead of having to look at that picture the Indian gentleman drew afterwards or watch it in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West.” She added pensively, “I loved the Wild West. I wish we could see it again.”
“Amalie,” muttered Miss Monroe in a shocked voice. “Really.”
Although he didn’t want to engender Miss Monroe’s enmity, since he figured he might need her good will if his plan was to succeed, Win couldn’t help but send her a slightly sour glance. “But she is right, Miss Monroe. You must admit it.”
The look she gave him back pretty much told him to make her admit it if he dared. Win decided that, while a tussle with the pretty Miss Monroe might be fun if she possessed a more friendly disposition, he’d be better off dropping the subject of Custer and Sitting Bull.
Fortunately for them both, Mr. Richmond intervened at that point. If Win was correct about the gentleman, he rarely paid attention to his family except when showing them off or taking them to various interesting places. Win recognized the breed. Mr. Richmond’s attitude was fairly universal in this last great decade of the nineteenth century.
Win’s own family didn’t fit this mold of patriarchal indifference. His own father was a physician, and Dr. Asher paid a lot of affectionate attention to his children of both sexes. Win loved him dearly for it. Both Win’s brother Carlton and his sister Victoria were physicians, although it had taken a great deal of applied pressure to get Victoria admitted to medical school. She’d ultimately attained her doctorate in France, where more enlightened attitudes toward female physicians prevailed. Win himself had begun a course in medical training, but his interest in photography had subsumed his interest in medicine during his second year in medical school.
Although Win had accumulated enough reasons to appreciate his mother and father before this episode in his life, his profound appreciation of them was solidified when they supported his decision to leave school and enter into photography as a profession. It was perhaps more for his parents’ sake than his own that he’d worked so hard to become successful in an enterprise that must have looked like a chancy one, at best, to his parents when he’d first started out.
Now, as he strode along the Midway Plaisance and glanced around at all the marvels on display, he felt on top of the world. Already his reputation as a splendid and artistic photographer had spread. If he could talk the Richmonds into letting him borrow their children and nanny for a series of photographs, Win knew he’d become famous. He felt it in his gut, and his gut had never yet lied to him.
He cast occasional glances at Miss Monroe as he walked. She seemed more stiff than she’d been when he’d first glimpsed her among the crowd of fair goers, and when she shot him a glance once, she instantly averted her gaze. It was as if she didn’t like him, which was stupid. She didn’t even know him. She did seem to disapprove of him, however. Maybe she was still holding his precipitate entry into her life against him. Maybe she was just a fussy prude. That would be a disappointment, but Win could stand it. He didn’t want her for herself; he wanted her for her face and body. He wondered what her first name was.
“Ah, there it is.”
Mr. Richmond’s satisfied pronouncement jerked Win out of his contemplation of Miss Monroe’s lovely face and form. Lifting his gaze, he espied the Cantina. He’d eaten there once and had found the food offered therein tasty. “They serve good food,” he said, opening the door for the ladies before Mr. Richmond could reach it. “I’m sure you’ll like it.”
Miss Monroe waited for the Richmonds to enter the restaurant, then herded the children inside, girl first. She murmured, “Thank you,” as she sailed past him.
“You’re quite welcome.” He thought he heard her sniff, but wasn’t sure.
# # #
Belle stared at the menu and wondered what it all meant. She’d never heard of the things listed on it. Bother. She hated not knowing things. It was a normal state of affairs for her these days, however, and she guessed it would be wise to acknowledge it. Far better to admit ignorance than to pretend and be found out.
Naturally, she waited until the Richmonds had decided on their menu choices, consulted their children, and consulted Mr. Asher, before offering an opinion. When Mr. Richmond boomed in his hearty voice, “And what would you like to eat for luncheon, Miss Monroe?” she said, “I’m not sure what anything is, actually.”
Mr. Asher turned his head and stared at her. She frowned back. It wasn’t her fault she’d never eaten anything called something-or-other picada before, or a sopapilla. She couldn’t even pronounce that one. Lifting her chin, she spoke directly to Mr. Asher, who’d said he’d been here before. “Perhaps you can explain what these things are, Mr. Asher.”
He lifted his shoulders. “Sure.” He proceeded to do so, although his explanations didn’t help Belle all that much. She was used to grits and cornbread and potato pone and greens and bacon. Southern food. Good food. Knowing she had to choose, even if she didn’t know what she was getting, she finally decided on a stuffed sopapilla. What it was going to be stuffed with, Belle was almost afraid to find out.
Everything turned out to be quite tasty in the end. Belle was vastly glad about that, as she’d suffered qualms for her delicate southern stomach. As she attended to the children, she kept her attention fixed on the conversation being carried on by the adults at the table with her. Mr. Asher, she soon discovered, was a very persuasive gentleman.
“I envision this series of studies as a portrait of America, Mr. and Mrs. Richmond,” he said. “I intend them to depict the true wealth of our great nation.”
“Wealth is good,” Mr. Richmond stated uncertainly.
Mr. Asher smiled. “Wealth is very good. But what I perceive as this wonderful country’s greatest asset is her people. When I shut my eyes, I can see a series of portraits featuring a mother and her sweet children embodying all the best qualities of every family in America.”
Mrs. Richmond, Belle was interested to note, blushed and appeared quite gratified. She shot her husband a glance. He caught it and grinned at her. Belle was touched by the exchange and had to wipe a stray tear from her eye and wished she weren’t so emotional—not up here in the North, where southern sensibilities weren’t appreciated.
“I’m not sure I’m expressing myself very well, Mr. and Mrs. Richmond, but perhaps you can understand anyhow. I envision these pictures as symbolic of the United States. They’ll depict the best our nation has to offer. They’ll show the world that perfect freedom, perfect beauty, and perfect harmony can be found here, in the United States of America.” He went so far as to thump the luncheon table, making Belle’s glass of water slop slightly. She reached out to steady it.
He didn’t notice. “If that weren’t so, people wouldn’t be flocking to our shores. These portraits will be a tangible demonstration of the American quality of equality. And hope for weary masses of humanity who have no opportunities in their native countries.”
Mr. Richmond’s face had been wreathed in a complacent smile. With Win’s last words, his smile tilted. “There are too many dirty immigrants here already, if you ask me.”
Mrs. Richmond patted his hand. “Now, now, George. You know they aren’t all dirty and ignorant.”
“Humph.”
Mrs. Richmond smiled sweetly at Win. “George gets quite upset when he contemplates the immigrant situation, Mr. Asher.”
As if he didn’t want anything to spoil his vision, Win quickly chimed in. “But don’t you see, Mr. Richmond? These pictures will inspire all who come here to achieve greatness! Nobody will want to wallow in the ghettoes after they get a look at the series I visualize.”
Both Richmonds considered this. So did their children. So did Belle. Mr. Asher smiled at them all in turn, then cleared his throat. The way he straightened, as if he were steeling himself to tackle a tough problem, puzzled Belle. Until he next spoke.
“So, the thing is, Mr. and Mrs. Richmond, your children are charming. Perfect. They’re exactly right for what I want to do. And so are you. But—well—you see, what I’d really like to do is use your children and Miss Monroe in this series of portraits.”
The gasp of surprise was universal.



Chapter Three
 

After the initial gasp of shock, which he’d expected, the reaction from the Richmonds was also very much what Win had expected. Mrs. Richmond’s eyes grew large, then narrowed. She tried to hide her disappointment and annoyance, but couldn’t quite do it. Mr. Richmond looked uncertain and slightly confused, as if he didn’t know whether or not blowing his top would be appropriate.
Win might have anticipated Miss Monroe’s reaction, too, if he’d been thinking about it. He hadn’t been. He’d merely assumed that any pretty young woman would love to have her pictures plastered all over the United States, particularly since she was going to be held up to all who viewed the studies as a superior example of American womanhood. He had not anticipated her reaction, however, and both she and his lack of foresight annoyed him.
“What?” Her shriek caused all other diners to turn in their chairs and glance at their table. Win didn’t mind the surprised scrutiny particularly, since he’d never been averse to public interest in himself or his work. Miss Monroe turned apple-red.
He tried to hide his exasperation. “You are the one I first saw walking with the children, Miss Monroe, if you’ll recall. It was the three of you as a unit that prompted my initial inspiration.”
She flapped her small gloved hands in the air. Win got the impression she was hoping in this way to stir up a coherent explanation for what Win considered a unreasonable degree of apprehension. Dash it, it wasn’t as if he aimed to ravish her. Besides, even if he’d like to do such a thing, he couldn’t. Not with two little kids hanging around.
“But—but—but, I thought you only wanted the children,” she stammered at last. “I had no idea you wanted to photograph me!” She pointed at her bosom, as if she hoped Win had mistaken her for someone else.
He shrugged. “I saw the three of you walking along the Midway and knew it had to be that particular trio.” Because he figured the children’s parents would need a good deal of mollification, he turned to them and smiled one of his prize-winning smiles. “You see, it’s an odd thing about photography—or any art form, I suppose. Sometimes, while a family will be a perfect, congenial, cohesive group in person, they won’t photograph that way together. The combination of Miss Monroe and Master Garrett and Miss Amalie captures something—something . . .” He paused to suck in air and try to find the right words.
Miss Monroe uttered an unintelligible squeak. Win paid her no mind. She could berate him later, after he’d won the approval of the Richmonds to his proposed project.
Win finally settled for saying, “The combination of your charming children and Miss Monroe practically announces perfect, happy family to the viewing public in America.”
Mr. Richmond frowned. “And my wife and children and I, together, don’t do that? I’m not quite sure I understand, Mr. Asher.”
He understood, all right. He just didn’t want to admit it. Even though trying to convince folks that he was the artist and they were mere subjects was Win’s least favorite part of his photography business—aside from dealing with squirming brats and their mothers—Win held onto his temper and tried more persuasion. He plastered on the charm. “Of course you present the image of a happy family, Mr. Richmond.” He added a rich chuckle to oil the gears. “Anyone looking at you can tell you have been blessed by our Maker with a successful life together.”
Mr. Richmond expelled a self-satisfied grunting sound. It encouraged Win, so he kept talking, throwing a smile in Mrs. Richmond’s direction every now and then to let her know she was important, too, even though she really wasn’t. The only important people at this particular table were Win himself, the kids, and Miss Monroe, if he were to make his vision come to life.
“It’s the composition of the work and its presentation that immediately struck me when I saw your children and Miss Monroe together.” Another thought attacked him, and he’d have slapped himself on the forehead with the palm of his hand for not thinking of it before if he wasn’t in a public place. But it was clear that he ought to have thought of it sooner, if only because it was a sure way to pave the road to success.
“Naturally, I’ll take a series of plates of you and Mrs. Richmond and the children, Mr. Richmond. It’s only fair that I do so, if I’m going to be borrowing your children. It’s my thank you for your patience with my vision, you see.” He added another chuckle to make the Richmonds think he was a great guy. “But the idea I’m hoping to market to the press and public is truly an unattainable ideal.”
His quick glance darted between mother and father. He thought he detected the flicker of burgeoning understanding, if not of his artistic vision, at least of free, professionally taken photographs. Still, he also knew it wouldn’t hurt to keep talking.
“You might want to think of this study I’m proposing as akin to a series of paintings by William Hogarth. I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of him . . .”
“Of course, we have,” Mr. Richmond said instantly, smiling in a slightly superior way. “Mrs. Richmond and I took in Mr. Hogarth’s work when we toured Britain.”
Win might have expected as much. Most rich Americans “did” Britain and the rest of Europe at least once. Such a trip was de rigueur if one wanted to shine in American high society. “Ah, good. Then you know what I’m talking about,” he purred.
“Yes,” agreed Mr. Richmond. “Mrs. Richmond is quite the little artist herself, you know, Mr. Asher.”
“Oh? No, I didn’t know that.” Win smiled at Mrs. Richmond in what he hoped was a manner conveying camaraderie with a fellow artist. He didn’t know why she didn’t look more pleased with herself.
She told him. “I must say, Mr. Asher, that I don’t approve of this project one little bit if, the subject matter will be akin to some of the studies done by Mr. Hogarth.” She gave him a severe stare.
Whoops. Win had forgotten the subject matter of some of Mr. Hogarth’s studies. He laughed again, aiming for a lilting and good-humored tone. “Good heavens, no! Not for Win Asher the depressing study of the degeneration of a young rake or a harlot.”
Miss Monroe squeaked again. Win shot her a frown. He’d deal with her later, but he really didn’t want her having hysterics at present. He had too much convincing yet to do and didn’t care to have any distraction.
“Good heavens, no,” Mrs. Richmond said faintly.
Win guessed he shouldn’t have said rake or harlot aloud, and suppressed a sigh.
He was confirmed in his surmise when Amalie said, “What’s a harlot, Miss Monroe?”
“Amalie!” cried Mrs. Richmond.
After sending Win a hideous frown, Miss Monroe bent over Amalie. “We’ll talk about this later, dear. You must be still now, because your mother and father are discussing something important with Mr. Asher.”
Amalie looked disgusted, but obeyed. Garrett had been gazing with intensity at the adults in his life. Even though his sister had just been rebuffed, he dared to say, “I think it would be fun to have a bunch of photographs taken, Ma. What’s wrong with what Mr. Asher wants to do, Pa?”
Miss Monroe put a hand on Garrett’s shoulder. “You, too, must be still for a little while longer, Garrett. I’m sure your mama and papa will explain it all to you later.”
“Right. Be a good lad now, and we’ll get this all straightened out,” his father told him. He looked grumpy.
Figuring some fence-mending wouldn’t be out of line under the circumstances, Win said, “Sorry about the Hogarth reference, Mr. and Mrs. Richmond. But it does illustrate my point. Those studies of Hogarth’s depicted a small sliver of life in England during the late 1700’s. I want to do a series of photographs that reflect a much more commendable sliver of life: the perfect American woman and her perfect American children, as they live in today’s society. This is a great country, Mr. and Mrs. Richmond. It’s not like England in those days. It’s progressed! It’s become enlightened. America is an example to the rest of the world. It shows what people can do with a little imagination and a lot of freedom to use it!” Win could tell Mr. Richmond was weakening, so he pressed on. “When I saw your two charming children and Miss Monroe on the Midway, I knew they were my subjects.” He lifted his hands in a gesture meant to convey his inability to deny the truth or change the facts. “They just . . . were. I don’t know how else to say it.”
Mr. Richmond rubbed his chin. “I see.” He looked at his wife, who returned his gaze and added a small shrug for good measure. This form of communication was plainly unreadable to Mr. Richmond, who said, “What do you think, Gladys?”
Sensing imminent capitulation, Win put in hastily, “Don’t forget that you’ll be getting portraits of each of you individually and at least a couple of family studies, as well. I’ll throw those in as a gift, since I’m hoping to borrow your children.” Recollecting the other important—indeed, essential—member of his envisioned grouping, he added, “And your children’s nanny.”
He tried to send a smile Miss Monroe’s way, but she deflected it quite tidily with a frozen frown. He didn’t know what she was so peeved about, but he was sure he could bring her around to his way of thinking eventually.
And if he couldn’t, it wouldn’t matter. If he convinced the Richmonds to allow him the use of their children, she’d go along with the scheme because she went with the kids. It was her job, and she probably didn’t want to lose it. He wondered if that might be considered a form of blackmail and decided it didn’t matter. He had a vision in his mind’s eye, and he knew it would be the making of his career if he could achieve it. Miss Monroe could like it or lump it, but she’d do it.
Mrs. Richmond hesitated for a moment, then said, “Well, it’s an interesting offer, George. It would certainly be nice to have family portraits taken. I can almost see them on the piano in the back parlor.”
Win’s innards shuddered, but the rest of him didn’t. He reminded himself that it was often the artist’s lot in life to be relegated to a piano in the back parlor.
“Don’t forget, too,” he shoved in smoothly, “that I’m the best photographer in the greater Chicago area. Otherwise, the fair directors wouldn’t have selected me to be the official photographer of the World’s Columbian Exposition.” He offered the Richmonds a smile meant to convey good humor as well as honesty and pride in himself and his accomplishments. Dash it, he was the best.
He thought he heard a stifled sound from Miss Monroe but when he glanced at her, she sat still, stony-faced and upright. He hoped to God he’d be able to get her to unbend during the photographic sessions. He was sure he could do it; he had boundless confidence in himself.
Win was extremely happy and not at all surprised when the Richmonds capitulated to his sales talk.
As for Belle, she couldn’t recall the last time she’d been so embarrassed, furious, overlooked, and incensed. She hadn’t uttered as horrid a sound as her initial what? at Mr. Asher’s suggested plan since she’d been a child and Johnny Meadows dropped a frog in her lap.
And then Mr. Asher had the nerve, the unmitigated gall to ignore her completely and talk solely to the Richmonds, as if her agreement to this precious scheme of his didn’t matter a jot. And she was the most important part of it, too, or he’d have been willing to photograph the children with their real mother.
Bell would have liked to conk him over the head with her parasol, but genteelly reared southern ladies didn’t do such things. Anyhow, she’d missed her opportunity for doing anything so useful back there on the Midway, when she’d mistaken him for a masher.
He was no masher. He was something much worse. He was a damned Yankee of the worst sort: Brash, rude, unprincipled, and greedy.
When, as the Richmonds began to herd their children out of the restaurant, a job they generally relegated to Belle, and Mr. Asher hung back to talk to her, Belle decided she’d lose nothing but a stomachache if she told him exactly what she thought of him. He held her chair as she rose, and as soon as she was upright, she rounded on him.
“Mr. Asher, you’re a brash, rude, unprincipled, and greedy Yankee pig, and I’ve never been so unconscionably ignored before in my life. You ought to be ashamed of yourself!”
He had the effrontery to look first stunned, and then amused. Taking her arm without waiting for her to indicate such an attention would be appreciated, he guided her toward the front door of the restaurant. “I’m sorry about that, Miss Monroe. You’re right. But I figured you’d come with the kids and it was more important for me to get the Richmonds to go for my idea than to influence you.”
“Yes,” she said in freezing accents. “I understand perfectly what your reasoning was. Unhand me if you will, please.”
She resented it when he cast his gaze heavenward. “I’m not really all that terrible a person, Miss Monroe. If I was a bit sly back there, it was because when I’m attacked by an artistic vision, I get a little carried away sometimes.”
“Ha.”
They caught up with the Richmonds at the coat-check booth where Mr. Richmond was retrieving his walking stick and hat and the ladies’ parasols. Mr. Asher, too, took his hat from the lad behind the counter, flipping him a coin in a nonchalant gesture that somehow symbolized to Belle the attitude of perfect superiority Northerners were so prone to display.
She used this opportunity, as the gentlemen retrieved their possessions, to reestablish her position at the sides of her charges. She told herself to recollect at all times that the care and well-being of Amalie and Garrett were her duty and her responsibility. She’d given Mr. Asher a piece of her mind. While it hadn’t been as satisfactory an experience as it might have been if he’d been obliging enough be ashamed of himself, it was time to get back to work.
Grinding her teeth, Belle wished she could spend another hour or three berating Mr. Win Asher. And what kind of name was Win, anyhow? Belle had never heard such a ridiculous name. She’d like to tell him that, too, but wouldn’t. She was a lady. She might have fallen upon hard times, but she wouldn’t lower herself to such a degree as ridiculing a person on account of his name which, one presumed, wasn’t his fault.
It occurred to her that it was due to people like Win Asher that she’d had to seek employment in the first place. If it weren’t for the fact that her noble southern family and neighbors had been forced into defending themselves against Abraham Lincoln’s War, Belle’s family would still be planting cotton and tobacco and living well in an unruined plantation in Blissborough, Georgia. With slaves.
Fudge. Belle hated it when she remembered the slaves.
Nevertheless, if Mr. Win Asher ever laid a hand on her again, to guide her to the coat-check room or anywhere else, she’d whack him with her parasol. As long as the Richmonds weren’t around to see. Or the children. She didn’t want to set a bad example for the children.
Mr. Asher didn’t give up his intrusive behavior even after their group had left the restaurant. “Do you mind if I tag along with your family for awhile, Mr. and Mrs. Richmond? I’d like to get an idea of how the children and Miss Monroe interact. It will help me understand how best to use them in my study.”
Belle fumed while the Richmonds, whom she’d always considered to be a superior form of Northern family until today, looked at each other in the kind of mute conversation married folks engaged in. She wished she could offer her opinion, but she was merely the hired help. Every now and then, she regretted her decision to move North and secure employment. Now, for instance.
It was Mrs. Richmond who responded to the photographer’s question. “I should think that would be nice, Mr. Asher. Since you’re more familiar with the fair itself than we are, perhaps you can show us the most intriguing places for the children to visit.”
Win’s smile was broad and flashy, and it gave Belle palpitations. Unless that was only leftover pique. She felt better when she decided pique must be it. The thought of Mr. Win Asher causing anything but irritation in her bosom was more than she could healthily contemplate on a full stomach.
“I’d love to.” He knelt beside Garrett and Amalie, a gesture Belle would have approved of in any other gentleman since it betokened a certain ease with children. In Win Asher, she not only didn’t appreciate it, she flat-out hated it.
She watched, eyes narrowed, as he conversed with her charges. She didn’t care for the way they responded to him, which was with without anxiety and reeking with friendliness. She wanted them to disapprove of him, as she did. But that was silly. Children had no discrimination. It was a flaw which maturity would cure.
“Say, you two, how’d you like to visit the Wooded Island? There’s a reconstructed Colonial village there, and you can see for yourselves how the Pilgrims lived.”
Garrett turned a bright, eager gaze to his parents. “Oh, may we? That sounds like such fun!”
It did, actually. Belle would never say so.
“I’d like to do that, too,” Amalie said. She looked at Mr. Asher with wide blue eyes and a simpering smile.
Belle squinted at the little girl, wondering if she were forming a child’s crush on the photographer. It would be just her luck if the whole family fell under the wretched man’s spell; the man who ignored her and didn’t care about her opinion, and who only wanted to use her for his own aims. Belle felt exploited and maltreated, and she didn’t like it.
She was, therefore, particularly silent as the family and Mr. Asher strolled along toward one of the many lakes enclosed in the Exposition’s grounds. When Amalie took Mr. Asher’s hand and skipped along at his side, she began to feel like an old used boot that nobody needed any longer.
“There’s a hunter’s cabin on the Wooded Island that will probably interest you, Garrett,” Mr. Asher went on, oblivious to Belle’s discomfort.
And why shouldn’t he be oblivious? Nobody cared about the hired help. With a start, Belle realized she was descending into a mood of gloom and dissatisfaction, and resolved to buck up. Her beloved father used to say that a body could choose to be happy or unhappy, generally giving examples to illustrate his point.
Those verbal illustrations of her father’s had meant a good deal to Belle, primarily because of her personal family observations. Although she’d never ventured to voice her opinion, she believed her mother enjoyed being unhappy, sort of the way some people enjoyed ill health.
Her grandmother sprang to mind. Granny reveled in detailing every one of her many aches and pains. It had come as a great relief to Belle to learn that she didn’t have to grow up unhappy and ill. Recalling her father’s advice, she resolved not to sink into any pits of despair brought about by an ill-mannered Yankee photographer.
Therefore, she straightened her shoulders, took Amalie’s other hand, refused to look at Win Asher, and quickened her step. Since the Richmonds had always included her in their conversations before the advent of Mr. Asher, she decided to assert herself again now. “I understand the Exposition houses an interesting exhibition of relics from Columbus’s voyage of discovery, too.”
Mr. Asher nodded, which struck Belle as vaguely encouraging. “Yes, indeed. The entire fair was intended to be a celebration of the 400th anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of America.”
“They’re a year late,” Garrett said, laughing about it.
Mr. Asher flicked Garrett’s sailor cap down the front of his face, and the little boy giggled as he straightened it. “Yeah, yeah, smart guy,” the photographer said. “They might have been a year late, but they did a superlative job in getting the place together so quickly.”
“My goodness, I should say so,” said Mrs. Richmond. Smiling at Belle, she added, “I insist that we visit the Columbus exhibit. After all, if the fair is in honor of his discovery, we ought at least to see it.”
“It’s fascinating,” Win said. “It astonishes me that those tiny little ships actually made their way across the ocean without sinking.”
Conversation perked right along after that, and Belle didn’t feel so left out. She told herself that she’d learned a valuable lesson. She could have allowed herself to sink into a pit of perceived unworthiness, and it would have been her own fault. On the spot, she decided to write to her father this very evening and thank him for imparting such a valuable lesson.
She did not, however, object when Mr. Richmond, Mr. Asher, and Garrett took off on their own when the ladies began touring the rose garden at one edge of the Wooded Island. “I know you ladies will want to look at the Women’s Department.” Mr. Richmond winked at his son and at Win. “We fellows will find something else to do that we’re more interested in.”
Mrs. Richmond took mild exception. “Mrs. Potter Palmer wrote a very interesting article for the Times, George. You said yourself that it was about time the good works of women were recognized and honored.”
“True, true, Gladys. Don’t get into a huff.”
“I’m not getting into a huff,” Mrs. Richmond said huffily. “You men would be in a sorry state if you had to do all the things we women do by yourselves.”
Win smiled, flashing those white teeth of his and making Belle grind her own teeth together. “Mrs. Richmond is absolutely right about that, Mr. Richmond. We must give the ladies their due.”
“Indeed, you must,” said Gladys, relenting enough to offer up a small smile.
“And the fair directors gave the noble ladies an entire building for themselves,” Win added.
The men chuckled in a mellow, superior manner that made Belle want to kick them both. Dad-blasted men thought they ruled the world. Ruefully, she remembered that they did. It wasn’t fair.
Even though she’d been steeped in southern gentility, mild-mannered ladyhood, and the concept of ruling from behind the throne, from the day of her birth, Belle still occasionally wished women had more power to govern their own actions and lives overtly. It was a pain in the neck always to be forced to use subtle means to obtain one’s goals.
She was not, however, a rebel at heart, and she accepted her place in the world and in American society with resignation, if not with appreciation. Naturally, she said nothing.
“That’s fine, George. I also want Amalie to visit the Children’s Building. I understand there’s a wonderful exhibit of dolls and newfangled animated musical toys and so forth.”
Win nodded. “There is.”
Belle squinted at him, wondering why he’d bothered to look at the newfangled animated musical toys. As if reading her thoughts, he gave her a lopsided, amused grin and said, “I photographed the display for the Globe.”
In return, she gave him a regal nod. “I see.”
“And I want to see all the new kitchen aids, too,” Gladys said. Belle noticed an acquisitive gleam in her eyes.
So did Mr. Richmond. “Try not to get too many ideas, Gladys,” he admonished. He said it jovially, however, and Belle deduced he wouldn’t mind furnishing his grand home in New York City with all the latest and greatest kitchen devices his wife cared to purchase.
“Don’t worry, dear. I won’t break the bank.” Gladys laughed.
Belle watched the interchange with a tiny ache in her heart. Quite often she wondered what it would be like to have money. Sufficient money. Lots of money. With another smallish pang, she guessed she’d never know.
“We’ll catch up with you at five,” Mr. Richmond said, removing his expensive gold watch from his vest pocket and squinting at it.
“Don’t you dare go to the Columbus exhibit without us.” Mrs. Richmond shook her finger at her husband in mock warning.
“We won’t.” Mr. Richmond glanced at Win. “Perhaps Mr. Asher will join us for dinner.”
This suggestion didn’t appeal to Belle, but she had no say in the matter and kept a serene countenance. Might as well, for such was the way of the world, and women in her situation in life had best learn the art of blank-faced acceptance. If they didn’t, they’d get fired. Belle realized she was grinding her teeth again and ceased the useless occupation.
In spite of her inner turmoil, the afternoon passed pleasantly. Belle felt much more comfortable in the absence of Mr. Asher’s company, although she couldn’t seem to stop thinking about him. Still and all, she and Mrs. Richmond had already established a congenial relationship, and they both enjoyed looking through the rose garden. The weather was warm and the wind had kicked up.
Amalie lost her bonnet once and had to run after it. Belle bought her a pretty pink ribbon with which to tie it down. The small gesture gave her pleasure out of proportion to the deed itself. Nevertheless, this was one of the few times in her life that she’d been able to buy something frivolous for no better reason than that she wanted to.
Her mood elevated slightly after that, although she still couldn’t rid her mind’s eye of images of Mr. Win Asher. She wondered if she were coming down with some kind of malady. Sometimes when she took sick, she was subject to morbid fancies. Not that the image her brain concocted of Mr. Archer was morbid. Far from it. She told herself to concentrate on the Exposition and stop thinking so hard. She wasn’t any good at thinking, having had so little practice.
The three ladies had a wonderful time inspecting all the exhibits in the Women’s Department. “Oh, Belle, you look just like the statue of that Greek goddess over there.”
Belle looked and had to admit to a momentary sense of pride. The statue to which Mrs. Richmond pointed was quite lovely. Because she knew her pride did her no credit—after all, her looks weren’t her fault, but were a gift from God, her parents, and her other antecedents—she said only, “Oh, la, Mrs. Richmond. I think you closely resemble the Goddess of—” Egad. She’d been about to compare Mrs. Richmond to the Goddess of Fertility. That would never do. She pretended to get something caught in her throat and took refuge in a cough. “I beg your pardon.”
She was glad when Mrs. Richmond didn’t recognize this subterfuge, but patted her on the back in the time-honored and useless gesture intended to help clear a person’s breathing passages. “Are you all right, Belle?
Belle felt guilty, which was natural as she wasn’t accustomed to prevarication. “I’m fine, thank you. You’re very good.”
“Pshaw.”
“I was going to say,” Belle lied, “that you look very much like the Goddess of Nature.” She gestured to another statue, which was pretty in its own right, although the face didn’t do justice to Mrs. Richmond’s elegant features.
Fortunately for Belle, Amalie decided to join the conversation. “Do I look like any of them, Miss Monroe?”
Pleased with the distraction, Belle leaned over as well as she could considering her corset stays, lifted Amalie into her arms, and hugged her. The child was particularly affectionate, and Belle loved her dearly. “My goodness, Miss Amalie, you look like all of them!” she declared in her best rendition of her native drawling speech. “But I think you bear an amazing resemblance to the statue of the grizzly bear over there.” She gave Amalie a little squeeze and winked at Amalie’s mother, who laughed.
“Definitely,” agreed that good-humored lady. “Or perhaps the prowling coyote over there.”
Belle didn’t disparage the fact that Mrs. Richmond pointed with her forefinger at the statue to which she referred, as she had pointed to the one she thought resembled Belle. Belle was beginning to come to terms with the fact that the manners of her childhood did not prevail in the heathen North, and that ladies weren’t considered ungenteel if they descended to finger-pointing. Such unrefined gestures as finger-pointing and speaking loudly were not considered rude up here.
Belle sighed as a momentary pang of loneliness assailed her. Looking around at the crowds inside the Women’s Department, she told herself she was assuredly not without companions. That they were alien to her very heart and soul shouldn’t be a consideration. She’d made a sensible decision, and had best get used to it.
She consoled herself with the knowledge that she could speak to her family, figuratively, that very night, in the solitude of her bedroom on the twelfth floor of the brand-new and magnificent Congress Hotel. Plus which, she’d taken the precaution of bringing with her on this trip to the Windy City several letters her family had sent to her before she’d left New York. Belle was sure rereading those epistles would make her feel more the thing.
If only Mr. Asher’s proposed photographs didn’t loom so large in her mind, she was sure she’d feel quite grand in fact.
“I can’t wait for dinner,” said Amalie from the comfort of Belle’s arms. “I want to see Mr. Asher again. I like him lots.”
If Belle didn’t know the child to be innocent of evil intent, she might just have dropped her.



Chapter Four
 

Win passed an enjoyable afternoon with Mr. Richmond and Garrett, although he hoped none of the fair directors ever found out that he’d abandoned his booth to pursue personal business. Since they’d named him official photographer of the Columbian Exposition, they kept a sharper eye on him than they did other concessionaires. He had faith in his ability to talk himself out of any detectival questionings on the part of the directors, however, so he didn’t worry over much.
Mr. Richmond was as stuffy and self-satisfied as most men of his age and position in life and, therefore, he bored Win a lot. But the day was clear and not too windy, Garrett was an amiable and interested lad, and Win expected to see Miss Belle Monroe at dinner that night.
Not to mention the fact that his anticipation at being able to produce a truly spectacular piece of art seemed to be within his grasp. Life was grand, and Win intended to enjoy it all, even if he had to put up with boring businessmen from time to time. It was the boring businessmen of the world who had all the money, after all, and Win intended to finagle as much of the green stuff out of them as he could.
The fair itself offered guaranteed interest and entertainment. Even if a fellow didn’t bother to visit the exhibits—a supposition too ridiculous to be contemplated—merely watching the sights and spectators would keep him entertained for hours on end. The very smell of the fair thrilled him. Win didn’t think he was being fanciful when he told himself he could detect the scent of excitement itself in the air.
“One of these days, you’ll have to sample a hamburger, Garrett,” he told the little boy who, while he considered himself too old to hold his father’s hand, was more than willing to stay close to his adults. Win suspected he was a trifle too overwhelmed by the teeming masses and the unique sights and sounds to run off by himself.
Garrett tore his gaze away from the Arab merchant who was dressed to the hilt in his native costume—Win noted with amusement that Garrett seemed especially intrigued by the huge curved scimitar sheathed at the man’s belt—and glanced up at Win. Win grinned down at him, pleased to know his assumption that the mention of food could distract a young boy’s attention from anything had been proved correct.
“What’s a hamburger?”
“It’s a beef patty, cooked on a griddle and served on a round bun. They put different condiments on the bun—”
“What’s a condiment?”
“Pickles, onions, that sort of thing,” said Mr. Richmond, who also seemed interested.
After glancing at what appeared to be Mr. Richmond’s rapidly expanding waistline, Win wasn’t surprised by his interest. Pretty soon Mr. Richmond would have to abandon his belt for suspenders, unless Win missed his guess. He vowed that if he ever got rich, settled down, married, and began producing children, he wouldn’t allow himself to get fat. The likelihood of any of those things happening, other than the getting rich part, seemed remote at present.
“Perhaps we can do that tomorrow, Garrett,” his father suggested. Win thought he heard the gentle smacking sound of anticipatory lips. The lips were those of Mr. Richmond.
As they strolled down the Street in Cairo, a reproduction of a Seventeenth Century avenue in Egypt, Win watched Garrett discover new foodstuffs, unusual fabrics, reproductions of ancient Egyptian tomb engravings, paintings, amulets, jewelry, and images. Once, he shocked himself with the thought that it would be nice to show a child of his own this amazing spectacle. He tossed the notion aside with something akin to panic.
His mood of maudlin sentimentality didn’t last, thank God. Another one did, however. Every time Win’s gaze lit upon an object, he envisioned Belle Monroe and the Richmond children in the picture.
The woman was absolutely perfect. Physically.
Her personality was something else again, and Win hoped to heaven he’d be able to work with her successfully. If she kept her mouth shut, it would be easier on his nerves. When he concentrated on his project with her physical looks in mind, his spirits lifted.
She had flawless skin, which was a definite asset when it came to doing a photographic study. Her eyes were a lustrous brown, framed by thick, dark lashes that curled up naturally. These were not assets a professional photographer encountered every day in his life. Her shining chestnut-colored hair adorned a perfect oval of a face, too. Win could picture her hair tumbling over her shoulders as she tucked her precious cherubim in their cots for the night.
She should be wearing a voluminous night dress at the time. It would be best if the night dress were gauzy and rather sheer, but Win knew his public. They’d never go for the ideal American mother being a sexual object, no matter how she got to be a mother in the first place. Voluminous, therefore, could be achieved. Gauzy, unfortunately, would have to be dispensed with.
It was only when Win recalled her honey-thick southern accent and her tendency to panic at the least little thing—she’d damned near thumped him with her parasol this morning, for the love of Pete—that doubts assailed him. But he knew himself to be a smooth-talker. He was sure he’d get her to agree to sit for the study. And if, like artists who used brushes and canvases to compose their studies, he could persuade her to sit still and shut up, he’d probably survive.
The only problem as Win saw it was that he’d begun to envision another series of photographs. This series didn’t involve children. They involved only Miss Belle Monroe and the Columbian Exposition, with a few featuring Miss Monroe all by herself, and Win’s mind’s eye distinctly featured the series appearing in newspapers and magazines the world over.
Even though he knew himself to be a superb salesman, he had trouble featuring Belle acquiescing to this particular desire of his. She seemed the type who took delight in thwarting the schemes of others. He had a gut feeling she’d only agreed to the study with the kids because the Richmonds wanted her to.
That night he joined the Richmonds for a pleasant dinner at the most expensive restaurant at the Exposition. After they’d all eaten their fill and Garrett and Amalie tried valiantly to finish the ice cream they’d ordered for dessert, he proposed the second series of photographs to Belle. Win’s deepest misgivings about her were confirmed.
She stared at him, her beautiful cinnamon-brown eyes gone as round as the moon outside. “I beg your pardon?”
Win sighed. “I would like to do a series of photographs of you alone, Miss Monroe. I’m sure you’ve seen photographs of Miss Mabel Clyde.”
“I,” she said with a firmness that reminded Win of boulders, mountains, cement, and other immovable objects, “am not Miss Mabel Clyde.”
Mabel Clyde was the reigning queen of the chorus line. Her photographs appeared in newspapers and magazines everywhere, she showed up in more cigarette packages than Win could name, and posters featuring Miss Clyde were used to advertise everything from Pear’s Soap to laundry bluing products.
“Oh, Belle!” squealed Gladys Richmond. “What a wonderful opportunity for you!” She clasped her hands at her bosom, and her pretty eyes glowed with pleasure for her employee. Win deduced the two ladies had become more than employer and employee, and he honored Mrs. Richmond for her tolerance.
“Exactly,” said Win with conviction. He smiled at Mrs. Richmond, grateful for her help, although could tell Belle wasn’t convinced.
“I don’t believe I’d care to have my likeness plastered all over the world, thank you very much, Mr. Asher.” Belle turned to Gladys. “My family would be horrified, Mrs. Richmond.”
That was only an excuse; Win would bet on it. It was she who was the horrified party in this instance. “Think about it, please, Miss Monroe. I’m sure you’ll recognize the wisdom of this if you’ll only think about it.”
In a repressive voice, Belle said, “I fear I don’t have the requisite personality for such an endeavor, Mr. Asher. I’m sure Miss Clyde is a perfectly respectable young lady, but . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence.
She didn’t have to. Win could read her thoughts. She considered Mabel Clyde and all other women who posed for cigarette cards and newspaper ads—or who sang in the chorus, for that matter—little better than hussies, whores, and other varieties of fallen females. She was probably right, but that didn’t mean she had to be a fallen female in order to pose for him, for God’s sake.
In fact, the whole point of the study was to present the Perfect American Woman to the world. And, dash it, the Perfect American Woman wasn’t a whore! Win experience an urgent impulse to shake his finger under Miss Belle Monroe’s perfect little nose and holler at her to stop being such a prig. But that, as he well knew, would only infuriate her.
What he was going to do was chat with some of his buddies in the newspapers and with some of his successful business friends in the Chicago area. He and a fellow named H.L. May had collaborated on projects before. Win could imagine H.L. writing a moving article about the lovely Miss Monroe.
While Win didn’t know Belle’s story, he could imagine H.L. coming up with something—or making up something, probably—that would capture the public’s fancy and makes its soft heart bleed. H.L. May was good at that sort of thing. He’d been so good at it earlier in the fair season that he’d won the heart of Buffalo Bill’s premier bareback rider, Wind Dancer. They’d married a couple of weeks ago, and Win had photographed the event.
After he’d solidified his plans for the series of photographs he wanted to take of Belle and secured H.L.’s agreement to write articles to accompany the pictures, he’d approach her again. At the moment, he figured he’d better not press the issue. She was such a bullheaded young woman, he feared she’d entrench herself in a position from which her pride wouldn’t allow her to budge. “Why don’t we chat about it later, Miss Monroe.”
She sniffed. He sighed, but knew he’d only be wasting breath if he argued with her at the moment.
Instead, he rubbed his hands and beamed at the company seated around the table, most of whom were exhibiting various degrees of sleepy repletion. “I want to get a couple of shots of these two right now, if you don’t mind, Mr. and Mrs. Richmond. And then I’d like to get one of Miss Monroe alone.” He grinned at Garrett and Amalie, who’d given up on their ice cream and had begun sagging in their chairs, looking bored. They perked up as soon as they had something to do. Win was used to it.
In spite of the overstuffed condition of the five of them, they walked with alacrity from the restaurant to Win’s booth. Win unlocked the door and politely stepped aside. “Why don’t you and Mr. Richmond take seats on the bench under the window, Mrs. Richmond? I’ll take charge of the children.”
Gladys clutched her husband’s arm. “Oh, George, this is so exciting.”
George evidently thought so, too, because he fairly glowed at his offspring as they bounced across the floor in Win’s company. Belle took a chair close to the Richmonds. Win noticed that her posture was ramrod straight and she clutched her tiny handbag as if it were ballast and she feared she’d blow away if she dropped it. She didn’t remove her hat.
He decided to concentrate on the kids. Maybe Belle would relax when she realized what a benign business he was proposing. “I’m going to shoot two plates in front of my normal background, Amalie and Garrett. I just want to see what you two look like to the camera.”
“Won’t we look like ourselves?” Amalie asked.
Garrett tugged one of her pigtails. “It’s called being photogenius, stoopid.”
Win laughed. “Photogenic is the word you’re looking for, I think, Master Garrett.”
Garrett shrugged. “I knew it was something like that.”
Amalie stuck her tongue out at her brother.
“I’m afraid the children are exhausted, Mr. Asher. I don’t think nighttime is the best time for this ambitious project of yours to be carried out.”
That, as Win might have expected, had come from Belle. He sighed yet again. “I’m only taking three pictures tonight, Miss Monroe.” He spoke in a gentle, measured tone, so as not to offend her. She, obviously, didn’t care if she offended him or not, because she gave him a furious frown and sniffed. Figured. “I only want to see how the three of you look as subjects.”
“I see.”
The way she said it didn’t give Win a feeling of encouragement in his soul, but he wouldn’t give up. This job was too important to him. Besides, he could out-stubborn pretty much anyone when he put his mind to it.
It occurred to him that, if Miss Monroe couldn’t be persuaded to pose for artistic reasons, she might succumb to greed. He’d keep that option in his back pocket to drag out if he needed it.
“All right now. I want you to sit there, Amalie.” He gestured to a log he’d set up for his “rural” poses. He’d learned shortly after he’d seriously begun to consider photography as a career that the farther folks moved away from their rural roots, the more they clung to the vestiges thereof.
Amalie plopped down on the log. She was a natural subject, because she possessed no grown-up vanity yet and, therefore, had no self-consciousness. Unlike her nanny, who looked at the moment as if she wished she were made of plaster. Win heaved another sigh. “All right. Now Garrett, I want you to stand behind your sister. Put a hand on her shoulder.”
Garrett bounded up onto the platform where his sister sat on the log waiting for him. He lifted his hand high in the air as if he aimed to set it down hard, and Win hastened to say, “Softly! Don’t hit her. Just lay your hand gently on her shoulder.”
Garrett didn’t appear happy that his fell scheme had been foiled, but he did as Win asked. Amalie stuck her tongue out at her brother, who promptly squeezed her shoulder hard. Although Amalie winced, for good reason, she didn’t start bawling or anything, so Win guessed he wouldn’t reprimand Garrett. Anyhow, he’d learned the hard way that parents didn’t appreciate photographers administering disciplinary instructions to their precious brats.
Not that these two were brats. He hated to admit it, but Belle had been right about them. It was late, they’d been through an exciting and exhausting day, they’d just finished a huge meal, and they needed to get to bed. “This won’t take long,” he assured them all. “Stay still now, you two, and I’ll take the picture.” He ducked under the black curtain, pulled the chain, the flash powder exploded, and both children jumped, then squealed, then giggled.
“Good job, you two!” Win was quite satisfied with them, as they’d waited until after the flash to move. “I think the one shot will give me an idea as to how the two of you look in a photograph. You can come down here and sit with your parents now.” He braced himself and turned to face Belle. With the sweetest smile he had in his repertoire, he said, “Your turn, Miss Monroe.”
“Very well.” After heaving a sigh that told Win exactly how much she was looking forward to this ordeal—about as much as she’d look forward to thumb screws or the rack—she marched up to the platform, climbed the one short step, and turned to face him.
She reminded Win of a general facing rebellious troops. He endeavored not to grimace or in any other way convey his doubts about her. Those doubts grew larger by the second, though. She was going to have to relax if his vision was ever to come to fruition. “Um, can you put your handbag down, Miss Monroe? You can set it down on the log, if you will.” She was squeezing it to death, actually.
With ill grace, she complied with his polite request. When she turned to face him again, she lifted her chin, set her lips, and stood as straight as a string. Win suppressed another sigh with difficulty.
Plastering an encouraging smile on his face, he said quietly, “What I need for you to do now, Miss Monroe, is pretend I’m not here.”
The look she gave him at this suggestion confirmed Win in his opinion of her as a self-conscious prig. He didn’t give up. “Perhaps you can turn slightly, so that I have a three-quarters view of you.”
She did it reluctantly, but she did it. Win decided to accept small gifts and hope they’d grow in time and with enough verbal fertilizer. “And now, if you could bend over just a little bit—as if you were tucking a beloved child into bed at night.”
Turning to face him again, she looked for a moment as if she might rebel. Win braced himself. He got help from an unexpected source.
“You do that all the time, Miss Monroe. You tuck us in every night. And you love us, don’t you?”
Belle’s expression softened so suddenly and unexpectedly that Win caught his breath. “Of course I do, Amalie, darling.”
“That’s it!” Win cried in mounting excitement. If he could only get this woman to cooperate with him, this series of photographs would be fantastic. It would be the making of his career as an artistic photographer of international repute. “That’s it exactly! Now, turn around again, the way you were before, and bend over slightly.”
After shooting him a scowl, thereby ruining the expression Win had hoped to capture, Belle did the first part. He wanted to stamp his feet when she didn’t bend over slightly—or even at all. Restraining his impatience and irritation, he requested once more, “All right. That’s the perfect angle, now bend over slightly.”
Still she refused to comply with his request. A suspicion began forming in his mind. It was confirmed only seconds later when Belle muttered through what looked like seriously clenched teeth, “I can’t bend over, slightly or otherwise. I can’t bend over at all.”
Slumping with disappointment, Win grumbled, “Corsets.”
She spun around precipitately. “Well, really! There’s no need for vulgarity.”
Win blinked at her. “Vulgarity?” Did the word corsets equate with vulgarity? He gave an internal shrug and decided it must, where she came from. Dammit, why couldn’t she be from New Jersey or Massachusetts, or some other up-to-date state? Why’d the perfect woman have to hail from the benighted South?
Belle sniffed. “Yes. I don’t believe it proper to refer to ladies nether garments in public.”
Amalie and Garrett giggled. Win saw their mother give them a stern look, although she, too, appeared amused. Win might have thought Belle’s insufferable prudery amusing, too, if it wasn’t interfering with his inspiration.
“This isn’t a public place,” Win muttered under his breath. Because he didn’t want to foment an all-out mutiny on her part, he forced another smile. “Well, we don’t have to try for that pose this evening. If you’ll just turn to the three-quarters view once more, I’ll take this picture, and we’ll see how it turns out.”
“Very well.” She turned.
Win tilted his head and wondered if this was going to be worth it in the long run. Instantly he took himself to task. Certainly, it was going to be worth it. Hell, he was only a little tired tonight. All he had to do was charm this Southern belle of an ice maiden into complying with his wishes, and he’d never have to deal with her again in this lifetime.
Thus encouraged, he spoke in a friendly tone when he said, “Good. That’s perfect, Miss Monroe. Now, try to recapture that expression you had a few minutes ago. You know, when you were tucking your precious cherubs into their beds at night.”
He caught the caustic glance she cast at him from the corner of her eye, but opted not to react to it. It would behoove him to keep his temper, no matter how difficult a task it was. If he blew up, she’d vanish, and he’d never get to undertake the project that had become so important to him.
“Think of tucking me in, Miss Monroe,” Amalie suggested sleepily.
Now there, Win thought with some bitterness, was a female who knew her worth and wasn’t terrified of the world’s opinion. He wished he could borrow a portion of Amalie’s self-confidence and easy-going nature and sprinkle it over Miss Belle Monroe. It was a sad fact that life wasn’t that simple.
“I’ll try to do that, dear.”
The strain and doubt discernible Belle’s voice was marginally discouraging to Win, but she did a better job than he anticipated. As soon as she’d changed her facial expression, he ducked under the black cloth and pulled the chain. An explosion again sent the children into fits of giggles. As soon as the flash died, Belle seemed to do likewise.
Without even looking in Win’s direction, she grabbed her skirt in her hand and headed for the stair down from the platform. Win hollered, “Wait!” before he remembered with whom he was dealing.
His yell stopped her, though. She stiffened up like water freezing, and gave him an equally chilly stare. “I beg your pardon?”
“Sorry,” Win muttered. He hurried to replace the flash powder and slide another plate into his camera. “Didn’t mean to shout. But I want to get one shot of you and the two children together. After I develop all of these plates, I’ll have a better idea how to set up the composition of the pictures I want to take.”
Belle’s pretty alabaster brow wrinkled, as if she didn’t understand what he’d just said. Fortunately, she complied with his request—shout—Whatever it had been—without quibbling. Win not only hadn’t anticipated her easy compliance, but he appreciated her not fighting with him about it.
The children, needless to say, scrambled up from their bench and hurried over to the platform. Children were fun to photograph, unless they were cut of Mr. Wiggles’ stamp, because they were generally such egoists. Win figured that quality eventually got knocked out of a body, but while it lasted whoever had it was much easier to photograph than were people who were nervous and shy about posing.
Not for Win the stiff, stodgy family groupings of days gone by. No, sirree. Win valued the natural style of photography, and he was going to wrest some sort of naturalness out of Belle Monroe if it killed him. He almost laughed out loud when he realized that for Belle, acting natural was totally unnatural. Ah well, his was not to wonder why.
“What do you want us to do, Mr. Asher?” Garrett asked.
It was a sensible question. Win pondered it for a moment. He didn’t dare ponder too long, because he didn’t expect Belle to stay serene for very many more seconds. At last, unable to think of any particularly inspiring pose and deciding that it didn’t matter yet anyhow, he said, “Just stand together, if you will. Miss Amalie, you stand on Miss Monroe’s right side. Master Garrett, you stand to her left. That’s the way.”
On her own, Belle put an arm around each child’s shoulder. The gesture surprised Win, since he didn’t know she had any spontaneity in her.
As he ducked under his black cloth once more, he wondered if he was being a little too hard on her. She did seem to have established a certain rapport with the Richmond children, so she couldn’t be a completely stuffed shirt. Maybe it was only men with whom she got fussy.
What the hell; he didn’t care. He pulled the chain one last time for the day, the explosion made his subjects jump a little, and he felt he’d accomplished something important.
Punching the air in happy anticipation, he turned to the Richmonds, who had risen from their seats. “There. That’s all right, then. I’ll develop these shots and be in touch with you.”
The Richmonds exchanged an anticipatory glance, and Mr. Richmond asked, “When do you expect them to be ready?”
“I can’t wait to see what you’re going to do with Belle and the children, Mr. Asher,” Mrs. Richmond added with gratifying enthusiasm.
Good. Win knew that as long as he had the Richmonds on his side, getting Belle to behave herself and cooperate would be easier. “In a day or two. Would you like me to visit your hotel, or would you prefer coming to my booth? Will you be continuing your stay in Chicago? If you’ll be here for a while, I won’t have to rush the project.”
“Oh, we’re going to be here for another six weeks,” Mr. Richmond said, his voice rich with complacency. “I want my children to experience the Exposition fully. And Gladys and I intend to visit with friends and relatives in Chicago as long as we’re here.”
“Will you be coming to the fair for a few more days?”
“Oh, my, yes,” exclaimed Gladys. “We haven’t seen a quarter of it yet. It’s so huge.”
Grinning, Win nodded. “It certainly it. There’s something for everybody here. It’s the biggest fair of its kind ever presented.”
“It’s amazing.” Mr. Richmond shook his head to convey his sense of amazement. Win was interested to note that he still appeared self-satisfied and confident even when amazed. “Why don’t we pop in each day we’re here, and you can let us know when the plates are ready and when you wish to begin the photographic sessions.”
“That sounds perfect,” Win said, glad they’d decided on this course of action since he didn’t want to leave his booth for too long at any one time. “In fact, instead of waiting until these plates are ready, why don’t I begin with the family sittings tomorrow?” He knew that if he accomplished the free part of his deal first, they’d be more happy to lend their cooperation—not to mention their children’s nanny—to the rest of his scheme.
“Wonderful.” Mr. Richmond gave Win a broad smile, and his hunch about the free stuff first was confirmed.
“Great.” Win unlatched the flash plate from the side of his camera. “What sights do you plan to take in on your holiday besides the fair?”
“We’re going to visit my father’s cousin’s farm,” Amalie informed Win.
She sounded excited about it, and Win guessed life had changed a lot in the hundred and twenty-some years since the Revolution. It used to be that children wanted to get away from their home farms. Nowadays visiting a farm was something to look forward to as a holiday. “Good for you,” he said with a grin. “My uncle Charlie and my aunt Verna have a farm not far from Chicago. I used to stay with them during the summer months sometimes.” He continued working, dismantling his equipment and tucking his plates in his bag as he spoke.
Amalie was wide-eyed with intrigue. “Oh! Was it fun on the farm?”
Win thought about it as he folded up his tripod. “Actually, it was a lot of work,” he said at last. “Farming isn’t exactly an easy life.”
“But you get to ride horses,” Garrett pointed out.
His father chuckled. “That’s right, son, but it’s one thing to ride a horse in Washington Square for fun and quite another to ride a horse pulling a plow.”
Win didn’t point out that generally one didn’t do that these days, because he didn’t want to annoy Mr. Richmond. He said only, “Absolutely.” As he carried his tripod to the cupboard in which he kept it overnight, he saw Belle looking at Mr. Richmond as if she, too, wondered where he’d come by his notions of the farming life. He felt a little better about dealing with her after that, since she evidently had something in common with him. He’d begun to think they were about as alike as a polar bear and a Chihuahua, although he wasn’t sure who was which.
After he locked his booth up, he walked with the Richmonds entourage to the main entrance to the Exposition. Night had fallen, and all the electric lights with which the fair was bedecked lit their way. He noticed Belle gazing up at the night sky and said with a smile, “The city lights make the stars appear dim, don’t they, Miss Monroe?”
With a small start, she glanced at him. “Indeed, they do.”
“I like the ‘lectric lights,” Garrett said firmly. “They’re progress.”
“That’s right, my boy,” agreed his father.
Mrs. Richmond allowed herself a tiny sigh. “Oh, I don’t know. I think the moon and stars are prettier than electric lights.”
“Me, too,” agreed Amalie.
“I’m rather fond of the moon and stars myself,” Belle said hesitantly.
“I have to admit,” Win admitted, “that while I’m all for progress, I do think we’ll miss being able to see the stars at night. Should, that is to say, people get carried away with electric lighting.”
“Pshaw,” Mr. Richmond scoffed. “Progress, my boy. Progress is the only answer to the world’s ills.”
“You’re probably right.” Win wasn’t sure if the slight pang it cost him to agree with Mr. Richmond was because he was an antiquated reactionary, as he suspected Belle to be, or because it was really true that with every advance in technology, the human race lost a little bit of its history. Probably the latter. He really didn’t want to think he was akin to Belle Monroe.
“Sometimes progress crushes something beautiful, though,” Belle said so softly Win could scarcely hear her.
“Fiddle,” laughed Mr. Richmond.
“Belle’s right, George,” said Mrs. Richmond.
Win didn’t say anything, but he had to agree with her.
The children both yawned, which Win supposed was as good an ending to the conversation as any. He waved after the Richmonds and Belle as they rode away in the cab Win had flagged down for them. Then he stuffed his hands into his pockets and walked back to his booth. He worked until long past midnight, developing the plates he’d taken of Belle and the children.
When he viewed the result of his work, he knew that, whatever it took, he was going to have to talk Belle into allowing him to take the series of photographs he envisioned featuring her alone.



Chapter Five
 

“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Belle murmured as she and Mrs. Richmond and the two Richmond children strolled along the Midway in the direction of Win’s booth. “I felt silly standing there, staring at the camera.”
“Nonsense,” said Mrs. Richmond bracingly. “I think Mr. Asher is a brilliant photographer, and I think his idea for a series of pictures featuring you and the children is a brilliant idea.”
“Me, too!” Amalie, skipping along between her mother and Belle, was as bright as the day itself in her yellow checked frock and with the yellow ribbons encircling her pretty straw hat fluttering behind her.
“Me, three,” agreed Garrett. He was clad in yet another sailor suit this morning and looked as natty and neat as anything. Although Belle knew this condition wouldn’t last, she enjoyed seeing him thus for however long it did.
She knew for a fact that Garrett had at least four sailor suits, which seemed excessive to her, although she didn’t begrudge them to the boy. If one’s parents were rich enough to supply a clean set of clothes for every day in the week, why shouldn’t they? Belle herself wouldn’t cavil at supplying her own children with new clothes. If she ever had any children. If she ever had any money.
“Hmmm.” The notion of being photographed didn’t sit as well with her as the notion of eventually having children, even without money attached. She knew Mrs. Richmond was eager to have Amalie and Garrett photographed, however, and Mr. Richmond was eager to get a good deal. Yankees and their deals were another aspect of life in the North of which Belle couldn’t approve. Not that she had anything against saving money; she disapproved of flaunting one’s skill as a haggler.
The day itself was beautiful, however, and she eagerly anticipated spending another several hours at the World’s Columbian Exposition, so she wasn’t as unwilling to pose for Mr. Asher as she’d been the night before. There was something about being at a World’s Fair that affected one’s sense of what one considered seemly.
That, at least, is what she’d written to her parents the night before when she’d attempted to explain this new venture into which she was being thrust. “There’s something about this fair,” she’d written in her best, most elegant cursive, “that seems to be affecting my sense of what I consider seemly.
“While I would have been horrified if Mr. Willard, at the drug store, offered to take a series of photographs of me and sell them to newspapers, somehow having a series of photographs taken with Amalie and Garrett at the Columbian Exposition doesn’t seem so horrid.”
She’d pondered long and hard, chewing her pen and worrying, before she’d decided to allow that paragraph to stand. She’d already given the missive to the gentleman at the front desk at the hotel this morning, so she might as well resign herself to whatever consequences accrued from it.
Her ultimate reasoning for telling her parents about the photographs was that she imagined they’d find out eventually anyhow, if any of the pictures appeared in newspapers in Georgia. She knew from experience that it was better to confess one’s sins openly than to have them sneak up on one and attack one when one least expected them to do so.
She vividly recalled her brother trying to hide the fact that he’d begun smoking a pipe, only to be found out in his subterfuge when his trousers caught fire. It had taken a couple of weeks for the burn on his bottom to heal, too, and poor Paul had been subjected to dreadful teasing during that period. In truth, people still teased him about it.
The notion of having this episode in her life discovered and exposed, as if she were ashamed of it and were trying to keep it hidden, made Belle shudder. The fact that she was ashamed of it and would have kept it hidden if she believed it possible, was something she guessed she’d just have to live with. She could outright refuse to pose with the Richmond children, but that would surely put a strain on her good relationship with the family. A few photographs weren’t worth the risk.
At least, she hoped to heaven they weren’t.
The sights and sounds and smells of the Exposition fascinated all three ladies as they walked through the fairgrounds. Belle loved the Grand Basin and the Court of Honor, even if her beloved South wasn’t particularly well represented therein. The white City, which had looked magnificent last night under the glow of all the electric lights, still looked magnificent under the benevolent rays of the morning sun.
“It’s difficult to take it all in, isn’t it, Mrs. Richmond?”
Gladys, glancing around with her own eyes wide and fascinated, nodded. “It’s a testament to American know-how, as George keeps telling us.”
“Over and over,” muttered Garrett.
Amalie giggled.
Belle said, “Garrett,” in a repressive voice, but didn’t offer further admonishments since she agreed with the boy.
Gladys Richmond giggled, too, and Belle was glad for her own restraint. “He does carry on a bit sometimes.”
Deciding it would be best to change the subject—Belle didn’t approve of children taking their parents to task—she said, “After we sit for a couple of Mr. Asher’s photographs, why don’t we reward ourselves with a ride on the Ferris wheel?”
“Yay!” Garrett went so far as to throw his sailor cap in the air. He was unable to catch it on its downward flight, and an organ grinder’s monkey snatched it from the pavement and plopped it on its own head.
Naturally, this created an atmosphere of hilarity in the two children. Even Belle and Gladys were laughing by the time they got to Win’s booth. He stood at the door waiting for them, as if he couldn’t wait to get started.
Mr. Richmond, who’d had to attend to some business affairs before going to the fair, stood behind Win, beaming at his approaching family. His son ran up to regale him with the tale of the organ grinder’s monkey. Mr. Richmond’s hand rested on Garrett’s shoulder. Tenderness swept through Belle.
Sometimes Mr. Richmond seemed pompous; sometimes he seemed loud; sometimes he seemed like a money-grubbing half-wit; but he loved his family, and Belle honored him for it. Her own father loved his family, too. Since she’d moved to New York, Belle sometimes compared her own family back home in Georgia to the families she was being exposed to up North. She knew she was being unjust when, every now and then, her own family suffered by the comparison.
Realizing she was treading into unproductive, not to mention unworthy, territory, she decided to concentrate on photography.
Win greeted them heartily. “Ladies! So good to see you again!”
It was good to see him again, too, although Belle hated herself when she recognized her intrigue. She had no business being attracted to a damned Yankee photographer, for heaven’s sake.
He bowed formally. Belle realized as she watched him do so that she hadn’t seen very many Northerners bow like that. She might have believed Mr. Asher to be a superior form of the breed if she didn’t get the feeling he was being facetious.
“Welcome to my lair, ladies.”
Belle knew he was being facetious then, because he waggled his eyebrows like the villain in a melodrama. She sighed inside, wondering why Yankees had to make fun of everything she valued from her own Southern roots. Manners, for instance.
Mrs. Richmond giggled like a flirtatious schoolgirl. So did Amalie. Belle forced herself to smile at Mr. Asher. She didn’t think flirtatious behavior on the part of businessmen or nannies was appropriate.
“It’s a rare day,” said he, breathing deeply of the fresh morning air.
“It certainly is,” agreed Mrs. Richmond.
Belle guessed the day was rare enough. She didn’t think she’d ever get accustomed to the odor of Chicago’s famous stockyards that scented the air when the air blew just right. Or, rather, just wrong.
On the other hand, she supposed she did prefer the aroma of cattle to the stink of New York City’s fish market. The place nearly gagged her every time she and Mrs. Richmond visited it. According to Mr. Richmond, there was no better place to get fresh Maine lobsters, however, and he adored his lobster. Belle had to admit lobsters made good eating, although she didn’t consider them in any way superior to her native crawfish.
“Can’t you just feel the excitement in the air?” Win stood in the door to his booth.
Belle was taken aback to detect the note of fervor in his voice. How very odd. Or perhaps it wasn’t. Just because the man was a Yankee and attractive to her—two attributes she mistrusted a good deal—didn’t mean he didn’t honestly feel a keen sense of excitement about his work. Even Yankees deserved to take pleasure from their work, she granted grudgingly.
He looked at her suddenly, as if he expected her to answer what she’d understood to be a rhetorical question. “Er, yes. Indeed, the atmosphere here at the Columbian Exposition is palpably exciting.”
She didn’t like it when the look in his eyes changed from excitement to cynicism. Nor did she understand it.
“Right. I guess that takes care of excitement.”
He said it as though he thought Belle had squashed the excitement in the air all by herself, and she didn’t appreciate it. Just because she hadn’t known he’d directed his question at her was no reason for him to sound like that.
“All right now, let’s get started.” He seemed considerably more cheerful when he turned to deal with the Richmonds. “This is going to be fine. Fine.”
Thus dismissed, Belle wandered over to the chintz-padded bench under the window and sat. She felt left out, neglected, and misunderstood, and disliked herself for it. She was only a nursemaid and nanny. She had no business feeling left out of the Richmond family, because she’d never belonged to it.
Trying and almost succeeding in taking comfort from that thought; and also reminding herself that it was natural for her to harbor unsettled feelings since she was the first member of her family to leave her home state in more than three decades; she sat and surveyed Win’s small temporary booth.
For a temporary photographer’s headquarters, it was a sturdy little place. Belle understood from newspaper articles that the directors of the Columbian Exposition had built this fabulous fair in an area that used to be a swamp. Belle knew swamps, and she felt a little better with this acknowledgment of a link between her and her Northern neighbors. If it had been a swamp, the directors and their minions had done a superb job of transforming it. No one would know that this acreage had ever been anything but part of the city of Chicago.
Win’s booth had been hung with examples of his work. Because she didn’t want to distract Mr. Asher from his work, primarily for fear he’d get mad at her if she did, she remained on her bench. She gazed with interest at the various photographs decorating the walls.
She had to admit that these examples proclaimed Win Asher to be a very good photographer. He avowed himself to be an artist and, while Belle would have liked to find his reasoning faulty, she couldn’t. She noted with particular interest some “nature” shots. He must have used one of those new box cameras to capture some of the wildlife depicted therein. And that waterfall looked suspiciously like a photograph she’d seen of a Western waterfall in the Blissborough Gazette last spring. She remembered the picture well, because she’d cut it out of the newspaper and kept it, carefully preserving it between two pieces of cardboard until she could figure out how to frame it.
It occurred to her that it might actually be this particular photograph that had been printed in the Gazette. From what she’d gathered from Win’s conversation, he sold his photos far and wide. She experienced a reluctant tug of awe that Win Asher, the man standing not ten yards away from her, should do work that appeared in so far-flung a place as Blissborough, Georgia. Small wonder he found his work both fulfilling and fascinating.
With a sigh, she turned her attention from the wall photographs to the Richmonds. Wondering how long this would take really—Mr. Asher had said about an hour, but Belle had her doubts—she wished she’d brought a book along to keep her from being bored. She was in the middle of a rip-roaring story, King Solomon’s Mines, and would gladly have passed this time reading more of it.
She hadn’t thought to bring the book along, more’s the pity, and she resigned herself to several hours of boredom.
Much to her surprise, it didn’t take long for her interest to engage as she watched Win pose the Richmond family for a series of photographs. He worked effectively with the family. That bratty boy yesterday must have been an exception because with the Richmonds, who were reasonable folks with a sense of propriety even if they were from New York, he was patient and kind.
When Amalie wriggled every time he attempted to shoot the pose, he knew exactly how to get her to sit still—and it wasn’t by stuffing gumdrops into her mouth as that awful woman had done the day before. Rather, he stood up straight, placed his fists on his hips, and gave her a mock scowl. “Miss Amalie, I’m going to have to thrash you if you don’t keep still. I’ve heard of moving pictures, but this camera—” He patted his camera, as if it were a favorite horse. “—doesn’t take them.”
Amalie had laughed and behaved herself after that pungent comment. As she watched, Belle thought what a handsome family the Richmonds were. No one of them was strikingly handsome or beautiful alone, but as a family they looked content. Well-groomed, happy, pleased with themselves and their lives, they formed a perfect family unit. She wondered why Mr. Asher hadn’t chosen to use them in his cursed studies. Especially since the Richmonds enjoyed this sort of thing.
She noted with fascination that Win didn’t have the Richmonds stand in the traditional stiff pose used by most portrait photographers.
“Equipment is better nowadays,” he told them when Mr. Richmond inquired about this departure from convention. “Cameras are quicker. And you don’t want to look like a family of stuffed dolls, do you?”
“I hadn’t thought of it like that,” Mr. Richmond admitted.
“I like to show people in realistic poses. Maybe have Mrs. Richmond sitting in a chair reading the children a book and you standing behind her, looking on.”
At first Belle had been inclined to believe Win was wrong. Landscape scenes that look natural were all well and good, but a relaxed family grouping in a photograph didn’t fit her ideas of what photography was all about. However, the pose looked so real, and the Richmonds made such a fetching family the way Mr. Asher posed them, she discovered herself revising her opinion of the brash young photographer.
She didn’t like having to revise her opinions. Doing so was becoming too common a habit with her these days, and the tendency was unsettling. Every once in a while Belle wondered if everything she’d ever believed in was a lie, and she considered this state of confusion a bad thing. It was probably only one more manifestation of the strangeness of the Northern life versus the Southern life. Of course, she preferred the latter, even if she sometimes wondered why.
Oh, Lordy, there she went again: Questioning the values her parents had instilled in her. This was awful. She needed to get back to Georgia. No. She needed the money this job provided. That’s what she really needed.
Fiddlesticks. Belle didn’t know what she needed, unless it was a new brain. The one she had seemed to be perpetually muddled these days.
On top of that, when she considered posing for this proposed series of photographs, this so-called “artistic” study of the so-called “Perfect American Woman,” she felt more like a fish out of water than she usually did. And, since she’d taken to feeling like a minnow in the midst of a herd of hungry cats on a daily basis, the sensation was uncomfortable at best. But that was one thing she had some say over. She would not pose alone for pictures taken by Mr. Asher, no matter how “artistic” his vision might be.
Nevertheless, she sat still, back straight, hands folded in her lap, feet set precisely together, an continued to watch the process of photography unfold before her, and she wasn’t bored at all. Occasionally Mr. Asher would glance at her, but he didn’t say anything. Every time he looked, he appeared slightly unhappy, although Belle didn’t know why. She certainly hadn’t done anything untoward.
She would never do anything untoward. The most outrageous thing she’d ever done in her life to date was move to New York. Granted, her move had been monumentally freakish, but Mr. Asher couldn’t know that. Nor could he know that her move had stunned her family and friends and frightened Belle nearly to death. She wasn’t over it yet, as a matter of fact, and she didn’t think she’d be doing anything else even remotely out of the ordinary any time soon.
Except pose for photographs. In a way, these silly photographs were part of her job, though, and when Belle looked at them in that light, they didn’t seem so unusual and extraordinary.
Win worked with the Richmonds for a little over an hour, just as he’d said he’d do, taking six plates altogether. Belle’s back never got tired, since it was so well-supported by her corset stays, but she did finally get up and move around from time to time, in spite of her fear that Mr. Asher would get mad at her for doing so. Doggone it, her bottom got sore when she sat on that hard bench for a long time. If he didn’t want people moving around when he made them wait, he ought to supply a softer bench cushion.
She expelled a breath of relief when Win finally said, “That’s it for today, folks. I’ll develop these plates, and you can decide which ones you like best.”
“Wonderful!” Mr. Richmond rubbed his hands together in the gesture Belle had come to expect from him when he was particularly pleased about something.
She was glad the Richmonds were happy. She was also glad the session was over, because she was getting a trifle bored just sitting and watching and getting up occasionally to gaze at Mr. Asher’s landscapes. They were quite lovely, but they remained photographs and didn’t vary. No birds sang, no squirrels chattered, no bears growled, no grass grew, and no flowers bloomed. They were, ultimately, boring if they were all one had to look at for an hour. She wanted to ride on the Ferris wheel and see the sights.
“Say,” Win ventured casually as the family was gathering itself and its belongings together in order to take in the rest of the fair, “I don’t suppose you’d let me borrow your nanny for a couple of hours.”
Belle, who had been helping Amalie on with her straw hat, and who was eagerly anticipating getting out into the fresh summer air, whirled around. “I beg your pardon?” She didn’t want to be borrowed! She wanted to see the fair!
“Well . . .” Mrs. Richmond glanced doubtfully at her husband.
George shrugged. “If Belle doesn’t mind, I don’t suppose I do. What do you say, Miss Monroe?” He smiled at Belle in a way that let her know he expected her to cooperate with the nice photographer.
Fiddlesticks. She didn’t want to cooperate with the photographer, whom she didn’t consider nice at all. But, she knew, she needed this job. However, she also considered her job to be caring for Amalie and Garrett, not posing for a blasted photographer. She decided to remind Mr. and Mrs. Richmond of the latter. “What about the children? It’s my job to take care of them.”
Win looked peeved. Belle didn’t care.
“But George,” Gladys said, “We want Belle to see the fair, too.”
Belle could have wept with appreciation. She did so like Gladys Richmond.
“Of course, of course,” the complacent Mr. Richmond said. “And we’ll be sure she does.” Giving Belle a wink that she didn’t accept with gratitude, he added, “And we’ll be sure to take her up on the Ferris wheel. But Mr. Asher needs her at the moment.” Transferring his attention from his wife to Win, he said, “How long did you say you’ll need her, Mr. Asher?”
Win shrugged. “An hour or two ought to do it. I want to see how much I’ll need to adjust light levels and so forth.”
Belle had never heard of such a thing. If she didn’t know that Win had been chosen by the fair directors to be the Exposition’s official photographer and, therefore, a morally sound individual, she might have questioned his motives. She remained silent, knowing herself to be akin to a piece of furniture in the overall orchestration of the Richmonds’ life.
At least Gladys cared about her feelings. “Would you mind, Belle, dear? We’ll come back to get you before we take luncheon.”
“Having your picture taken is fun, Miss Monroe,” Amalie assured her.
As if a five-year-old girl could assess such a thing. Belle knew she’d be wise to put the best face on things, so she pumped up a smile from somewhere and offered it to the Richmonds. “Of course, I don’t mind. As long as you don’t need me.”
“We do need you,” Mrs. Richmond said stoutly before her husband could drop any more comments into the conversation. “At least I do.”
“And me, too,” said Amalie.
Garrett, being a boy and knowing that because of his gender he was a select entity and didn’t need anything, much less a nanny, kept mum. Belle wasn’t surprised, although she’d have liked to shake him.
“Of course, of course,” Mr. Richmond said soothingly. “We all need Miss Monroe.”
Belle decided she’d like to shake him, too. “Very well,” she said in a prim voice. “I shall remain behind.”
“We’re going to dine on hamburgers at noontime, Belle, and I’m sure you’ll want to participate. They’re new, you know.”
“I’ve heard of them,” she told Gladys, who still appeared slightly uncertain about the wisdom of leaving the nanny behind as she went off with the rest of her family.
Belle understood. She loved Gladys dearly, but the poor woman was hopeless when it came to disciplining her children. The decision had been taken out of her hands, however. Therefore, she turned, clasping said hands at her waist, and asked her torturer—that is to say, she asked the photographer—“Very well, Mr. Asher. What shall I do now?”
Gladys gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, which surprised and gratified Belle, and hustled her children out of Win’s booth. Mr. Richmond smiled his thanks and took off after the rest of his family.
Win grimaced at Belle, which prompted a frown in return. “First off, will you please try to relax? This isn’t going to be an arduous ordeal or anything. And the series I aim to shoot featuring you alone—”
“I didn’t consent to that!” cried Belle, miffed.
“Balderdash. Your employers want you to do them, so you’ll do them. Am I right?”
Yes, blast it, in spite of knowing the Richmonds would allow her say-so over the solo pictures of herself, he was right. She’d pose for the dratted pictures because she wanted to please the Richmonds, whom she not only esteemed, but who were responsible for her current status as—well, no longer dirt poor, at any rate. Belle’s lips pinched together tightly.
Pointing at her mouth, which made Belle take a startled step back, Win said, “See? That’s exactly what I mean. In order for us to work together, you’re either going to have to give up hating me or pretend to.”
“I don’t hate you!” Belle was so shocked by this accusation that she unclasped her hands.
“Could have fooled me,” Win grumbled. Shrugging out of his coat and yanking at his tie, presumably to get more comfortable, although the gesture alarmed Belle, who was accustomed to formal attire on businessmen, he went on, “I’m not really a bad person, Miss Monroe, and I have a reputation as a superior photographer to uphold.” He squinted at her. “But I get the feeling you’re not from around here. Perhaps out ways aren’t your ways.”
“Stop being disingenuous, Mr. Asher,” she said, vexed again. “You know from my speech that I’m from the South.”
“Right. Which state.”
“Georgia.”
“Hmmm.” For a moment, Belle could have sworn he was searching his brain for something nice to say about Georgia. If he mentioned the infamous Sherman, she might just have to give him a lesson in history. Apparently his attempt bumped against a wall, because he said, “Well, that doesn’t make any difference. You’re a lovely young woman, and this series of photographs I want to take of you will make you famous worldwide.”
“I don’t want to be famous worldwide,” she said flatly. “The very notion repels my sensibilities.”
“Your sensibilities?” Win gazed at her as if she were a strange and unusual life form. His expression and his attitude infuriated her.
“Yes. Just because you Northern fiends won a victory in the Recent Unpleasantness, doesn’t mean your victims need to change our ways. In Georgia, we value manners and politeness and courtesy, unlike some of you from Chicago.” She hoped she gave the word Chicago the proper emphasis. She didn’t really dislike the town, which was rather pleasant, actually, but she didn’t want Win to know it.
Win blinked at her. Ignoring the intent of her little speech, he wrinkled his brow and said, “The Recent Unpleasantness? What’s that?” Enlightenment struck, and he cried, “Oh! I get it. You mean the Civil War.”
Everything inside Belle went rigid with ire. “The War Between the States was not a civil war, Mr. Asher. The South was attempting to protect its very way of life, in case you didn’t know that. It was the War of Northern Aggression. The North incited the Aggression, thus instigating the bloodshed and horror.” She really, really hated it when he rolled his eyes.
She resented his next words even more. “Say, you’re not going to band together with a bunch of other southern belles and start robbing trains, are you? I can see the headlines now: ‘Jessica James and her Gang of Girls Shoots Sheriff and Steals Stash.’” He laughed at his alliterative joke.
Belle didn’t think it was funny at all. “Jesse James,” she said through seriously clenched teeth, “was from Missouri.”
“Yeah, well, wherever he was from, he blamed his criminal activities on us bad people from the North. It was a pitiful excuse, if you ask me.”
“I didn’t ask you,” Belle ground out. She held a like sentiment regarding the infamous James gang, but would sooner die than tell Win so.
“All right, all right, whatever you say, Miss Monroe. I don’t care. I know some folks love to refight the war with every waking breath, but I don’t. It’s been over for almost thirty years, and I wasn’t even born yet when it ended.” After eyeing her up and down and making Belle feel like squirming which, needless to say, she didn’t, he added, “Anyhow, my side won, so I don’t have any quarrels with you people down there. All I want to do is take these photographs.”
Belle was so angry by this time that if she hadn’t been taught proper manners in her youth—for example, if she’d been reared in Chicago or New York City—she might have stamped her foot. She had been taught proper manners, however, and she didn’t. Since there was already at hand an even better means of thwarting Mr. Win, “My Side Won,” Asher, she didn’t despair.
“This discussion is neither here nor there, and I personally don’t care what you call the War Between the States. I don’t believe I care to have my likeness splashed about in periodicals all over the world, Mr. Asher. I fear I’ll have to refuse your offer.” She lifted her chin and sniffed, which was allowable behavior on the part of proper southern ladies.
“Balderdash. The Richmonds want you to do them.”
“That may well be so, but they’re too kind to force me to do anything I find morally repugnant.”
His eyes opened wide, the veins in his neck stood out, and his cheeks turned a dull, pulsing red. “Force you into doing something you find morally repugnant? Photography? Morally repugnant?”
Belle doubted that he could sound much more stunned, offended, or outraged, but she didn’t get a chance to goad him into proving her doubt correct. At that moment the door to his booth burst open, and a young woman barged in. Belle selected the word barged unconsciously since, although she was too polite to say it aloud, she knew no other word that could properly describe the young woman’s behavior.
Her costume was another matter entirely. Belle could find no words at all in her vocabulary to do it justice. She didn’t know those kinds of words. But the woman—girl—Belle couldn’t decide how old she was, much less what—looked positively outrageous. Clad in a voluminous, multi-colored striped skirt topped by a blazing red blouse that was entirely too low-cut, both of which were held up by a wide red sash, and with strings and strings of painted wooden beads draped around her neck, she looked like nothing Belle had ever seen before. Not only that, but she was barefoot. Barefoot! And with her toenails painted a revolting crimson shade. Belle had never seen the like. When one added the garish yellow scarf holding her dark curls away from her face, and the paint adorning her eyes, cheeks, and lips—well, there just weren’t any words. Belle could only stare. It was impolite, but sometimes these things couldn’t be helped, even by a properly reared Southern lady.
“Win!” the person cried. “I’m so glad you’re here, because—” She caught sight of Belle and smiled. She had an engaging smile, but Belle was too stunned by her appearance to fully appreciate it or to smile back. “Oh, hello there. I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt anything.” Dismissing Belle with the smile and the words, she turned back to Win. “Can I borrow two bits, Win? I need to get my mother to the doctor. Madame Esmeralda locked the booth, so I can’t get at my handbag, and I need the money for cab fare.”
It didn’t surprise Belle that Mr. Asher seemed to accept both the woman’s precipitate entry into his booth and her outlandish costume without a second thought. Or even a first one. “Sure, Kate. I’ve got a quarter here somewhere.” He dug in his pocket for a second and came out with a coin, which he proffered to the woman. Girl. Oh, dear. “How’s your mother doing?”
Kate—Belle thought the name suited her, being short and sharp, as she was—lost her air of good cheer. “Not so well, I’m afraid. At least I got her away from that lousy bastard.”
Belle couldn’t help herself. She gasped.
Win didn’t. “Glad to hear it.” He even appeared to approve.
“She’s living with me now. It’s not much, but it’s better than having her live in that sewer with my devil of a father.”
Belle knew it was impolite to gape, but she couldn’t hold her gape in check. Never, in all of her nineteen years, had she heard a woman use a word like bastard or devil. Except in church. She was dumbfounded. Shocked. Aghast. Horrified. And a bunch of other words she couldn’t come up with at the moment.
“I’m glad she’s with you now, anyhow. Take care of yourself, Kate. Don’t forget, it won’t help your mother if you get sick.”
Kate gave Win a saucy grin and an even saucier wink. “Don’t you worry about me, Win. What with dancing for Little Egypt and telling fortunes, I’m making enough money to support Ma and me in style.” With a carefree wave, she left the booth as jauntily as she’d entered it.
It was only when Win turned back to her that Belle realized her mouth was hanging open. She shut it instantly.
Win jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Kate Finney. She’s one of the Egyptian dancers at night; fills in for Little Egypt. During the day she tells fortunes with Madame Esmeralda. Nice kid, but she’s had a rough life, and her mother’s been quite ill. Kate’s working like a demon to better herself and help her mother with doctor bills and so forth. I took some publicity pictures of her for the fair directors. You might have seen some of them in newspapers.”
“I doubt it.” Belle’s mouth was dry. She cleared her throat.
Win gave her a sharp stare. “What’s the matter, Miss Monroe? Don’t you approve of women working at unusual jobs in order to earn a living?”
“Approve? Approve? Why, I—I—” No. Actually, Belle didn’t approve. She didn’t approve of dances like the one Little Egypt was reputed to do, and she didn’t approve of people who gulled other people into having their fortunes told. As if anyone could predict the future or fortune of another. Why, it was unchristian! And then there was that costume . . . Well, Belle still couldn’t find words appropriate for that costume.
“Not everyone can be a nanny, you know.” Win waved his hand in a gesture meant to let her know she didn’t have to respond to the comment. Belle figured it was because he thought he knew she disapproved of Miss Kate Finney. Which he probably did, but he didn’t have to look so grouchy about it. She primmed her lips.
She saw to the second when inspiration struck Mr. Win Asher, because his expression brightened and he spun around to face her. She jumped and hated herself for it.
“Say! I have it!”
“You do?” Her heart had begun beating like Archibald Sturges’s big bass drum on Sundays in the Blissborough town square when the brass band played.
“I do.” He looked pleased with himself.
Belle didn’t trust that look. “What?” she asked doubtfully.
“I have a contract with an agent in Germany. Would you consent to sit for the pictures if I pay you a substantial fee and agree to sell them only through my agent in Germany?”
“Germany.” Belle blinked, unsettled. “Germany?”
“Certainly! Nobody in your life would ever see them if I sold them to Germany.”
“I suppose not.” She swallowed heavily. “And the substantial sum?”
Rather smugly, he said, “A hundred dollars.”
Belle had never even dreamed of earning such a huge pile of money. And earning it for doing no more than posing for a few photographs seemed incredible. “A hundred dollars?” She swallowed again. “Good heavens.”
“So?” Win’s dark eyes took on the engaging, pleading look of those of a hungry puppy.
Something occurred to Belle. “These photographs will be proper, won’t they? I mean, I won’t have to—” She couldn’t say the words.
Win threw up his arms. “For the love of Mike, what do you take me for? You’ll be fully clothed. I promise you. Jeez, Miss Monroe, these are supposed to be pictures of the Perfect American Woman. And I’m sure that woman wouldn’t walk around in public naked.”
Feeling defensive, embarrassed, and oppressed, Belle said in an undertone, “I only wanted to make sure.”
“Good God, Miss Monroe, do you think the directors of the World’s Columbian Exposition would have selected me to be their official photographer if I were a man of low moral character?” He frowned at her as if he considered her at least deficient in intellect, if not totally crazy.
Belle gave up. The Richmonds didn’t have to know the photographs would be viewed only in Germany. And they’d be happy she’d agreed to sit for the shots. After hesitating for another moment or two—she wasn’t sure she altogether trusted this man—she capitulated. “Oh, very well.”
Ungracious, that, but Belle had a feeling Win Asher didn’t give a rap about her mood, but only her compliance.



Chapter Six
 

Belle was absolutely right about Win’s concern for her state of social grace. She could have been the spawn of Satan and cursed him from here to perdition and back again, and he wouldn’t have cared. The only thing he cared about was that she’d agreed to sit for him. A hundred bucks wasn’t much, considering the stacks of money he expected to receive in royalties once the world got a gander at the photographs he intended to produce.
He’d had to obfuscate, but he didn’t care about that, either. While it was true Win had an agent whose headquarters were in Germany, Herr Schlichter handled the sale of his work to publications all over Europe, the British Isles, and the Middle East. Win suspected that with some fancy maneuvering, he’d be able to get Schlichter to play middleman with his agent in the good old U.S. of A., too, thereby technically complying with at least some of Belle’s beliefs, but also gaining Win a huge audience.
When viewed in that light, a hundred dollars was a pittance. He probably ought to offer her more, but he’d wait. If he let on how much he expected to earn from the photographs at this time, she’d probably run off screaming.
His conscience niggled at him a weeny bit about this method of achieving his aims, but the concept of this photographic study was too important to him, and Belle was too perfect for the role, to quibble about technicalities. He’d deal with her wrath later. Once the pictures were in newspapers and on posters throughout the United States and her territories, Belle wouldn’t be able to do anything but sue him, and Win imagined she was too much of a lady—whatever in hell that was—to do anything so unladylike.
He grinned inside when he realized that Belle’s gentility was both his curse and his blessing. “Great!” Borrowing a gesture from George Richmond, he rubbed his hands.
Belle still appeared doubtful. That was all right with Win. He’d get her to pose in spite of herself.
She cleared her throat again. “So, what was it you said about light levels?”
She had a pretty voice, even if it was slow-moving and thick with Southern treacle. “If you’ll please just go up on the platform and sit on the log, I’ll fiddle with the lights.”
As if she hadn’t noticed them before, Belle focused on the electric lights Win had installed in his booth. They were all movable, albeit with difficulty, but he wasn’t going to let anything deter him from fulfilling his artistic vision.
She surprised him by complying with his request without a word of protest. He’d begun to anticipate her fighting him tooth and nail every time he made the least little suggestion.
As he’d expected of her, she smoothed her skirt before she sat, and folded her hands in her lap. He remembered with fond nostalgia the series of photographs he’d taken of Kate Finney. There wasn’t a solitary thing about Kate that was stiff or stuffy.
Not so Belle Monroe. She was as stiff as the proverbial board, and as stuffy as his bench cushion. Win had no idea how he was going to get that damned corset off her, although he entertained a couple of pleasant fantasies, but he decided to concentrate on the lights today. He’d worry about the corset later. One thing at a time. He’d got her this far; he only had to use his intelligence, a little charm, and his undoubted ingenuity on her, and even so confirmed a prude as Belle Monroe wouldn’t be able to resist for long. He hoped.
After contemplating her for a moment or two, he left her on the log and walked over to his bank of electrical lights. He decided he’d set up the tall overhead lamps first. They were heavy, but he was strong. As he lugged the first one over to the platform, Belle asked him a question.
“Um, I’m not altogether certain what you plan to do, Mr. Asher. Would you please explain this series of photographs to me?”
“Again?” He could have bitten his tongue because the one word had sounded as if he were complaining.
But she only waved a hand in the air gracefully and didn’t look as if she aimed to march off in a huff. Thank God.
After clearing her throat, she went on. “I’m not exactly sure how you expect to use me to portray the Perfect American Woman.” She offered him a fleeting smile. “That’s a tall order for little old me.”
When she put it that way, Win’s patience reasserted itself. “Sure. Oomph.” He set the lamp down on the edge of the platform and fussed with it until he thought its placement might be correct. When he turned it on, light burst forth, and Belle lifted a hand to shade her eyes. “Sorry about the glare, Miss Monroe. I’m sure you’ll get used to it in time.”
“Hmmm.”
Right. From the tone of her voice, she was determined not to get used to it. Patience, he told himself. “Anyhow, I have a vision of these photographs as a symbol of America today; the Modern America; the America that’s become a leader in the world; the America that now rivals Great Britain in power; the America that bred great men like Theodore Roosevelt and Abraham Lincoln and—”
“Ha!”
Whoops. Wrong example. Drat his mouth. He had to keep in mind that this young woman was a relict of an extinct society, and that she retained its antiquated attitudes and mores. She was, in short, akin to an ambulatory fossil.
“Sorry,” he growled, peeved both with himself and with her. He didn’t understand people who insisted on living in the past. “But you have to admit that America has been the birthplace of a whole lot of great men.”
“Robert E. Lee, for instance,” she said crisply.
He opted not to rise to the bait. “Sure. He was a great general. Or so I’ve heard.” Personally, Win had no use for a man who’d fought to hold on to so evil a practice as slavery, but he wasn’t going to get into that wrangle if he could help it.
“And then,” he went on as he adjusted the lamplight so that it illumined Belle’s face the way he wanted it to, “there are the inventors. Robert Fulton. John Deere. Shoot, the folks who created this Exposition, for that matter.”
“Mmmm,” said Belle.
At least she dropped her hand from her face so Win could see it under the light. He decided not to push his luck, but instead to talk about what he was doing at present. Photography didn’t take sides in bygone conflicts, no matter what its subjects did. “All right, Miss Monroe. These lights get hot after a while, so I’ll turn this one off and set up another one.”
She heaved a sigh. “Very well.”
“You don’t have to sound like Joan of Arc being tied to the stake,” he grumbled, irked beyond reason. He’d meant to keep his fat mouth shut so as not to set her hackles up.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. “This is uncomfortable and boring, no matter what you think.”
He backed off at once. “I beg your pardon. I know the process can be tedious, and I appreciate your willingness to pose for me.” He nearly gagged on the words, but at least Belle appeared slightly mollified.
She lifted her chin and sniffed, but Win supposed he ought to be grateful she remained sitting and didn’t leap off the log and storm out of his booth. His next thought caught him by surprise, but he paid attention to it.
Perhaps he ought to be more understanding with the creature, even if she did represent a culture he couldn’t comprehend. Perhaps if he thought of her as if she were from a foreign country—as if she were a Pygmy from the Belgian Congo, for instance—he’d get along with her better.
After all, she was sitting for him instead of enjoying the Exposition. Win supposed that was something he should appreciate. And he did. Truly, he did. It was only that Miss Monroe and he seemed to get along together like oil and water. Cats and dogs. Fire and kindling. Fire and water, for that matter.
Nevertheless, he supposed it wouldn’t hurt to be a trifle more conciliatory. As he lugged another lamp over and set it behind Belle and to her left, he muttered, “I promise you I’ll make this up to you, Miss Monroe. I’ll be sure you’ll see the whole Columbian Exposition.”
“I shall see the Columbian Exposition without your help, thank you.”
She sounded like a damned nun condemning a sinner. If nuns did that sort of thing. As he lugged over another lamp, he held his temper and tried another tack.
“Arruph!” He set the lamp down. “You see, the series of photographs I aim to take of you and the Richmond kids will exemplify and extol the American family.” He twisted the lamp head into a position he thought might work and turned the lamp on. “Nuts. This isn’t right.” He turned the lamp off, twisted the head another inch or so, and turned it on again.
“If the Richmond children’s photographs are going to fulfill your purpose in glorifying the American way of life, I don’t see why you need a series of photographs with just me in them.” Again, she lifted a hand to shade her eyes. “That’s terribly bright, Mr. Asher.”
“Yeah, I know it is. Sorry.” He turned off the lamp again and this time twisted the head downward. “It’s like this, Miss Monroe . . .”
He decided to set up another light in a corner of his booth so as to cast more of a shadowy effect on the platform. With his back to Belle, he went on, “The Richmond photographs—with you in them, of course—will depict the American family as it is today: The beneficiaries of more than a century of innovation, industry, and progress—sort of like this fair.”
“Mmmm.”
“Those photographs will convey the success and happiness of Americans to the world.”
She gave him another “Mmmm,” and Win got the feeling she wasn’t buying his image of America as happy and successful. Damned southerners. It was their own fault if they didn’t like the world the way it was; they never should have developed a system that depended on slaves to begin with.
He opted not to go in to that sticky problem. “But the pictures of you alone are meant to depict the true beauty of America and the American spirit. It’s as if the images of you will convey to the world—”
She interrupted. “They’ll convey whatever that image is to Germany.”
Dammit, he really had to watch his step with this fussy belle. “Right. Germany. Anyhow, they’ll convey to Germany the full blossoming of American womanhood. You will be, to Germany, the epitome of everything perfect and beautiful in the United States of America. When people see this study, they’ll all want to move over here.”
She pursed her lips. Win braced himself as he turned on the light in the corner.
“I don’t know if that’s a good thing,” she muttered. “From what I’ve seen of foreigners in New York City, many of them are poor and needy. Don’t you think you might be presenting a lie?”
Win straightened so fast, he bumped his head on the lamp and almost sent it toppling. He grabbed it in time to prevent a catastrophe. The damned lights were expensive. “What? Good God, no! It’s not America’s fault that some people can’t support themselves. America offers opportunities to everyone! There are lots of immigrants in Chicago, too, don’t forget, and I know some of them have their troubles, but I’d be willing to bet most of those would have trouble anywhere.”
“Mmmm.”
Again, he got the feeling she didn’t agree with him, and he wondered if her being from the South had anything to do with her attitude. Although he imagined he was stepping straight into a puddle of trouble, he decided to ask. “I guess you folks in the South suffered a lot of economic hardships after the—the war.” He’d been going to say the Civil War, but caught himself in time.
“You guess that, do you?”
She sounded snooty and nasty, and her tone nettled Win. “All right, I’ve read about it. Is that better?” He twisted the lamp head slightly to the left and turned it on. Ah, that was perfect.
“I suppose so.” She sniffed again. “Yes, we in the South suffered terribly after the Conflict. Those of us in Georgia were particularly hard hit by that dreadful fellow Sherman and his marauding band of cutthroats, arsonists, and thieves.”
Win nodded as he contemplated the rest of his lamps. Tapping his chin, he pondered what, if anything, he wanted to do with them. He wasn’t sure he needed them, actually. It might be fun to take some shots of Belle outdoors. Now that he had a portable box camera, outdoor shots weren’t so difficult. “Right,” he said absently. “Sherman. Must have been rough.”
She huffed. “You have no earthly idea, Mr. Asher!”
That caught his attention, because it was shrill and vehement. He glanced at her to find her looking shrill and vehement, as well. He sighed. “I beg your pardon, Miss Monroe. I’m really paying attention. It’s only that I’m contemplating lighting at the moment.”
“Of course.”
Aha. He knew what he was going to do. Thanks to improvements in camera technology, indoor photography was easier than it used to be. With artistic arrangement of lights, it was possible to convey the impression of evening without using flash powder, which made everything as bright as day. Win thought the beautiful Belle would appear to great advantage in evening light. The notion appealed to him strongly, as a matter of fact.
Or maybe it wasn’t so strange. Win was, after all, a virile young American male. He appreciated women. He even appreciated Belle, although he’d like her better if she kept her mouth shut. Tapping his chin some more, he thought about lighting for another moment or two, then grabbed one more tall electrical lamp and began lugging it across the room.
“I beg your pardon, Miss Monroe. Tell me more about Georgia. I’ve never been there.”
“I’m not surprised,” she said, as if she considered never having been to Georgia some kind of sin. “My home state was devastated by the vile Sherman and his thugs, Mr. Asher. My own family’s plantation was burned, although the beasts were kind enough to spare most of the house. Of course, they looted everything of value inside it.”
He shook his head as he settled the lamp. He hated hearing these stories, although he knew them to be true. “I guess a lot of that sort of thing happened. I guess when men suffer from battle lust, they’re apt to do anything.”
“Southern soldiers didn’t perpetrate those kinds of horrors,” Belle declared.
Win slanted her a glance as he adjusted yet another lamp head. “That’s not what I’ve heard. Haven’t you ever read about Quantrill’s Raiders? Mosby’s Rangers? The Ku Klux Klan? Or Andersonville? Quantrill, Mosby, and the Kuklos were all southerners, and Andersonville Prison was right there in your own dear home state of Georgia.”
He noticed that her lips primmed up considerably at those sharp reminders that people were people the world over, and that no one group held a patent either on sanctity or immorality. He’d have smiled, except he didn’t trust her not to thwart him if he did something so certain to provoke her.
“There are, of course, exceptions to every rule.”
“Right.” Win left his latest lamp and went to his camera, there to contemplate the entire set-up. Ideas for photographs of Belle had started rampaging through his head, and he could hardly wait to get started. “Exceptions.”
Belle put on a martyred expression and cast her glance at the ceiling, as if she were being asked to endure unspecified but ghastly tortures. Wondering exactly how someone got to be like her, he stopped tapping his chin and said, “I suppose you grew up on stories about the suffering South and the evils of the North, huh?”
Although Win had thought she was already as stiff as she could get, she fooled him. Amazing.
“The South did suffer horrid depredations and villainies, for your information, and the North did perpetrate great evils on us.”
“Right, right.” He ducked under his camera’s black curtain. “Hold still for a minute, will you? I want to focus this on you.”
She did as he asked, although her expression was black enough to tar a road. “You have absolutely no idea what we suffered.”
“I suspect you’re going to tell me,” Win murmured from underneath the black curtain.
“You bet your boots I will.”
It was the first time Win had heard her sound as if she wanted to do something. Her attitude actually kind of tickled him. As he fiddled with the focus, he chuckled. “What I don’t understand—and I’m sure you’ll tell me this, too—is why you people down South seem determined to refight the war all the time. It’s been over for almost thirty years. Don’t you think it’s about time you got over it and got on with your lives?”
Her eyes opened wide—with anger, Win surmised. “I swear to goodness, Mr. Asher, you blasted Yankees have absolutely no idea what we suffered from your aggression! You speak of the Conflict as if it were a big joke, and it wasn’t!”
“Guess not,” he mumbled, still fiddling.
“I should say not. Thousands of brave young man died, thousands of children were orphaned, thousands of people lost everything they owned.”
“On both sides,” he reminded her.
“Ha! There may have been a few such cases in the North, but even you must admit that most of the horrors were perpetrated in the south.”
“Hmmm,” said Win. When Belle looked like she was going to hurl one of the lamps at him, he added hastily, “I’m willing to hear all about it, though. Truly, Miss Monroe, I’d be delighted to have a history lesson from a southerner’s point of view.”
At that moment the door to Win’s booth opened. Wondering if Kate had come back to bum another two bits from him, Win slipped out from under the curtain. He was disappointed to discover a complete stranger in his booth. Because he knew he had to, he smiled at the newcomer. “Good morning, ma’am. May I help you?”
He was even more disappointed when the woman turned out to be a customer. With an internal sigh, he turned to Belle. “Would you mind stepping down from the platform for a few minutes, Miss Monroe? I’ll be with you shortly.
Belle stepped down from the platform, but she minded a good deal. Blast the man! He was absolutely infuriating.
What was even worse was that Belle had often harbored feelings of resentment toward her family for doing exactly as Win accused her of doing: wallowing in old sorrows and not getting on with life. Now she harbored feelings of resentment toward Win Asher for daring to point out her family’s shortcomings.
She wanted to berate him, loudly and long, for daring to air one of her most cherished and well-concealed secrets. She wouldn’t admit he’d hit a nerve, of course, but she’d be more than happy to deliver his so-called history lesson. She’d give him enough information about his stupid North to choke him. Unfortunately, she didn’t get the opportunity.
The rest of the morning passed in a frustrating series of interrupted poses for Belle. Every time Win got her settled on the platform and she opened her mouth to impart some vivid history lessons to him, somebody else came in the booth and wanted him to take a photograph. By the time the Richmonds eventually showed up to collect Belle for luncheon, she was ready to scream, and Win looked harassed and unhappy.
Amalie ran over to her. “Oh, Miss Monroe! You’ve got to go up on the Ferris wheel! It’s such fun!”
Belle shot Win a scorching glance. “I’d love to, darling. I’m glad you had fun.” She lifted Amalie in her arms and gave her cheek a kiss. Darting a glance at Gladys Richmond, Belle deduced her job as nanny was safe for a while longer. Poor Gladys looked as though she’d been ridden hard through a deep creek and hung up wet.
Wiping her perspiring forehead with a dainty embroidered handkerchief, Gladys confirmed Belle’s suspicions. “I swear, Belle, I don’t know how I managed before you came to work for us. I love my children dearly—” She shared a sweet smile between her children. “—but they’re a handful.”
“Pshaw,” offered George Richmond. “They’re only high-spirited.”
Gladys shot him a glare. “A lot you know about it. You’re not the one who has to discipline them or tell them they can’t have all the sweets they want, and that they aren’t supposed to pick up the organ-grinder’s monkey, and that they really aren’t supposed to be hanging out of the carriage on the Ferris wheel.”
George’s complexion took on a brickish hue, and he glared at his wife. “Now, see here, Gladys. . .”
Oh, dear. Belle didn’t like it when married couples argued. And the Richmonds were generally the most compatible of married people. Considering an interruption in this instance less impolite than necessary, she interrupted. “It’s a warm day,” she suggested gently, still holding Amalie in her arms. “I’m sure tempers are a little frayed. And you must be hungry after such an exciting morning.” She noticed Win watching them all, and lifted her chin slightly.
“You can say that again,” grumbled Garrett.
Belle realized for the first time that the usually voluble Garrett had been silent since coming into Win’s booth. Now he stood aside, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his formerly natty sailor suit, and gave every indication of being unusually crabby. He was also filthy dirty.
“Goodness gracious, Garrett, what happened to you?”
Garrett shuffled his feet. “Nothing.”
“Nothing, my foot,” Gladys said, sounding more high-pitched and piercing than usual. “He fell into the Grand Basin!”
“Oh, dear.” Belle knew she shouldn’t want to laugh, because laughing at a child’s capers was the best way to turn the child into a monster. Therefore, she hid her smile under an expression of concern.
Garrett kicked at the bench under the window. “It wasn’t my fault.”
“Was too!” said his adoring sister.
Garrett reached up and hit her. Amalie started crying, although he hadn’t hit her hard, she was still secure in Belle’s arms, and it didn’t sound as if her heart were wholeheartedly engaged. Rather, her tears bore the earmarks of a perfunctory performance, aimed at getting her brother into more trouble.
With a sigh, Belle had the odd thought that she’d love to have children of her own one day and to be mediating their quarrels instead of those of the Richmond children. “Garrett, that’s not a nice thing to do. You should apologize to your sister.”
When Belle saw Amalie smirk at Garrett, she added, “And Amalie, when your brother is attempting to explain something, it’s not your place to interfere with his explanation. If you believe it necessary to add something, you ought to do so later. A lady doesn’t add sarcastic commentary to someone else’s explanations.”
She noticed Win looking at her oddly and turned so that she couldn’t see his face. What was wrong with the dratted man now? She wondered. He was most likely critical of her handling of the children. Belle decided he was probably one of those people who believed children should be given free reign when it came to self-expression, which she understood was called modern psychology. She sniffed. He hadn’t liked it much yesterday when that obnoxious boy was sitting for him and exhibiting his free expression.
Amalie had foregone crying in favor of sulking. She did, however, say, “I’m sorry,” in a muffled voice.
Belle eyed Garrett, silently challenging him to offer an apology to his sister. After heaving a huge sigh, as if he were only doing it under duress, he said, “I’m sorry.”
Neither child sounded particularly repentant, but Belle knew that they’d come to understand the importance of proper manners someday. Glancing at the children’s parents, she wished she could offer the two of them a pointer or two as well. The Richmonds looked as if they’d just as soon go their separate ways for a couple of hours.
This, she decided, is what comes of too much fraternizing as a family. It was much easier to get along with one’s relations when you weren’t constantly in each other’s company. For example, Belle was able to positively adore her family in Georgia now that she was living in New York. It seemed strange, but there it was.
Win Asher ultimately broke through the tension in his little photography booth. “Say, folks, would you object if I went to lunch with you again today? I have a couple of suggestions about the series of photographs I’m going to take with your children and Miss Monroe.”
As if he were grateful to have another grown man along to keep him company and add masculine support, George leaped at Win’s suggestion. He brightened and cried “Absolutely!” before Gladys or anyone else had a chance to think about Win’s question.
Men, thought Belle with unaccustomed cynicism. Rulers of the Universe and kings of the world. In their minds, at least. Belle was no feminist revolutionary or women’s suffrage marcher, but she sometimes got really sick of men always wanting to make decisions for her.
Needless to say, she didn’t show her displeasure. She merely smiled, set Amalie down again, wiped the child’s cheeks of nonexistent tears, tidied Garrett up as much as was possible, put on her own hat, and stood by, waiting for everyone else to direct her day for her.



Chapter Seven
 

“It’s like this,” Win said after he’d swallowed a bite of hamburger. “People keep interrupting me all day long in the booth. If we could make some kind of arrangement so that Miss Monroe and the children could sit for me in the evening, we might have better luck. I’m sure the process would be less time-consuming and frustrating for everyone.”
He anticipated hours of objection from Belle, so he turned at her and smiled. “Miss Monroe can confirm that I wasn’t even able to set up the lights today without constant interruptions.” She tossed him a sour glance, but he knew good and well she couldn’t deny his claim.
“Yes,” she said. “That’s so, although I don’t believe it would be wise to visit your booth at night, Mr. Asher.”
“Why not?” he asked, keeping his tone reasonable. “I don’t have nearly as much business at night. I’ll bring an easy chair from home so that if Mrs. Richmond comes along, she’ll be comfortable while we’re working.”
It looked to him as thought Belle would have liked to batter him with something hard and heavy, but she didn’t say anything. Hell, why should she? He was being perfectly reasonable.



Mrs. Richmond still appeared harassed. Win guessed she didn’t ordinarily have to deal with her children without Belle along. A snippet of respect for Belle and her ability with children gave him pause for a moment. Then he decided that respecting her didn’t mean anything but that the photographs he planned would reflect her way with kids and, therefore, be even more charming than he already envisioned they would be. He felt better when that thought occurred to him, since it didn’t mean he was beginning to like her.
She was too stiff-necked, prudish, silly, and—well—Southern, for Win to like her. That silly accent of hers was enough to drive a man mad, and her constantly harping about the Civil War was just plain nuts.
“I think that would be fine, Mr. Asher,” Gladys said at last, after gazing at her husband, children, and Belle for several seconds. “Would you mind terribly, Belle?”
Peering at Belle from the corner of his eye, Win knew she’d mind. Nevertheless, she said merely, “Um, no. I don’t think so, thank you.” The murderous glance she cast at Win patently denied her words.
That was hunky-dory with Win. He didn’t care if she minded or not, as long as she cooperated. “We’ll start tomorrow evening, if that’s all right with you folks.” Win believed in grasping opportunities when they presented themselves. He didn’t want Belle or the Richmonds to have time for second thoughts.
“Certainly.”
Now that he had a hamburger under his belt, George looked much happier than he had before lunch. Win decided to keep that interesting aspect of human psychology in mind. Perhaps Belle would react more pleasantly to his scheme if he fed her now and then.
# # #
As much as she hated to admit it to herself—she’d never admit it to Win Asher—Belle didn’t really mind posing with the children the next evening after supper. As he requested Belle and Amalie and Garrett to assume various poses, they did as he asked, and Belle’s sensibilities remained unruffled. Win worked quickly, taking plate after plate in the manner of a true professional. Well, Belle reflected, he was a professional. It was fascinating to watch him work. He knew what he was doing, for a certainty.
He posed Amalie and Garrett sitting on the arms of an overstuffed easy chair as Belle ostensibly read to them, and took a picture of it. Belle didn’t approve of children reclining on the arms of chairs, but she had to admit it probably made a fetching picture. He’d lugged the heavy chair up onto his platform with more ease than grace, impressing Belle with his physical strength.
He took a photograph of Belle showing Amalie something in the distance, which pose entailed her standing in one of his famous three-quarter poses with a hand around Amalie’s shoulder and pointing. Belle deplored pointing, but she didn’t object, sensing she would only appear ridiculous if she did.
He took a photograph of Belle welcoming Garrett home from a baseball game. Win had mussed Garrett’s hair and had the boy pull out his shirt tails, rumpled his shirt, handed him a bat and a ball, and even smudged his face with soot. Garrett didn’t mind, which didn’t surprise Belle since she knew little boys preferred being dirty heathens whenever they could get away with it. What did surprise her was that Gladys didn’t object. Since Win had taken the precaution of supplying his booth with a wash stand, basin, and pitcher, along with a piece of soap, a washcloth, and a towel, Belle decided she wouldn’t object, either.
Besides, Garrett looked adorable with his bat slung over his shoulder and his clothes in disarray, holding out a baseball to his supposed mother, Belle, and grinning. Win had also thought to supply the lad with a baseball cap, which Garrett wore at a rakish angle over one ear, so the pose looked authentic.
“Do you have a whole supply of costume pieces, Mr. Asher?” she asked at one point.
Still working with his equipment, Win didn’t even glance at her when he replied. “Have to. It’s my job.”
“Hmmm.” It didn’t escape Belle’s attention that he was a well put-together young man. She almost wished she hadn’t noticed. But the truth was the truth, and the truth about Win Asher was that he didn’t have the portly bulges that, say, George Richmond displayed. No indeed. Win was fit and trim and muscular, and Belle appreciated the result, although she didn’t want to.
He’d shed his coat, loosened his cravat, discarded his celluloid collar, rolled up his shirt sleeves, and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt in deference to the heat and humidity. Belle tried to find it in her heart to deplore this display of nonchalance, but she couldn’t. She was accustomed to heat and humidity, being from Georgia, but she’d been surprised to find the same conditions prevailing, to a lesser degree, in Chicago. She always dressed for the summertime in lightweight frocks and didn’t guess she had any right to criticizing Win for trying to achieve some level of comfort. At least he didn’t have to contend with corsets.
Corsets were a particularly cumbersome and uncomfortable accouterment to a lady’s wardrobe in sticky weather, but Belle had never, not even once, considered abandoning her own. Corsets were proper. They were de rigueur. They were like hats: you couldn’t go outdoors without one. Even if they did give one a rash on particularly sultry days.
Therefore, when after several shots taken with her and the children, Win made a request, she didn’t understand him at first. “Miss Monroe, you’re not going to like this next pose, but I fear you’re going to have to loosen your stays or take ‘em off completely, because you’re going to be tucking your cherubs in for the night in this next photograph, and you’re going to have to be able to bend over.”
Blinking at Win in confusion, she said, “Um, I beg your pardon?” The man couldn’t have said stays. Could he? She had a sinking feeling in her tummy that he could have, and had.
Gladys, who had been watching with fascination from the padded bench under the window and munching on popcorn out of a striped paper sack, said, “Do you have a place where she can change, Mr. Asher?”
“Sure.” He pointed to the curtained-off portion of his booth. “That’s my dressing room.” He grinned, Belle presumed because he considered it something of a joke.
She didn’t see any humor in the situation. After glancing down at Garrett and Amalie, who were having a wonderful time striking odd and outlandish poses for the fun of it, she said uncertainly, “Um, I didn’t agree to disrobe for any photographs, Mr. Asher.”
“I’m not asking you to disrobe!” he exclaimed, as if she’d said something scandalous. “I’m asking you to undo your stays and step into a wrapper I bought especially for this purpose.” He slammed his fists on his lean hips and glared at her. “We’ve already established that you can’t bend over unless you do as I ask. You’re not going to cause trouble about this tiny little request, are you?”
Snatching a handkerchief out of his back pocket, he wiped his brow. Only then did Belle realize that he was perspiring heavily, as if he were under great strain or had been working hard. Until this moment, she hadn’t considered how deep concentration on a photographic problem might be considered work.
Belle didn’t want to start an argument with him, at least not with the children and Gladys present. She cast a beseeching glance at Gladys, who shrugged. “I’m here, Belle. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”
“Why would you worry about anything, Miss Monroe?” Amalie, who had twisted herself up like a pretzel, asked.
Belle felt her cheeks get hot. “No reason, dear,” she said under her breath.
“Mr. Asher’s nice, Miss Monroe,” Garrett explained helpfully. He was, at present, striking a soldierly pose, and trying his best to look noble. “He won’t do nothing bad to you.”
“Anything,” Belle said automatically before she realized the intent of Garrett’s speech.
“Garrett!” This time it was Gladys who blushed.
Wholly embarrassed by this time, Belle said, “Thank you, Garrett. I never thought for a minute that he would.”
“Hmmm,” said Win, clearly unconvinced.
Feeling outnumbered and overwhelmed, Belle capitulated with as much grace as she could drum up, which wasn’t much. “Very well.” She sighed heavily. “The wrapper is back there?” She jerked her chin toward the curtained portion his booth. She might be willing to point for a job, but she wouldn’t deny her breeding and do so for real.
He nodded. “Yes. And I felt like an idiot buying the thing, too, by the way.” He sounded resentful. “I’m a single man, after all. I’ve never bought ladies’ wear before. It was embarrassing.”
“Not as embarrassing as this will be,” Belle muttered as she stepped down from the platform and marched to the curtain. It was the first time in her life she could relate, however slightly, to those poor folks who’d been led to the guillotine in tumbrils.
The curtain hooks made a scraping noise when she yanked the curtain aside and looked around. Yes, indeedy. There it was: A wrapper. Thrown onto a chaise longue which, Belle presumed, people posed on from time to time. She was glad when she picked the garment up and discovered that it was both voluminous and of a thickly patterned fabric; she’d feared Win might have selected a sheer item that she’d have had to refuse to wear. That would have been even more embarrassing than having to listen to him talk about stays and changing clothes.
Sighing heavily, she unbuttoned her shirtwaist, glad she’d considered the evening’s agenda as she’d dressed earlier in the day. She’d never have been able to get out of a couple of the garments she wore on Sunday, for instance. Not by herself.
With a frown, she considered her corset. Hmmm. Generally speaking, Belle didn’t need assistance in dressing. Knowing she’d have no family members handy to assist her when she moved from Georgia to New York, she’d altered her clothes so that she could don them and doff them by herself. However, she hadn’t thought to bring a button hook along with her today. She jumped and emitted a gasp of alarm when the curtain rod behind her made the scraping sound indicative of the curtain being moved. Holding her shirtwaist up to cover her bosom, she relaxed when she saw Gladys’s face peeking at her from behind the curtain.
“It’s only I, Belle. I thought you might need some help.”
“Thank you very much.” Belle breathed more easily when she realized the kind woman had understood she might be uncertain and uncomfortable and wanted to ease her discomfort. She breathed even more easily when Gladys unlaced her corset at the back and the garment fell away. Belle sucked in a huge breath and murmured, “Ah.”
“I understand that tightly laced corsets can be unhealthy, Belle,” Gladys said in a woman-to-woman voice she might use to a friend. “Perhaps you oughtn’t lace yours so tightly.”
Belle stared at her, and Gladys reddened once more. “I’m not criticizing, dear. I’m only interested in your health. I read about corsets in McCall’s Magazine. Health-conscious people are recommending we not lace them as tightly as our mothers used to do.”
“Thank you.” Belle was pleased to note that the chill she felt inside hadn’t leeched into her voice.
Gladys flapped a hand in the air. “Oh, dear, I’ve offended you. I’m sorry, Belle. It’s none of my business how you dress. And you always look neat and tidy and perfect. It’s only that you might be able to breathe more easily if you didn’t lace yourself so tightly.” She gave a short, artificial-sounding laugh. “I understand that ladies who lace their corsets tightly are more apt to faint than those who don’t. I should think caring for children would require a good deal of breath.” Frowning slightly, she added, “I thought I’d die yesterday when I had to keep Amalie and Garrett under control for a whole morning.”
“Yes,” said Belle, trying not to sound stiff and repressive, “Caring for children does require a good deal of running around.”
“Well, then, there. You see?” As if she’d embarrassed herself enough and didn’t care to do it any more, Gladys subsided into a corner with her hands folded at her waist. “That’s a nice wrapper, dear. It will look wonderful on you, I’m sure.”
Belle wasn’t. Turning to gaze at the garment, she guessed it wasn’t bad. Win had selected a garment crafted from a blue fabric decorated with light yellow stars. Not that the colors would show in the photograph. But it was rather pretty, especially with its lacy white collar. In truth, Belle wouldn’t mind owning such a garment, although she could never afford to buy one. She might be able to sew one up.
But that was a frivolous thought, and Belle was not a frivolous girl. She was a working woman, and needed to keep her family’s straitened circumstances in mind at all times. After all, they depended on her.
A tiny itch of resentment surprised her, and Belle felt guilty. Good heavens, what kind of an unnatural daughter was she, that she could even think of buying herself an unnecessary bed-time wrapper when her family in Georgia remained in need?
Of course, if the rest of them would get up off their bottoms and go to work, as she’d done, they might not be in such need all the time.
Belle slapped her hand over her mouth, as if to squash the words before they could leak out. Whatever was she thinking? This was terrible.
Before her mind could formulate other rebellious thoughts, she grabbed the wrapper from the back of the chaise over which Win had thrown it, and slipped it over her head. Oh, it did feel good. Cozy. Comfortable.
Maybe Belle ought to take Gladys’s advice and loosen her stays tomorrow. A little. It wouldn’t hurt to be a trifle more comfortable as she went about her daily business. Gladys was right in that caring for children was an energetic pastime; it wouldn’t hurt to be able to do it more easily. In fact, she might do her job better if she weren’t always out of breath. She felt more comfortable in her mind when she considered loosening her corset as being in the line of duty.
Win’s voice interrupted her train of thought. “Are you almost ready, Miss Monroe?”
Belle realized she’d been dawdling and hurried to button herself up the front. The fabric felt so good against her skin. It was a soft flannel and perfect for the photograph Win had proposed next. “I’ll be right there,” she called, forgetting to get mad at him for sounding exasperated. “One more little minute, please.”
“Mr. Asher’s got us on a couple of cots, Miss Monroe,” Amalie informed her in a yell, presumably so that Belle could hear her better. “He said he bought them special for us, for these pictures.”
“Goodness,” said Belle, glancing at herself in the mirror set up in the dressing room. “That’s exciting.”
She’d almost forgotten Gladys was still in the dressing area with her until that lady said, “I’ll just step out now, Belle. You look wonderful.” She left the dressing room.
She also left Belle wondering why she should have sounded so wistful. Surely, Mrs. George Richmond could have any number of pretty wrappers sewn up, in which to tuck her children into bed. Mr. Richmond, while something of a bore, was a genuinely fond husband and father. He’d never balk at buying Gladys anything she asked for.
It occurred to Belle as she left the dressing area that perhaps Gladys had been wistful about something else, although she couldn’t think what it might be. “I’m ready now,” she said, fussing with the folds of the wrapper. When she glanced up, she was alarmed to see all the people in the booth staring at her.
“Oh!” she cried. “What is it? Do I have a spider in my hair or something?” She batted at her hair, horrified that something of the sort might have occurred. Belle wasn’t fond of bugs.
Win was the first to move. He lurched toward his camera. “No,” he said. “You’re fine. Fine.”
“You look beautiful, Miss Monroe.”
Belle glanced sharply at Amalie, the little girl’s tone of voice having startled her. Good gracious, the child sounded awestruck. Looked it, too.
Finally deciding she simply didn’t understand Yankee sensibilities, Belle laughed indulgently and said, “Thank you, Amalie dear.”
Garrett yawned, from which gesture Belle assumed that he was unmoved by her purported beauty. She smiled at the boy, thinking how nice it would be to have a little boy and a little girl of her own; a little girl upon whom to lavish her womanly knowledge—such as it was—and a little boy to keep her vanity in check. She stopped before the platform, turned, and looked for direction from Win.
She was a little disconcerting to find him standing beside his camera, arms folded over his chest, scowling at her. Again, she patted her hair. “What is it?”
He gave a little start, as if her question had jolted him out of a brown study. “Nothing,” he said. “You’re fine.” He cleared his throat. “Why don’t you get up on the platform, Miss Monroe, and stand beside Miss Amalie’s cot.”
With one last glance at him—Belle didn’t understand why he looked at her so oddly—she did as he’d requested. Amalie was still gazing at her as if she’d been stunned by a hard blow, so Belle smiled down at her. “You look comfy, Amalie.”
“I am,” the little girl said. “When I grow up, will I be as pretty as you?”
The question so astonished Belle, she nearly tripped on her hem and went sprawling. “Good heavens, darling, of course you’ll be pretty when you grow up!” Because Belle knew, from lessons imparted to her as a child, that beauty was only skin deep, she added conscientiously, “You’ll be pretty inside and out. It’s the inside prettiness that counts the most.”
Amalie appeared unconvinced. She sounded it, too, when she grumbled, “I don’t know what good a pretty tummy will do me.”
Surprised by the comment, Belle laughed. Amalie frowned, and Belle regretted her impulsive laugh. Children often didn’t know how amusing they were, and didn’t like it when it was pointed out. She didn’t have time to apologize to the girl because Win interrupted them.
“All right, now bend over, as if you’re giving Miss Amalie a good-night kiss, Miss Monroe.” He still hadn’t ducked under his black cloth.
Presuming that he was merely seeing how different poses looked to him, Belle did as he’d asked. She bent over Amalie and put a hand out to brush the hair away from the little girl’s brow. She remained bent over under her back started to hurt, and still Win said nothing. At last, she glanced at him. “Is this all right, Mr. Asher?”
He jerked, as if he’d been lost in contemplation of the picture she and Amalie made. Garrett had sat up on his own cot and was engaged in making faces and twiddling his thumbs. “Sorry,” Win said. “Yes. That’s fine. Master Garrett, it’s time for you to lie down again.”
With a noisy sigh, Garrett complied with Win’s request.
“All right,” Win continued, “that was good, Miss Monroe—when you had your hand on Miss Amalie’s forehead.”
Belle brushed the hair away again. “Like this?”
“Right. Keep your hand there.”
She did so. Finally, much to the relief of Belle and her back, Win ducked under the curtain. “Don’t move!” he called. “Garrett, stay still.”
The flash powder produced its explosion, light jarred Belle’s senses, and Win called out, “Great! That’s perfect.”
She stood up and pressed a hand to her lower back. “Ooh, staying bent over that way was very uncomfortable, Mr. Asher.”
“Sorry,” he mumbled, fiddling with his camera.
Belle got the impression he didn’t have any idea what he’d just apologized for. She sighed, realizing she ought to have expected such a reaction from him. He was a decidedly single-minded young man.
“According to Miss Isabella Chalmers Primm,” Gladys said from her bench, “the longer a lady relies on her corsets to keep her posture, the more her back muscles will weaken.”
“Is that so?” Belle said politely, wondering when it had become proper to refer to ladies’ nether garments in the presence of men. Yankees. She chalked up all of these shocks to her nervous system to being in the presence of Yankees.
Still and all . . . Perhaps it would be a good idea to strengthen her back muscles. After all, one’s back was important to one’s overall health. At least, she supposed it was.
At last her abuser—that is to say, her photographer—stopped fooling with his equipment and turned to her. He even smiled. “That was good,” Win said. “Now, if you’ll move out of the way, Miss Monroe, I’m going to fix those cots in a different position.”
The session continued for another hour, until Amalie and Garrett started whining. Belle didn’t blame them; she felt like whining herself, especially when she had to take off the cozy wrapper and don her corset once more. That did it. She was definitely going to loosen her stays as soon as she got back to her hotel room.
Win foiled her fond musings. “Say, Miss Monroe, would you mind remaining here for a little while?” As if he didn’t care what she minded, he turned at once to Gladys. “Would it be all right if I borrowed your nanny for about an hour, Mrs. Richmond? I have an idea for the first of the Perfect American Woman series.”
“But . . .” Belle wasn’t given the chance to complete her thought.
“I don’t know,” Gladys said doubtfully. Belle imagined she was thinking about how difficult it had been for her to handle the children by herself the day before.
She said, “I don’t—”
Again, she wasn’t allowed to finish her sentence. Win said, “I promise I won’t keep her for more than an hour, and I’ll see her safely to the hotel.”
Gladys frowned as she eyed her children. Belle tried again. “I really think—”
This time it was Amalie who interrupted her. “We’ll be good, Mama.” She eyed her brother and said in a menacing tone, “Won’t we, Garrett?”
Garrett shrugged. “Sure.”
This support from her darlings gratified their mother. Gladys smiled tenderly at her offspring.
Belle was beginning to feel like a piece of furniture; a frustrated and angry piece of furniture. “But—”
“I think that will be fine, Mr. Asher,” Gladys said at last. “As long as the children behave. And Mr. Richmond will be there to see that they do behave.” She turned to Belle. “Is that all right with you, Belle?”
Finally! Belle opened her mouth to state emphatically that it was not all right with her, but she wasn’t allowed to speak.
“Wonderful!” Win jumped up onto the platform and shook Garrett’s hand energetically. “You did a bully job this evening, Master Garrett.” Whirling and grabbing Amalie’s small hand, which made the little girl giggle, he lifted said appendage to his lips and said, “And you, too, Miss Amalie. You’re both terrific subjects, and I appreciate your cooperation. You behaved exceptionally well, and I’m looking forward to seeing the results of our joint effort.”
Gladys beamed at him.
Belle did not. “But I don’t want to stay here for another hour!” she shouted at last.
Everyone turned to stare at her, and she felt like an idiot. At least she’d succeeded in getting their attention. Win glared at her. She glared back. “I’m tired,” she announced stoutly.
“But you promised,” he said.
“I said I’d sit for you, but I didn’t say I’d remain all night!”
“You won’t have to stay all night!” He sounded exasperated. Looked it, too. “For God’s sake, Miss Monroe, you saw how busy my booth is during the day. This is the only time it’s practical to take the pictures!”
Fiddlesticks. He was right. Glancing at Gladys, Belle thought she detected a pinch of disappointment on that good woman’s face. Perfect. Now Belle was not merely an idiot, but an inconsiderate one as well.
Feeling as if the fates were conspiring against her and resenting it, she acquiesced. “Oh, very well. I’ll stay for another hour.”
“I don’t know why you’re being so reluctant,” Win said grouchily. “The children are having fun. Why can’t you have fun?”
“It is fun,” Amalie agreed.
“Yeah,” said Garrett. “It’s loads of fun. I can’t wait to see the pictures.”
Gladys remained silent, a consideration Belle appreciated. She tried to come up with a pleasant expression, for Gladys’s sake. “I’ll be fine.” Her smile felt like a grimace. “And I won’t be longer than an hour.” Shooting Win a ferocious glare, she asked through gritted teeth, “Will I?”
He snarled, “Oh, for God’s—” He sucked in a gallon or two of air. “No. I won’t keep you for more than an hour. And I’ll see you to the door of your hotel room.”
“We have a suite at the St. Clair,” Gladys said helpfully.
Win’s smile for her appeared quite friendly, which Belle didn’t understand. It was she, after all, who was the one being detained and persecuted—er, she meant photographed—after all.
Garrett, Amalie, and Gladys all waved as they left the booth. Belle waved back, feeling as though her last friend on earth had deserted her.
From the look Win cast at her after the door to his booth closed, he felt the same way.
For land’s sake, that wasn’t fair. A body would think she was being difficult, and she wasn’t. She was doing him a favor, in fact. For a hundred dollars.
Bother. For the first time in her life, Belle wondered if people were right when they claimed the love of money was the root of all evil.



Chapter Eight
 

“No,” Belle said as she walked along the Midway beside Gladys, “it wasn’t too bad.” It was the morning following her evening of martyrdom, and Belle needed approval of her sacrifice, although it hadn’t felt much like a sacrifice after the first few minutes.
“I’m glad, dear. I felt badly, leaving you that way.”
“Me, too,” said Amalie, who didn’t look as if she’d felt badly at all. She was skipping along, as bright and eager as ever, her blue eyes sparkling.
The truth was that Belle had enjoyed her time alone with Win. She was ashamed of herself for it. He’d treated her as if she were special, which was a novelty in Belle’s experience. She’d been thinking about it all morning long, in fact, because according to all the values she’d been taught as a child, being treated as if she were special shouldn’t have been such a blamed novelty. According to what she’d been taught, southern ladies were special, and southern gentlemen treated them as such. But it had been Win Asher, a blasted northerner, who’s pointed out her own lack of special treatment. Fiddlesticks. Still, it had been a pleasant change for Belle.
What had been really wonderful was that he’d taken her up on the Ferris wheel after she’d posed for him. Now that had been truly special. The fact that they’d been in the carriage with fifty-eight others had removed any hint of impropriety, too, even though they had been sitting rather close to one another. Belle got tingles when she thought about it. She knew that was a bad thing and tried to stop it but couldn’t.
She, Gladys, and the children spent an enjoyable morning taking in the sights, sounds, and tastes of the Columbian Exposition. Belle was especially taken with the African village, with its tribe of Zulu warriors. Or perhaps they weren’t warriors. They appeared exotic and dangerous, whatever they were.
“Oh, boy, I wish I was an African,” Garrett whispered as he stared with round eyes and glowing cheeks at the enormous spears carried by the tribesmen.
“Good heavens, Garrett!” Belle exclaimed, astounded. She couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to give up civilization for barbarism.
Eyeing the spearsmen more closely, she decided at last that she could understand the appeal such a life might have for a small boy child. He could run around practically naked, act like a perfect savage, kill wild animals, and tell tall tales about his heroic deeds, and people would praise him instead of making him change his clothes, bathe, and behave himself.
While she’d lived in Georgia, she’d never once thought that other ways of life might be as precious to those living them as hers was to her. It almost, but not quite, gave her a better opinion of Yankees. Wherever she lived, Belle still thought she’d prefer a life lived around people with manners and consideration for others.
A light breeze blew in from Lake Michigan, carrying with it the tang of the open sea to Belle’s fanciful mind. She’d seen the ocean a couple of times, but this lake was at least as impressive as the glimpses she’d had of the Atlantic Ocean. Gulls and other sea birds apparently thought the same thing, because they resided on Lake Michigan, too. As well, there were ducks and geese and any number of other birds flying around, searching for food.
Pickings were good for the birds, what with crumbs of bread and kernels of popped corn being dropped by fair goers all day and practically all night. Belle’s rebelliously single-minded brain returned to the Ferris wheel, and she sighed dreamily.
“What is it, Belle?”
Turning to Gladys, Belle was embarrassed to find that she was being scrutinized by that lovely lady. “Oh, nothing,” she said, trying for an airy note. “I was just thinking about . . . something.”
Gladys was silent for a moment. Amalie and Garrett were so busy taking in the sights and sounds of the fair that they weren’t paying any attention to their adults. Mr. Richmond had gone off to some office somewhere in Chicago to transact business, so the ladies and Garrett were on their own today. Belle preferred it this way. Men only got in the way. Most men. Most of the time.
Win Asher hadn’t been in the way last night. In fact, he’d definitely added to the enjoyment of Belle’s evening.
“Mr. Asher is a good-looking man, Belle.”
Gladys’s comment hit Belle’s eardrums with a thud, and she gave a visible start. She whipped her head around and gaped at Gladys. “I beg your pardon?”
Gladys smiled sweetly. “You heard me, Belle. I said I think Mr. Asher is a very good-looking man. He also has a good business, from the looks of things, and his prospects appear quite superior, particularly since he’s in an unusual line of work. A girl could do worse.”
What girl? Belle blinked at her employer, not sure she’d understood Gladys’s message. Although she wasn’t in the habit of repeating herself, and she possessed a quick mind and a sprightly turn of phrase under most conditions, the only thing she could think to say at the moment was another, “I beg your pardon?”
Gladys took Belle’s arm in a tender grip. “Belle, Belle, you’ve been mooning around all morning long. I hope you won’t allow yourself to fall too hard for the photographer, dear. At least not until we know more about him. He seems like a good man, but one can never tell about these things. I’ll be happy to check into his background if you really think you’re interested in him.”
More horrified than stunned, Belle could only continue to stare at Gladys for several seconds. Fortunately for her, the children were absorbed in watching a couple of peacocks spread their tails for a peahen who was strolling nearby and trying to appear disinterested.
It took Belle almost a full thirty seconds to collect her staggered senses before she burst out, “Good gracious sakes alive, Mrs. Richmond! Whatever are you thinking?”
Gladys sighed. “I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to upset you. But I did think I detected a certain amount of mutual interest on both your parts.”
The weather on this typical Chicago summer morning was already moist and quite warm. Now Belle discovered she needed to fan her face, which had taken to burning like a hot coal. She wouldn’t have been surprised if steam had risen from the tip of her nose or her chin. She fumbled in her reticule for a few moments before she yanked out her fan and applied it vigorously. “Land’s sake, Mrs. Richmond—”
“Will you please call me Gladys, Belle? Mrs. Richmond is my mother-in-law, and I’m not that lady, however fine and good she is.” Gladys shuddered eloquently. “Besides,” she added, sounding almost as if her feelings were hurt, “I consider us much more than employer and employee, Belle. I would like you to consider me your friend.”
Belle might have laughed—as, most likely, Gladys had intended she do—if she weren’t in such a state of shock. “But Mrs.—er, I mean Gladys, I assure you, I’m not interested in Mr. Asher. Nor,” she amended, trying not to sound bitter about it, “is he interested in me.”
“Whatever you say, dear.” Gladys patted her on the arm. “But I have eyes. Whatever his intentions, if it turns out that they are dishonorable, I want you to tell me, Belle. Please promise me that.”
“What?” Unaccustomed to shrieking in public, Belle was aghast at the ghastly noise she’d just made. She was even more aghast when people turned to look at her.
“Gee whiz, Miss Monroe, did a wasp sting you?” Garrett appeared more fascinated than distressed by the prospect. “Can I see?”
Amalie whacked her brother on the shoulder. “That’s not nice, Garrett!” Before Belle could take her to task for resorting to violence on her behalf, Amalie looked up at her in sincere concern. “What’s the matter, Miss Monroe? Did a wasp sting you?”
Belle would have liked to tell her what the matter was, but she didn’t know what to say. Words swirled around in her head, but none of them fell into coherent sentence order. “I—er—um . . .”
“It’s nothing, children,” Gladys said, taking pity on Belle. With a huff, Garrett grumbled, “That was a heck of a noise for nothin’.”
Amalie hit him again. “Don’t say heck, Garrett! That’s swearing!”
Garrett raised his arm to strike back, and Belle snapped out of her stupor. Her hand whipped out like lightning and grabbed Garrett’s wrist before he could lay his sister out on the Midway. “That’s enough of that, Garrett.”
“But she started it!”
“Yes, dear, I know.” Belle turned and frowned down at Amalie, whose expression had taken on a mulish cast. “Amalie, it is very unladylike to strike another person, especially if he has done nothing to you.”
“But he said—”
“Enough of that.” Belle released Garrett’s wrist when she judged he was under control. “Never strike another person, Amalie. It’s wrong and bad, and I’m disappointed in you.”
“As am I,” said Amalie’s mother, who was a good support in disciplinary matters, even if she couldn’t have controlled her own children with an electrified cattle prod of the sort they’d seen in the Agricultural Building.
Amalie’s stubborn expression didn’t abate appreciably.
Determining Amalie was under control, if not happy about it, Belle turned her attention to Garrett. “And as for you, young man, you ought to be ashamed of yourself. No matter what the provocation, a proper gentleman never strikes a lady.”
“You just said she’s not a lady,” Garrett pointed out sulkily. “She’s just a bratty little girl.”
“I am not!”
“Are too!”
“Am not!”
In an effort to forestall a fruitless argument, Belle swept Amalie up into her arms. “That’s enough from both of you.”
“I should say so!” Gladys, frowning as fiercely as someone of her gentle disposition could, grasped Garrett by the hand. He tried to pull away, but she held fast. “No, young man. If you can’t behave in a manner that doesn’t put your parents to shame, I shall hold your hand until you can.”
Emitting a noise that sounded like a cross between a whine and a snarl, Garrett subsided. Belle tried not to smile, but she recognized his expression as one of sublime frustration. She was also extremely grateful to the children for interrupting what had become a disturbing conversation.
She was appalled to learn that her private feelings about Win Asher were so plainly discernible, at least by Gladys. Not, naturally, that she had any private feelings about him. True, she’d enjoyed herself with him last night, but she’d enjoyed herself with lots of young men before. She was, after all, a Monroe from Blissborough, and thus sought after by the swain of Blissborough and its surrounding towns and villages.
It was also true, unfortunately, that her family had no money, but they had an old and honorable name, and Belle had been sought by plenty of men. The fact that she hadn’t taken to any of them—indeed, that she’d found them all flat and uninspiring—didn’t mean a thing, except that her standards were high.
And the very notion of falling for a Yankee was enough to make a young southern lady faint dead away.
Except that Belle, in a gesture so extravagant as to have given her palpitations at the time, had dispensed with her corset this morning. With an internal grin, she guessed she wouldn’t do any fainting today.
She’d intended merely to loosen her stays a bit. But the weather had boded miserably hot and humid again, and after considering the matter long and hard, she’d decided to take the outrageous step of discarding the garment altogether. She’d been scared to death for the first hour or two of her day, until she realized nobody seemed to have noticed her shocking behavior.
Life was infinitely more comfortable without a corset. Of course, it helped that Belle possessed a slim figure and had no unsightly bulges or protuberances that might have embarrassed her if they’d been displayed to the general public.
The Richmonds and Belle been strolling along the Midway Plaisance, on their way to Win’s booth. They continued to do so in their new configuration—Amalie in Belle’s arms and Garrett’s hand being held by his mother—for several more minutes before Gladys spoke again. Belle wished she hadn’t once she heard what she had to say.
“I’m sorry if I disconcerted you, Belle. If you’d like to chat with me about anything, including Mr. Asher, please don’t be shy about it.” She gave Belle such a speaking look that Belle felt herself blush again.
“Truly, Gladys, there’s nothing to talk about,” she muttered under her breath, wishing she believed it. The truth of the matter was that she’d been thinking about Mr. Win Asher a lot these past couple of days. She’d also believed that her innermost thoughts were hers alone; she’d had no idea Gladys had stumbled on to her secret.
Gladys kept gazing at her in a manner that let Belle know she didn’t believe a word of it, and it was all Belle could do not to twitch and squirm. As luck would have it, she spotted a booth that made her thoughts careen in an entirely different direction.
“Oh, look over there!” Because Amalie was in her arms, and Belle was in the North where her parents couldn’t see her, she pointed. “That’s Madame Esmeralda’s Fortune-Telling Booth.”
“So I see,” said Gladys, who sounded as if she didn’t understand Belle’s fascination with the place.
“I met a young woman in Mr. Asher’s shop who works there. She dances at night at the Egyptian Palace and tells fortunes during the day.” She paused, wondering if she should impart any of her initial impressions of the young woman.
“Really?” Gladys sounded interested, so Belle went ahead and gave her companions a vivid description of Miss Finney’s attire at the time of their meeting. She left out the fact that Miss Finney had used profanity, since Belle cringed inside every time she relived the incident.
“What’s a fortune teller?” Amalie asked.
“Well,” said Belle, glad for this diversion in the conversation. She really didn’t want to talk about Win Asher with Gladys. Or anyone else. “There are some people who claim they can tell a person’s future by reading palms or looking into crystal balls. I think they also deal out different kinds of cards and claim they can read a person’s future in the results.”
“Cards?” Garrett scoffed. “So, if I deal a couple of kings, does that mean I’m going to rule America?”
“Not that kind of cards,” His mother said. “I think the cards fortune tellers use have different pictures on them.”
“Oh.” Garrett glared at his hand, which his mother still held in a grip from which he couldn’t extricate himself. Belle deduced he didn’t like it that his sarcastic comment had been demolished so neatly.
“Can fortune tellers really tell the future?” Amalie was obviously fascinated by the prospect.
“Certainly not, dear,” Belle said with conviction. “But some people pay them lots of money in hopes that they can. Some people don’t like the idea of the future taking care of itself, but want to know what’s going to happen to them ahead of time.”
“It’s all bunkum,” Garrett stated positively. “Papa said so.”
“Hmmm,” said Gladys, as if she wasn’t as willing as her son to take her husband’s word as Gospel.
“I’m sure your papa is right, Garrett,” said Belle. “But lots of people like to believe in fortune-telling, because they want to think they have some control over their lives. Or they want to prepare for what they think is coming.” She was getting confused. “Or something like that.”
“It sounds like fun,” Amalie said after pondering the subject for a moment or two.
Her mother laughed. “It does, rather, doesn’t it?”
Even Garrett offered a reluctant, “Kind of.”
“Oh, dear.” Belle laughed, too. “I didn’t mean to start anything.”
“No,” said Gladys, grinning slyly, “you were hoping to stop something, weren’t you?”
Before Belle could reply, Amalie cried, “Let’s go get our fortune’s told, Mama! Even if it’s not true, it might be fun.” Belle could have kissed the darling child for once more saving her from a ticklish situation. She glanced at Gladys, who glanced back, then shrugged.
“Why not? As Amalie said, it might be fun.”
“It might be.”
“It only costs a nickel,” Garrett pointed out, reading the cost of a palm-reading on the sign tacked up beside the booth.
Belle thought it must be nice to consider the throwing away of a nickel as nothing at all. Actually, now that she was employed, she could probably spare a nickel on nonsense, too, without feeling guilty about it. The notion tickled her.
“Let’s go, then.” She put Amalie down. The child was small, but even a small bundle got heavy after a while. “I’ll be interested to see what the future has in store for Miss Amalie.”
“Do you think she’ll say I’m going to get married and have babies like Mama?” Amalie skipped toward the booth.
Belle was about to answer the little girl when a premonition assaulted her so suddenly, she didn’t even have time to consider it before darting after Amalie and grabbing her up in her arms once more. “Just a moment, sweetheart. Let me look inside first.”
Quick as a wink, she thrust Amalie into her mother’s arms. Then, with her heart thudding, Belle put her hand on the door latch. Glancing over her shoulder, she tried to smile. “I’ll just go in first and see if Miss Finney is free. All right?”
As soon as she opened the door, Belle knew her premonition had been correct. An appalling sight struck her. A huge man had Kate Finney pinned up against the wall of her booth, his hands circling the poor girl’s throat.
“Tell me!” the man growled. A foul stench of whiskey and sweat permeated the room.
Kate gurgled. Without thinking, much less speaking, Belle rushed up to the pair with her parasol raised. She presumed the poor girl couldn’t form words with the man’s hands pressing against her windpipe.
“Stop it!” she shrieked. She brought the parasol down on the man’s head with all the force in her body.
The man grunted, staggered backward, and released Kate, who sank to the floor. Belle didn’t hesitate for a second. Again she raised her parasol and bashed the man, this time on the side of his head, because she could get more force behind the blow. He staggered and grunted again.
He was in the process of shaking his head, presumably trying to clear it of a whiskey-and-parasol-induced fuzz, when Kate slowly pushed herself up from the floor. She tried to say something, but Belle only heard a strangled gasp issue from her lips. She swung her parasol again, only to discover her last blow had broken the weapon. It flapped comically.
“Drat it!” Belle cried.
“You bitch!” the man, regaining some of his senses, roared. He lunged at Belle.
Fiddlesticks. She didn’t have much time to think about anything except how to defend herself. With her parasol broken and flapping, she did the only thing she could think of on the spur of the moment. She used it like a lance. The broken shaft didn’t exactly stop the man’s progress, but when it stuck him in the belly, it must have hurt him a good deal.
He let out a bellow of pain even as the impetus of his heavy body hitting the parasol shoved Belle back against the opposite wall of the booth. After that, Belle lost track of things. The gigantic man loomed like a monster in her vision for several seconds, then emitted a roar. To Belle, it looked as if his face contorted horribly for no more than a second—and then he was gone. Her back plastered against the booth’s wall, she found herself peering into the dead-white face of Kate Finney, who held a blood-stained crystal ball in both hands.
The two women stared into each other’s wide, petrified eyes for Belle didn’t know how long before sounds of the world penetrated her staggered brain.
“Belle! Good heavens! Belle!”
Belle had to give her wits a series of imperious and increasingly fervent commands before they allowed her to turn her head. Gladys stood in the door of the booth, staring at the wreckage inside with terror writ large on her features. Garrett and Amalie stood beside their mother, stunned into immobility.
Kate Finney and Belle both turned their gazes on the man lying on the floor, unconscious. Belle wished she could shoot him to make sure he stayed that way. Unfortunately, she had no gun. Even more unfortunately, such a beneficent deed would have been considered illegal by the authorities.
She cleared her throat. “Um, Garrett, will you please run and fetch a Columbian Guardsman?” She was surprised to hear her voice, because it didn’t sound right. It sounded high and impersonal; not at all the voice of a woman who’d just bashed a man over the head with her parasol twice and then stabbed him in the stomach with the same instrument. She heard a soft thud, and looked down to see that she’d dropped her parasol, which bounced off the feet of the man sprawled in the booth.
“Um . . . What?” Garrett’s gaze seemed fixed on the unconscious man. “What happened?”
It was Gladys who came to her senses first. She rounded on her son. “Explanations can wait, Garrett Ernest Richmond. For once, do as you’ve been asked without arguing about it. Go get a Columbian Guardsman. Now! This instant!” She sped Garrett on his way with a smart slap on his rear end.
Amalie leaped over the man and raced straight to Belle. Belle was barely in time to stop the child from plowing into her uncorseted midsection. She was still staring at Kate when she caught Amalie in her arms.
At last Kate spoke. Lifting a hand to her throat, where vivid red marks declared the damage the man had inflicted, she said in something of a croak, “Thank you.” She tried to clear her throat and winced.
In sympathy, Belle winced, too. “You’re welcome.” Because she was worried about the poor girl, she said, “Don’t try to talk. We’ll—we’ll—” She had no idea what they’d, so she stopped trying to make sense. Tea. She wished she had some hot, sweet tea to offer Kate.
Stepping warily around the fallen body, Gladys went to Belle and laid her hands gently on her shoulders. “What in the name of mercy happened? Do you need help, Belle?”
Belle shook her head. “No. Miss Finney’s the one who was hurt.” She hugged Amalie hard, grateful for something to hold on to. “That man was trying to—to strangle her.”
“Good heavens!” The tender-hearted Gladys swerved around the body again, this time in the opposite direction. She reached out to grab Kate just before the girl could crumple to the floor in a faint. “He tried to strangle you? Who is he? Why did he do something so dreadful to you?”
Belle, whose first impression of Kate Finney had been that she was as tough as nails and as sharp as tacks, was shocked when the girl subsided into Gladys’s arms and burst into tears. She was even more shocked when she heard Kate’s answer to Gladys’s question.
“He’s my f-father,” Kate stuttered through her sobs. Gladys held her tightly and glanced with horrified eyes at Belle.
Belle felt foolish when her own eyes began to leak. “Oh, my.” The conversation she’d overheard between Kate and Win Asher took on a clear and terrible meaning to her now. “Was he trying to find your mother?”
Still sobbing as if her heart were breaking—which, Belle imagined, it probably was—Kate nodded. She croaked out a pathetic, “Yes. I wouldn’t tell him.”
“Good Lord.” Gladys’s comment was a mere gasp of air.
Win Asher and a Columbian Guardsman in a pristine military-type uniform and a huge walrus mustache arrived within seconds of each other. The Guardsman showed up first.
“All right, what seems to be the matter here?” said he in a pristine and military sounding voice through his bushy mustache.
“Kate!”
Win, on the other hand, didn’t stand on ceremony. He leaped over the sprawled man, who was beginning to groan softly, and ripped Kate out of Gladys’s embrace. Pulling her into his own strong arms, he hugged her hard. “Good God, Kate, what did that son of a bitch do to you?”
Even as she reviled herself as a despicable person, Belle felt a twinge of jealousy for Kate Finney. Gracious sakes, what kind of evil person was she, that she could feel jealous of a woman who’d almost been murdered by her own father? She tried not to think about it.
“It’s my father,” Kate sobbed. “I wouldn’t tell him where Mama is.”
“Good for you, Kate. But, damn it, how did the bastard get in here? I thought the gate keepers had been warned about him and were supposed to keep him out.”
Belle saw Kate nod against Win’s shoulder. “But they’re so busy, Win. They can’t keep track of everybody who visits the Exposition.” Her voice was painfully ragged, as if it were scraping against the back of her wounded throat before it left her mouth. Belle wished she wouldn’t even try to speak.
It was Kate who pushed herself away from Win before he let go of her. Again, Belle’s heart squished painfully. Again, she was disgusted with herself.
The girl rubbed at her throat. Belle grimaced in sympathy. Carefully, she let Amalie down. “Do you need a doctor, Miss Finney? You probably ought to be seen by a doctor.”
Win whirled around. “Good God, I didn’t know you were here!”
He didn’t look as if he were pleased to see her, either. Belle’s lips pursed before she could stop them.
Kate grabbed Win’s arm. “She saved my life, Win.” She looked at Belle, who saw tears swimming in her big brown eyes once more. “Thank you so much, Miss—Miss . . .”
“Please,” said Belle, “call me Belle.” In spite of the emotions tumbling around inside her, she smiled at the girl.
“Belle. You saved my life, Belle. Thank you so much.” Kate’s tears overflowed and trailed down her mottled cheeks.
Win stared at Belle, who drew herself up straight and frowned at him. “She did what?”



Chapter Nine
 

The Chicago police department had been called for as soon as the Columbian Guard had ascertained that a crime had been committed. Two officers stood inside Madame Esmeralda’s booth, one of them taking notes. A physician who had been hired by the fair directors to take care of emergencies looked into Kate’s throat with the aid of a tongue depressor and a tiny little electrical light that fascinated Garrett. It was all his mother and Belle could do to keep him out of the doctor’s way.
Win still couldn’t believe it. Never in his wildest imaginings—and he’d been having a few lately—had he envisioned Belle Monroe as a heroine. This aspect of her character threw Win’s assumptions about her all askew. He wasn’t sure what to make of her anymore.
He and Belle occupied chairs that were generally used for people having their fortunes told by Kate or Madame Esmeralda. When he glanced at her, Belle had her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Her cheeks had gone ashen pale, her hat had tipped slightly on her sleek dark hair, and she was chewing her bottom lip nervously.
Shaking his head in wonder, he murmured, “I still can’t believe you bashed that bastard on the head with your parasol.” He had deliberately used the word bastard because he wanted to see Belle’s reaction.
It wasn’t what he expected, which further jostled his opinion of her as a simpering southern belle with no brains, no sympathy, and no depth of character. Instead of rounding on him in a blaze of indignant fury, she turned her head and blinked at him, as if she’d forgotten he was there. He, who’d been thinking of her almost exclusively since taking her to her hotel room the night before, felt a nip of righteous indignation. Dash it, he might not be the world’s most perfect human male, but he wasn’t all that forgettable, was he?
“I beg your pardon?” she asked politely.
Win cast his gaze heavenward. “I said,” he said, “that I can’t believe you hit that bastard over the head with your parasol.”
He got a reaction that time. She frowned. “And why not?”
Still, it wasn’t the reaction he’d expected. He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess because you seem like such a meek little lady. I didn’t expect you to have any spunk.”
She sat up straighter. “Oh?”
He didn’t know what was wrong with him today. Instead of apologizing and rephrasing his statement, as he should—indeed, he wanted to do—he sneered. “What’s the matter, Miss Monroe? Trouble with your ears?”
“No, Mr. Asher,” she said after a moment or two of glaring at him as if she’d like to squish him like a bug or batter him with another, whole parasol. “I do not have trouble with my ears. You, clearly, have trouble with your manners.”
Win guessed that told him. And deservedly. He sighed. “I’m sorry, Miss Monroe. I didn’t mean to be such a boor. When I saw Kate with those red marks on her throat and that son of a—” He caught himself in time, and sucked in a big breath. “Well, it was a shock.”
“Yes,” Belle said in an icy voice. “I thought so, too, when I walked in and saw him on the process of murdering her.”
Win shuddered. “God, it must have been awful.”
She took an audible breath. Win wished he hadn’t been so mean to her. The truth of the matter was that he’d been practically flying with elation when he’d burst into Kate’s booth. His mood had crashed and burned instantly when he’d beheld the chaos therein, and it had been simmering in a broth of sulky ill-usage ever since.
“Listen,” he said, “I’m really sorry. You performed a noble deed, and you ought to get a medal, not sass from me.” He didn’t expect her to forgive him, because she didn’t seem the type, although what that type was, he no longer knew for certain. Rather, he sort of expected her to give him a lecture on polite social behavior.
She didn’t speak at all for a moment. Win watched her surreptitiously, since he didn’t think she’d want him to stare openly at her. She still held her hands together as if she were trying to get them to strangle each other. She took several deep breaths and let them out slowly, then turned her perfect, pallid face his way. “It must have been awful for you to find your—your friend in that condition, and for such a dreadful reason.” She shuddered. “I can’t even imagine what it would be like to have a father like that awful man.”
“Me, neither.” When he compared his own father, a wealthy, jolly, benevolent, and well-respected medical doctor, to the specimen the police had hauled away in the paddy wagon, he could only be grateful for his own good fortune. “My father would no more lay a hand on my sister than he would fly to the moon.”
“Indeed.”
Win took that word to mean that she felt the same about her own parents. “Must be tough growing up with a drunken lout for a father. I’m glad I didn’t have to go through that.”
“Yes.” Belle swallowed. She unclasped her hands only long enough to brush one under her eyes.
Win wondered if she was crying. He peered at her more closely. “Say, Miss Monroe, it will be all right. Kate’s strong. She’s survived this long, and she’s got a good head on her shoulders.”
“Yes. I admire her.”
“Yeah. So do I. You probably don’t know the whole story, but that father of hers deserted the family. He was gone more than he was there, and Kate said he mainly came home to steal money for drink, create trouble, and beat up her mother.”
Belle gave another eloquent shudder. Win decided he needed to take a photograph of her in that pose. He could title it “Beauty in Distress” or something.
She didn’t glance at him. “It’s good of you to look in on her during the day. You must care for her a great deal.”
Eh? What was that? Win wondered if there was some esoteric meaning hidden in Belle’s comment somewhere. He and Kate were buddies, of a sort, and he liked her, but that was all. He and she talked a lot together, because he wasn’t a judgmental fellow, and Kate appreciated him for not moralizing at her or lecturing her on how to better herself, a process she was doing quite well on her own. She also appreciated his honestly held opinion that she shouldn’t be held accountable for the foibles and evil deeds of her father. “Yes,” he said uncertainly. “Well, we’re friends, Kate and I.”
“I see.”
The doctor spoke, and both Win and Belle turned their attention in his direction. “You’ll have a sore throat for a few days, Miss Finney, but you’ll be all right. Here are some lozenges for you to suck on that might ease the pain. They contain horehound, which people often find soothing.”
“Thank you.”
Win was surprised when Belle winced at Kate’s voice, which was soft and scrapey. He felt like doing the same thing, but he hadn’t expected this degree of empathy from Belle. “You’re going to be fine, Kate,” he said, hoping to encourage the poor suffering girl. He felt mighty sorry for Kate Finney.
She gave him a little wave and smiled. “Thanks, Win.” A cough rattled her small frame, and she grimaced in pain.
Win grimaced in sympathy. So did Belle. Again, Win was surprised, although he was beginning to think he’d underestimated Miss Belle Monroe.
The policeman said, “Thank you for your statement, Miss Finney. If you can think of anything else that might help us prosecute this case, please let us know.”
“I will,” Kate said in her new voice. She popped one of the doctor’s lozenges into her mouth and sucked. They must have tasted bad, because she grimaced again.
Win was startled when Belle surged from her chair. “I’ll just run and get you some water, Miss Finney.”
“Thank you.” Kate gave Belle a truly glorious smile. “Please call me Kate.”
The policeman walked over to Belle. “Just a moment if you will, young lady. I’d like to take your statement. Perhaps someone else can get the other young lady some water.”
Belle swallowed again. “But, I—”
Gladys interrupted, much to Win’s appreciation. He knew he ought to offer to get Kate the water, but he wanted to stick around and hear Belle’s side of the story. “Do you need us, Officer? The children are restive, and perhaps we can fetch Miss Finney some water and then ride on the Ferris wheel or something while you interview Miss Monroe.”
“Thank you, Gladys.” Belle gave Gladys a smile Win wished she’d given him.
“Did you see anything, ma’am?” The policeman frowned at Gladys. Win wished he had his box camera with him so he could take a picture of the fellow. He looked exactly like Win’s idea of a police officer in The Pirates of Penzance.
“No. We came in after—after it all happened.” Gladys gulped audibly. Amalie stood so close to her mother that she might have been glued to her skirts, and Garrett was staring at the doctor’s equipment as if he itched to peruse it by hand.
“I think you can take the kiddies off then, madam,” the policeman said, giving his version of a kindly smile, which made him look like a benevolent walrus.
Very softly, Win began whistling “A Policeman’s Lot is Not a Happy One,” to pass the time until he could talk to Kate. Or Belle. Either one.
He’d originally come to Kate’s booth to show her one of the photographs of Belle he’d taken the night before. He’d been so excited about the plates, he’d stayed up late to develop them. His hunch about Belle had paid off. She was unquestionably the Perfect American Female. He’d already gone to the Globe and showed H.L. May, his reporter friend, the photo, and H.L. had agreed to write an article to accompany the photograph. He’d told Win not to worry about what he’d write, and that he’d connect Belle’s photograph somehow to the fair. Win had faith in H.L., who was good at that sort of thing.
By damn, Win Asher was poised on the threshold of worldwide photographic fame. He could hardly wait to show everybody his genius in photographic form.
The mustachioed policeman licked the point of his pencil. “All right, Miss Monroe, can you tell me what happened in your own words?”
“I don’t know who else’s words I’d use,” Belle said.
Her sharp tone jerked Win out of his blissful contemplation of impending fame and fortune. He glanced at her.
“Er, yes, ma’am,” the policeman said, sounding slightly annoyed.
“I opened the door—”
“You were coming in to visit with Miss Finney? Or were you going to partake of her services?”
Good God, Win thought, it sounds as if Belle had been coming in for a massage or something.
Belle evidently didn’t appreciate the policeman’s wording, either. “We—Mrs. Richmond and the children and I—were going to have our palms read.” She shot a glance at Kate. “For fun. We don’t really believe . . . I mean, we thought it might be fun.”
“It’s all right, Belle,” Kate said over the doctor’s shoulder. “I don’t believe in it, either.” She grinned her spunky grin.
Belle smiled, and Win noticed how her huge chocolate-brown eyes could glow when she was in the presence of someone she liked. They’d never looked like that when she was with him. It was something of a shock to know she liked Kate, who, by Win’s way of thinking, was totally unlike her, when she didn’t seem to like him, who was sort of her equal in class and upbringing. Well, except for the North-South thing, but that was only her problem. Win didn’t care one way or the other. He heaved a sigh in spite of himself, then started whistling again.
Belle cleared her throat and resumed her explanation of events. “Anyhow, we were going to have our palms read. I left the others and opened the door first, because—” She stopped speaking all at once and appeared puzzled.
“Yes, ma’am?” the policeman said encouragingly.
“I don’t know. I just felt—well, I had a—a premonition that something wasn’t quite right.” She lifted her arms in a gesture of befuddlement. “I can’t explain it.”
“I can,” came Kate’s voice again.
Belle lifted her head, which had been bowed, so that she could study her clamped hands as far as Win could tell, and stared at Kate. “You can?”
“My father gives off bad karma.” Again, Kate gave the room one of her cocky grins. The bruises on her throat were purpling, and Win wished he could do something for her. She’d never let him; she was too damned proud. “That’s what Madame Esmeralda calls it, anyway: Karma. If you’ve got any sort of sensitivity at all, you can feel the badness before you see him. I felt it before he came in here and throttled me.”
Belle gave a delicate shudder. “I guess that’s it, then. Karma.” She said the word as if she’d never heard it before. Neither had Win.
The policeman gazed first at Kate, then at Belle, then at Kate, and then at Belle again. He cleared his throat. “I see.” After licking the point of his pencil once more, he scribbled for what seemed like a very long time in his small notebook, murmuring, “A bad feeling.”
“Yes,” said Belle in a firm voice. “It was definitely a feeling that something was wrong.” She glanced again at Kate. “Bad— Fiddle. I can’t remember the word. What was it you called it?”
“Karma.”
“Karma. Yes. That was it, all right.”
“What’s karma?” Win asked.
“I don’t know.” Belle shrugged. “Whatever it is, it was bad. Wrong. I sensed something wasn’t right in the booth.”
“And you were right,” muttered Kate. “Thank God you came in when you did. Armed with that umbrella.”
“Parasol,” Belle murmured absently.
Kate waved a hand in a dismissive gesture and didn’t respond.
The policeman finished interviewing Belle shortly after that, and the doctor finished with Kate. He gave her a small bottle of laudanum for pain, but Kate thrust it aside as if she were afraid of it. Win knew the reason for her reluctance to take the drug. Where Kate grew up, people abused all sorts of things other people used medicinally.
Madame Esmeralda blew in right before the policemen and the doctor left. She was a real whirlwind of a female, and Win hadn’t yet been able to figure out if she was really a Gypsy, or if she only portrayed one to the hilt.
Belle rose upon the fortune-teller’s entrance and said, “Well, I hope you’ll be better in a day or two, Kate. I’d better find the Richmonds now.”
Kate rushed over to her and threw her arms around her in an embrace Win could tell Belle found both unexpected and slightly embarrassing. “I can’t thank you enough, Belle. If it weren’t for you, I’d probably be dead right now, and God alone knows what would happen to my poor mother.”
“Er, I was happy to help,” Belle said in a slightly smothered-sounding voice. Win could tell she wasn’t accustomed to spontaneous displays of gratitude.
“Any time you and your friends want to get your palms read, just pop on over.” Kate released Belle, much to the lady’s relief.
“Not today,” Madame Esmeralda intoned. Either she believed her own publicity, or her voice was naturally mystical. Or unnaturally. “Today, Kate will rest.”
“Good idea,” said Win, tired of being left out.
“Well . . .” Kate herself didn’t seem so enthusiastic about taking a rest, but she was finally persuaded to do so. When Belle pointed out that her mother would appreciate having her home for the rest of the day, Kate acceded to Madame’s wishes.
Kate, Belle, and Win left the booth together and proceeded toward the Columbian Exposition’s main gate. Kate carried her crystal ball in a calico sack. “Got to take it home and wash it off,” she said as if cleansing a crystal ball of her father’s blood were an everyday occurrence for her.
Belle shuddered.
When they reached the gate, Win dug into his trouser pockets for a two-bit piece and handed it to Kate. “Here,” he said. “Take a cab home. You’ve been through enough today without having to walk a mile.”
Kate tried to come up with her usual mein of cocky insouciance, but couldn’t quite do it. “I already owe you a quarter, Win. You’re going to own my soul pretty soon.”
“Applesauce. Consider this one a gift. Damn it, Kate, let somebody help you for once, will you?”
Kate heaved a big sigh, then touched her throat, as if the warm breath had hurt coming out. “Thanks, Win.” She turned to Belle. “And thank you, too, Belle. I—I—well, I don’t know how to thank you.”
Belle’s smile was soft and sweet, and it did funny things to Win’s innards. “Nonsense. Anyone would have done the same thing under the circumstances. That man—” Another shudder wracked her slender body. “That man was—was— He was—”
“My beloved father,” said Kate in bitter irony.
As if she couldn’t hold back her emotions another second longer, Belle burst out, “Oh, Kate! I’m so sorry. I can’t even imagine having a father like that!” She fumbled in her silly little handbag and drew out a hankie with which she wiped her eyes.
Kate stiffened. Win knew how little she appreciated any hint of sympathy, even though she deserved as much as she could get. “Yeah, well, I guess I’m doing all right.”
“Except today,” Win pointed out, irked with Kate for rejecting Belle’s solicitude.
“Yes,” said Belle, ignoring Win, who ought to have expected it. “You do very well. I doubt that I’d have flourished under such trying circumstances, as you’re doing.
Both of her companions visibly demonstrated their amazement at Belle’s words. Win goggled at her. Kate did something even more remarkable. She blushed. Until that second, Win hadn’t known she had a blush in her.
“Please take good care of yourself, Kate,” Belle added, offering her right hand, which Kate peered at uncertainly. “I hope Mrs. Richmond and the children and I can come by and visit soon. When you’re feeling better.”
Hesitantly, Kate took Belle’s hand and shook it. “Sure,” she said. “Thanks.” She turned to Win. “And thanks for the two bits, Win. Sorry if I sounded ungrateful. I’m not, you know.”
“I know.” She looked so abashed, he forgave her for being so damned touchy. “Get some rest, Kate.”
“Right.” She offered the two a jaunty salute, spotted a cab, and emitted a piercing whistle through her teeth. Win was used to it. Belle, obviously, was not. She drew back and uttered an inarticulate sound indicative, if Win judged correctly, of surprise and pain. Kate’s whistles were ear-splitting. Then, with another wave to her companions, Kate took off at a trot to catch up with the cabbie.
Belle and Win gazed after her, Win with frustration. He didn’t have any idea what Belle thought about the whole Kate Finney situation, so he decided to ask. “So, you performed a gallant act and probably saved Kate’s life, Miss Monroe. Congratulations.”
She turned and gazed at him as if she suspected him of irony. Win resented it. “I mean it,” he announced harshly. “Damn it, you’re as bad as she is.” He waved his hand in the direction of Kate’s cab. “Neither one of you will accept a single word from anyone without examining it first.”
Belle bridled. What a surprise. Win jammed his hands into his pockets and turned on his heel. “Come on, come on. You can rake me over the coals later. I have to show you something. That’s the reason I ran headlong into Kate’s booth this morning. I wanted to show her, since I had no idea when you’d show up.”
“You needn’t sound as if I were late for an appointment,” Belle said indignantly. “We hadn’t set a time to meet today, if you’ll recall.”
Kicking at a crumpled paper sack that had once held popcorn, Win grumbled, “I recall.”
Shooting a scathing look at Win, Belle stooped and snatched the paper off the Midway. With her back straight, she marched to a trash container and threw it away. When she turned around, she stopped walking when she caught Win staring at her. “What?” she said, looking uncertain. “What are you staring at?”
Win gave himself a revivifying shake. “You. Good God, you can bend at the waist!” He rued his impetuosity as soon as he saw her stiffen. Damn his too-ready tongue.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped, resuming her progress toward him. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must find the Richmonds.”
“But I want to show you this photograph!” Win cried, forgetting all about Belle’s abandonment of her corset. “It’s great! You’ve got to see it!”
“I shall see it as soon as I’ve found the Richmonds.”
Her voice had gone all prim and prissy again. Win wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d spouted some barbed comment about the Civil War. Rather, the Recent Unpleasantness. Or the War Between the States. Or the Northern Aggression. Sheesh. She was more than a human male should be expected to take.
And she didn’t give a rap about his photograph of her, either. That, although he loathed acknowledging the truth, was what really hurt. She didn’t even care about his masterpiece, of which she was the central object.
“Fine,” he said in a voice as prim and prissy as her own. “Stop by any time, Miss Monroe. In the meantime, I’m going to deal with the photograph on my own.”
“What do you mean by that?”
He was gratified to see her expression change from one of pique to one of wariness. Good. Let her be wary. He’d show her.
“That’s my concern,” he shot back, feeling smug. She didn’t have to know that he’d already made arrangements to have the photograph published in the Globe. Let her suffer.
“But you said you were going to sell the photographs to Germany.”
Damn. She would have to remember that, wouldn’t she? “Don’t worry about it,” he said airily. “If you’re not interested, I’ll take care of it myself.”
“But . . .”
“Don’t worry,” he lied, “I’ll adhere to our agreement.”
Damn it, he’d already broken their agreement, because he’d been so elated by the results of yesterday’s shoot, he’d rushed straight to H.L. May’s house as soon as he saw the prints. Win didn’t know how he was going to talk his way out of this one with little Miss Priss, but he guessed he’d have to think of a way. And soon. H.L. had been almost as delighted with the photograph as Win himself, and he’d promised that the story would be in the paper either this Sunday, if there was room, or next.
“Well . . .” Belle continued to look uncertain for a moment, then she sighed. “Very well. As soon as I find Gladys and the children, I’ll go to your booth. You said you want to shoot more photographs of the children today.” She said it as if she no longer trusted Win to keep his word.
He cast a glance at the heavens in a manner meant to show her how idiotic he considered her doubts. “Of course. I need to take at least five more poses. I have the series firmly fixed in my mind, and it won’t take too much longer.” Then he was going to concentrate on more pictures of Belle. Inside, he was rubbing his hands together in glee. Outside, he portrayed a sober man of business—or hoped he did.
“Very well,” she repeated. Then she turned and walked away from him, and Win experienced a sudden rush of devastation, as if he were losing something precious.
He decided he was only nuts, turned in the opposite direction, and went back to his own booth, whistling “A Policeman’s Lot is not a Happy One,” as he walked.
# # #
Belle couldn’t decide if she was more jealous of Kate Finney’s easy relationship with Win Asher, or horrified of Kate’s deadly relationship with her father. The only thing she knew for certain was that she was glad her own home life hadn’t held the terrors Kate’s must have.
She found the Gladys, Amalie, and Garrett gazing wistfully at the Ferris wheel and chomping popcorn. Amalie spotted her first and rushed over to her.
“Is that lady all right, Miss Monroe? Is that man really her father?”
Belle sighed heavily. “She’s going to be fine, Amalie. And, yes, I fear that awful man really is her father.”
“Good Lord,” whispered Gladys.
Belle knew just what she meant. “Yes. I suppose we should all be grateful to God that our own homes are free from that sort of ill-usage.” Good heavens, she sounded like a self-righteous puritan. But it was true.
“You bet,” said Garrett. “Papa would never do anything like that.”
“No, he wouldn’t,” agreed Belle. “Your father and mother love you two dearly. Which,” she added, “is as it should be.”
“I should say so,” agreed Gladys.
As they strolled along the Midway, Belle kept her eyes on her two charges, but she was eager to chat with Gladys about the ghastly incident they’d witnessed. She’d had to throw her parasol away, since there was no mending it. Neither lady could comprehend the bestiality of a man behaving in so abominable a way toward his own daughter.
“You know,” Belle admitted at last, “when I first met Miss Finney, I thought she was—well—a little outrageous. You know, with her flashy clothes and jewelry and so forth. But I think I understand her situation now. She’s only trying to better herself. She ought to be commended for it, not censured.”
“I suppose so,” Gladys said. Generally the most tender-hearted of women, Gladys had her blind spots, as Belle well knew. One of them surfaced now. “Although I can’t imagine a truly decent woman telling fortunes or dancing in a public arena.” She sniffed.
Belle eyed her from under her lashes and tried not to think harsh thoughts. She liked Gladys. A lot. But Gladys had been born with the proverbial silver spoon in her mouth. She’d never had to overcome the types of obstacles that had faced Kate Finney from the day of her birth. Or those that Belle had faced, for that matter.
As for Belle herself, she’d been born into a poor family, but at least they weren’t violent. She sometimes became annoyed with members of her family for not making more of a push to better themselves, but they loved her. Poor Kate. Belle couldn’t even imagine having a father like Kate’s.
On the other hand, why should Belle’s family, who only had inertia and poverty to overcome, continue to sit on their backsides and languish in want when all it would take was a little get-up-and-go to better their lot in life. Look at Kate, for heaven’s sake! And even Belle herself. Shoot, her family was still annoyed with her for seeking paid employment.
Belle didn’t know what to make of any of it. She feared she was doing her family an injustice. But still and all . . . If Kate Finney could take care of her mother and herself after climbing up from circumstances so appalling as to be off the scale of Belle’s understanding until today, why the deuce couldn’t her father get a blasted job and support his family? Was family honor—whatever that word meant—more important than food, for heaven’s sake? Was it better to do nothing than get an honest job for honest wages, even if it wasn’t as grand a job as one’s ancestors might have wanted for one?
She pressed a hand to her brow. Her head ached. Small wonder. “Do you think we could get a bite to eat, Gladys? I have quite a headache, and believe I need to sit down for a while.”
Instantly, Gladys’s sympathetic side surfaced. She grabbed Belle’s arm and looked stricken. “Oh, Belle! I’m so sorry! Of course, you need to sit down and eat something. You’ve been through an awful ordeal. I’m so sorry I didn’t think of it at once.”
Before Belle could protest—she hadn’t wanted to cause a fuss—Gladys called to her children. “Garrett! Amalie! We’re going to have luncheon. You can watch the puppet show later.” The children had been staring, fascinated, at an elaborate booth made up to resemble a stage, where a couple of puppets were hitting each other with sticks.
Recalling the earlier events of the day, Belle decided children shouldn’t be allowed to watch such violent sketches, although she kept her opinion to herself. “Really, Gladys, I’ll be fine. I guess it’s just a reaction to that awful scene in Kate’s booth.”
Gladys patted her arm. “I’m sure you’re right, dear, but we need to get you out of the sun and into a shady spot and feed you something. Maybe a glass of cold tea will help your headache.”
“Thank you. That sounds wonderful.”
The cold tea helped. So did lunch. By the time she was through with both and she and Gladys had discussed Kate Finney’s problems until they were threadbare, Belle guessed she was ready to face Win Asher again.
She wasn’t quite sure she trusted him, though. He’d said something about a photograph and arrangements. If that picture, whatever it was, showed up anywhere but in Germany, Belle might just have to take her other parasol to Win.



Chapter Ten
 

“My darling, darling Belle. Your papa and I do so enjoy your entertaining letters home, even though it would be much more comforting to have you here with us. As much as I try to calm myself with regard to your welfare, I fear my nerves remain in a state.”
Belle clamped her teeth on her lower lip and forged onward through her mother’s letter. “I know you do your very best to hide your unhappiness and are attempting with every waking breath to portray your ordeal in the best light, but I can’t bear to feature you up there in the frozen north, my dearest, only daughter.”
Wiping perspiration from her neck and face with her hankie, Belle wondered what her mother had been thinking when she’d penned the words on the letter she was reading. Frozen north? At the moment, Belle only wished it were frozen. She was about to melt into a puddle of perspiration right here in Win Asher’s booth. And she was only sitting still on the padded bench beneath the window in Win’s booth. God alone knew what would happen to her if she got up and moved around. She’d probably die of heat prostration.
“I must say, my dear, that this new venture of yours regarding photographs has your father and me in something of a taking. My darling, darling Belle, you know your loving mother would never, ever criticize you—”
“Ha,” said Belle, as she recalled the weeks of wailing and weeping that had followed her announced intention of moving to New York City and securing a job of work that paid actual money. Belle’s family tradition ran more toward whining about the past and weeping over present poverty than toward creating its own, more profitable, future.
“Beg pardon?” Win, who had shed as many clothes as he properly could in deference to the muggy heat, was sorting through photographic images while Belle read her letter. He’d told Belle that he’d stayed up late developing plates the night before.
They were alone in his booth, as Gladys and George had taken their children to a friend’s house for an evening of socializing. Belle had been happy to see them go, not because she didn’t adore the Richmonds, but because a rebellious part of her nature had wanted to be alone with Win Asher. The rest of her nature, needless to say, was shocked and horrified with the rebellious part, but it didn’t make any difference.
She glanced up at him and smiled. She couldn’t help the smile, either, blast it. “Nothing. Just reading this note from my mother.”
“Hmm,” said Win, returning to his work.
Belle sighed, wondering if he’d ever consider her as interesting as his work. Probably not. Recalling the photograph of her that he’d been so excited about, and that he’d showed her the prior afternoon after her headache had abated, she decided she could understand it. Even Belle, for whom modesty was a way of life, could not but consider that photograph a stunning work of art. It didn’t look like her, which was probably why. It was beautiful. Belle always tried to look her best, but she’d never ever looked like that. Considering the miracles he wrought, it was no wonder that Win’s work was much more interesting to him than she.
On that depressing note, she turned back at her letter. “You know, dearest Belle, that the Monroe family is steeped in the glorious traditions of the Noble South, and that we don’t hold with this modern-day obsession with fame and celebrity that the Northern Aggressors seem so keen to promote.”
Yes, yes, Belle thought with asperity. I know all about the Monroes and their glorious traditions. She stopped her mutinous mind from bringing up poverty and false pride and flinging them at her mental image of her parents.
“I do hope,” the letter went on, “that this Mr. Asher is a trustworthy gentleman, although I harbor sincere trepidations in my mother’s fond heart.”
Belle suppressed a second ha, but with difficulty. She’d gotten sick of hearing about her mother’s fond heart when she was around six years old, although she’d not until this minute acknowledged the unfilial truth. She allowed herself another small sigh.
“Never forget, dearest Belle, that he is from the North.” And that, as Belle well knew, said it all.
She writes of him as if he were a savage from the plains of Africa, Belle thought. She’d finished Mr. Haggard’s novel, King Solomon’s Mines and had gone on to read the thrilling She, so the African plains were much on her mind of late.
“What’s the matter, Belle? You don’t look very happy to be reading a letter from home. Something amiss in Georgia?”
Belle didn’t register Win’s use of her Christian name at first. Guilt associated with her reaction to her mother’s letter was uppermost in her thoughts when she jerked her head up and looked at him. His smile, even without the sweltering heat, was enough to melt her bones. It took some effort, but she managed to rein in her rampaging lust. Lord in heaven, Belle couldn’t understand her reaction to the man.
“Oh, no. Nothing’s amiss. My mother tends to be—” She searched her mind for the right word, and ultimately settled on “dramatic.”
“Ah.” His grin broadened slightly. Belle had to swallow. “Like how?”
Her heart banging up a storm, Belle mulled over the possibility that her condition might be heat-related. It didn’t take long for her to conclude that her condition was worse than heat-related. It was Win-related.
“Well,” she said in answer to his question, “for one thing, she thinks I’m living in the frozen North.”
“Frozen?” Win laughed as he, too, drew out a handkerchief and wiped the sweat from his dripping face. “If it gets any hotter, my photographic plates will melt.”
She smiled at him, feeling vaguely wistful. How nice it would be, she thought, to have a comfortable, easy-going relationship with this man, as Kate Finney had. Maybe Win only liked shameless females. That let Belle out.
“It is warm,” she said. “It’s every bit this hot and humid in Georgia. Maybe it’s even worse there.” She frowned, thinking about the general level of activity in her Georgia home. It ran toward sitting on the front porch and fanning oneself. She didn’t say that. “But that doesn’t mean Chicago’s cold during the summer.” Recalling the weather in New York City when she and the Richmonds had headed to Chicago, she added, “Nor is New York.”
He’d already shoved his handkerchief into his back pocket, so Win used his shirt sleeve to give his forehead another quick swipe before he turned back to sorting through images. “Is she like that generally? I mean, you said she’s dramatic. Does she have hysterics or weep and faint and do things like that? My aunt Theodora is the drama queen in my family. She’s always fainting and getting hysterical.”
Belle thought about it. “She doesn’t get hysterical, but she tends to look on the emotional side of things. Like my moving to New York. She’s still horrified about that. She even swooned when I first told her about it.”
“When you and I first met, I thought you were horrified about it,” Win said, giving her another one of those grins.
“Fiddlesticks.” Now she was annoyed. Why couldn’t she ever be in this man’s company without something controversial cropping up. “I wasn’t horrified. I was coming to grips with the differences between life in the South and life in the North. That’s an entirely different sort of thing.”
“Is it?” He was still chuckling.
“Yes it is.” Blast the man.
“I thought you were still fighting the Civil War.”
“It wasn’t a Civil—” Bother. “Are you trying to rile me, Mr. Win Asher?”
He grinned like an imp, and she knew the answer to her question. Nevertheless, he said, “No, although you’re fun to rile.”
“For your information, life is different here! And so are attitudes.” Belle took on a cargo of sweltering air and decided to drop that topic. It was too volatile, the weather was too hot, and she was too apt to lose her temper, for such a discussion to flourish.
Getting back to the original subject under discussion, she said, “But that’s not what I meant about my mother. She—she—” Bother. Belle thought for a couple of seconds. “She enjoys making the most of things. You know, turning something simple into something overblown and dramatic. She finds the worst possible connotation for anything, however much she has to dig to find one.”
“Sounds like my aunt Theo, all right.”
“My mother carries the tendency to extremes sometimes,” Belle said glumly. “And she has a very large romantic streak.”
“Yeah? Like what?” He pulled out a photograph and stared at it thoughtfully.
Belle wasn’t sure she ought to tell him what she considered the most extreme example of her mother’s romantic tendency, but decided she might as well. “For one thing, she named me Rowena, after that idiotic character in Sir Walter Scott’s novel.”
That caught his attention. Holding the image close to his chest, he stared at her. “Rowena? But I thought your name was Belle.”
“I go by my middle name.”
“Hmmm. I read Ivanhoe. I didn’t think Rowena was so bad.”
“I’m not surprised,” Belle said, feeling a little crabby. “Most men prefer simpering women who don’t give them trouble.”
“Simpering?”
“Yes. It was the other girl in the book, Rebecca, who had all the gumption.” She didn’t understand why she should feel so defensive. After all, she’d amply demonstrated her own initiative, by moving to New York and getting a job. It was aggravating that this man, who was so attractive to her in so many ways, seemed totally oblivious of Belle’s spunk and spirit.
“I don’t like simpering women,” Win exclaimed irritably, going back to sorting his photographs. “I think you’re nuts. Kate Finney’s not a simpering female, and I like her.”
“No,” Belle said, wishing she could throw something at him. “She’s not a simpering female.” It had been she, Rowena Belle Monroe, who’d saved the spunky Kate’s life yesterday. Win Asher didn’t seem to remember that. Belle would have brought it up herself, except she’d been taught that to tout one’s own successes was improper and boastful. She wouldn’t mind if Kate were to pop in and thank her some more right this minute, however.
“Hope Kate’s all right,” Win muttered, selecting several prints he’d set aside and carrying them to the table set up beside his camera. “I love Mr. Kodak.”
“Who’s Mr. Kodak?” And how did he get into this conversation? Belle didn’t like feeling confused, although she supposed she ought to be used to it by this time.
“Camera fellow,” Win said. “He’s the first person ever to create portable cameras and to mass produce photographic plates.”
“Oh.” Relevant, but vexing. Belle would have liked to thrash the simpering-maiden conversation to a standstill, but it was painfully obvious that Win Asher found Mr. Kodak of more interest than anything Belle wanted to talk about. She went back to her letter.
“Darling Belle, please don’t allow that Yankee devil to take advantage of you.”
“Fat chance,” Belle muttered bitterly. He couldn’t even keep her in mind for ten consecutive seconds.
“What’s that?” Win had ducked under his black curtain, but he poked his head out and glanced at Belle.
“Nothing.”
She read on. “You know that Yankee men are all vile seducers, darling, and that they’re still trying to lord it over us because they won a modest victory in the Conflict. You must guard yourself from harm, and keep in mind at all times that your Mama loves you. We’re all praying that you will come to your senses soon and return to the bosom of your loving relations.”
Not a word, Belle noticed, about the money she was sending home. Not a thank-you, or a hint of gratitude. She didn’t understand it. She knew good and well that her family was benefitting from her work here in the so-called frozen, not to mention heathen, North. But would her mother admit it? No. It was all very—very—
“Why are you shaking your head?”
Belle glanced up to see that Win hadn’t ducked under his black curtain again, but was standing beside his camera, scrutinizing her as if she were a landscape he wanted to capture on one of his blasted mass-produced plates. She lifted her chin and did something she never believed she’d do. She confessed her innermost guilt aloud to another human being. “My family sometimes gets my goat, Mr. Asher.”
“Yeah?”
She didn’t appreciate his broad grin. Frowning back at him, she said, “It’s not funny.”
“Of course not.” He laughed.
“Stop laughing at me, Mr. Win Asher.”
“I’m not laughing at you,” Win declared. It looked to Belle as if he were having trouble keeping from rolling on the floor in hysterical amusement. “It’s only that you look so prim and proper for someone whose family is getting her goat.”
She straightened. “I do not believe it proper to exhibit displays of emotion in public, Mr. Asher.”
“Call me Win. Please. I’d like to be friends, if you can find it in your Southern-belle’s heart to be friends with so despicable specimen of mankind as a Yankee from Chicago.”
Gazing at him in serious doubt, Belle didn’t answer at once.
He said, “Please? I promise I won’t tell your mother.” He laughed some more.
“It is not funny,” she said through clenched teeth. Sentiments she’d tried to hide for years seemed determined to slither through her defenses today. Resentment, against Win and against her family, finally bubbled over.
“Dad blast it, I send almost all of my money home to my family, and what do they do? Do they even once write a word of thanks? Do they express their gratitude? No! They write to me that they’re worried for my moral welfare, and beg me to come home. Back to the ‘bosom of my loving family,’ according to my mother.” She lifted her mother’s letter and smacked it back down on her lap, making a dent in the middle of the paper with her fist. “It’s—it’s—it’s very upsetting.” It embarrassed her to death that she had to wipe a furious tear away from her cheek.
Win left his camera and walked over to sit on the bench next to her. “I didn’t know all that.” His voice was gentle.
“No,” she said caustically. “You only thought I was a piece of fluff, didn’t you? You never would have guessed that I’m trying my level best to help my family. Damned Yankee.” She felt stupid and beleaguered, and completely humiliated. She nearly jumped out of her sweaty skin when Win put an arm around her shoulder.
“Say, Belle, don’t cry. I had no idea you were working so hard to help your kin.”
She hunched into herself and raged on, unable to stop herself, even though she wanted to. “Of course you didn’t. You only thought people like Kate were trying to better themselves, didn’t you? You never even guessed that because I have manners and value propriety, I could be doing something worthwhile with my life. Oh, no! Not me! It’s only people who put on scandalous costumes and wiggle around in front of a bunch of strangers who get your respect.” She could hardly believe she’d just said that.
“Belle, please . . .”
“Oh, leave me alone!” In total defiance of her words, she turned and threw her arms around Win, who instantly took advantage of the situation and held her close to his chest.
“It’ll be right, sweetheart.”
It wasn’t until the word sweetheart penetrated her head, the hair on which was being nuzzled by Win, that Belle realized what she’d done. She tried to pull away from him, but he held on tight.
“Calm down, Belle,” Win begged gently. “I’m sorry your family doesn’t appreciate you.”
“Nobody appreciates me!” Belle whimpered. She was appalled by how pathetic and whiny she sounded. Nevertheless, the words felt right, and it was a relief to say them.
“I appreciate you.”
“Ha! You hate me.”
“I don’t hate you.” She felt Win take a deep breath. “Not at all.”
“You th-think I’m a simpering Rowena because I don’t dress like a slut!”
“What?” He sounded honestly astonished.
Belle realized she’d just been vicious about Kate, and despised herself. Since she’d already been despising herself quite effectively, this additional dose of self-loathing about finished her off. She hated herself for being a mean-spirited fuddy-duddy, and for finding such pleasure, however hot and sweaty, in Win Asher’s arms.
She buried her face in the convenient hollow of his shoulder, glad he’d removed his jacket because she could smell him better this way. A hint of bay rum added spice to the aroma of Win himself, and she wished she could drink it in for the rest of the evening, tomorrow, and a couple of months thereafter, although she wasn’t sure even then she’d get enough.
“You’ve been right about me all along,” she said, trying to decide if she wished she were dead or if she’d prefer remaining exactly where she was for all eternity. “I’m horrid. I’m judgmental and hateful. And spiteful.” She tried to come up with some more critical words, but her mind went blank.
“I never said that.”
“You thought it.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“You think I’m a silly belle from Georgia who hates everything.”
“Well . . .”
Belle grabbed on to his hesitation and flayed herself with it. “See? I’m right. You hate me.”
“I do not hate you!”
Again, Belle felt Win’s chest expand as he sucked in air. She wanted to crawl onto his lap, curl into a ball, and stay there, like a fat house cat. What a shocking hussy she’d become! The North was playing havoc with her sense of propriety. Her mother was right about her. Belle said, “Ohhh!” as the truth struck her, painfully, smack between the eyes. “She’s right!”
“What the hell is going on in that lovely head of yours, Belle?” Win asked at last, sounding moderately frustrated. “Who’s right? And I don’t hate you. Jeez Louise!”
She finally found the moral and physical strength to pull herself out of his arms. What a blithering fool she was being. Scooting over to the other side of the bench and clutching her handkerchief, not to mention her moral worth, in a death grip, she said, “I beg your pardon, Mr. Asher.”
Win said, “Win.”
Belle said, “Win,” and blushed.
He scooted after her, and she jumped up from the bench. She’d made enough of an ass of herself for one day. Unfortunately, she’d left her mother’s letter behind. Win picked it up. Belle made a grab for it, but Win lifted it out of her reach.
“Your mother must be even worse than my Aunt Theo, if she created that kind of reaction in you.”
“Don’t you dare read that letter!” Belle made another swipe for the missive, but again Win eluded her.
He sprang up from the bench, too, and jigged out of her way, reading as he did so. “Shoot, she really has it in for us Northerners, doesn’t she? You’d think we all burned down her barn personally.”
“Stop it!” Belle realized with horror that she’d started to screech. “That’s my private correspondence!”
“Applesauce,” said Win, grinning like the Cheshire Cat in Alice In Wonderland. “You started telling me about it. I’m just taking it another step.”
“Ooooooh!” Understanding at last that she was doomed, and that Win Asher was going to read her letter whether she wanted him to or not, she flopped down on the log atop the platform and sank her chin in her cupped hands. She supposed this was no more than she deserved, after allowing Win to take such liberties with her person.
It was distressing to realize that she had allowed the heathen North to subvert her southern morals and standards. Yet that was exactly what had happened to her. Never, ever, would she have allowed a man to put his arms around her when she lived in Georgia. Well, except for her father and other male relatives, but that was an entirely different matter.
“Oh, Lord,” she moaned, staring at the toes of her little white boots peeking out from beneath her skirt. It had been she who’d thrown her arms around him, hadn’t it? First it had been her corset. She’d thrown that out without giving it a second thought—or a third thought. She had worried about it at first. Hadn’t lasted long.
But she’d sunk fast from there. Perhaps she ought to quit her job and go home again.
Everything inside her rose up in protest. “I’ll be damned if I will,” she muttered to her boots, and immediately cringed when she heard a profanity leave her mouth. She glanced with trepidation at Win. To her consternation, she saw that he was staring at her. Her letter, she noticed, lay limp on his lap. She sat up straight. Even though she’d sunk beyond redemption in the morals department, he didn’t have to know it. She said, “What?” sharply.
“I don’t understand why she wrote all this guff.” Win lifted the letter.
Belle sighed heavily. “I don’t, either.”
“I mean, it doesn’t make any sense. You’d think she’d be overjoyed that you’re trying to better your family’s lot in life.”
Her family’s lot in life. “Hmm.” Belle thought about that. For the very first time, it occurred to her that if she managed to increase her family’s overall economic welfare, her mother wouldn’t have anything to talk about any more. Neither would her father. Or Granny and Gramps. Or Uncle Stephen and Aunt Mae Scudder. Or the rest of her siblings, cousins, aunts, and uncles. They’d have to stop whining and improve themselves.
“Well,” she murmured musingly, “they wouldn’t have to.”
“They wouldn’t have to what?” Win’s smile this time was different from any of the others he’d smiled at her.
Belle thought she detected sympathy, and she resented it. Defiantly, she said, “They wouldn’t have to stop talking about things.”
Win’s befuddlement was clear. “I beg your pardon?”
Belle threw up her arms. It was, perhaps her very first spontaneous gesture she’d ever given that was not rendered in defense of another human being but only done because she felt like throwing up her arms. “If they didn’t have their poverty and old family traditions of hating the North to talk about, they’d still be able to find topics of conversation. If they really wanted to.” She realized she’d sounded every bit as bitter as she felt and wasn’t even sorry about it. Not very, anyhow.
She didn’t appreciate the expression on Win’s face, which was smirky and oh-so-knowing. “Drat you, Win Asher! Your whole way of life wasn’t wiped out by a bunch of invading monsters, as ours was!”
He held his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “I know, I know. I’m sorry, Belle.”
“You don’t look it.”
“Well . . .” He shrugged. “I guess I don’t understand, is the main problem. My family never, ah, did stuff like that. You know: moan and groan about the past, I mean.”
“Why should they? They didn’t have to.”
He thought about it. “I guess you’re right, although my father fought in the war.”
“On the winning side,” Belle said acerbically.
“Yeah, but lots of Union men died, don’t forget.”
“Your entire way of life wasn’t destroyed.”
He remained silent for a moment. Belle at first thought he wasn’t going to respond to that sharp reminder, but he did at last.
“You know, Belle, you’re probably going to hate me for saying this, but I have to admit that the notion of slavery appalls me. Any way of life that depends on slavery to support itself deserves to be destroyed, in my opinion.”
She stared at him, wishing he hadn’t said that. She’d always been secretly ashamed that in her heart of hearts, way down deep where nobody could see, she felt the same way. She dropped her gaze until she was again peering at the toes of her little white boots.
What kind of a disloyal daughter of the South was she, to harbor these feelings? She knew the answer to that one: The worst kind. And yet she couldn’t condone slavery. Always before she’d consoled herself with the vague notion that the South itself would surely have done away with slavery eventually. Sooner rather than later, in all probability. At any rate, she liked to believe it was so.
Nevertheless, because she was possessed an honest soul, even though it felt as though it was being tried viciously hard of late, she grumbled, “I think so, too.”
Belle didn’t relish Win’s ecstatic cry of, “You do? Good God!”
She was about to respond with something cutting and sarcastic when she heard a thundering noise and glanced up. She was just in time to realize the thundering noise had come from Win’s boots racing across the floor. She cried, “Win!” when he swept her up from the log and hugged her in a bruising embrace.
“By God, I never thought you’d admit the heroes of the South had ever done anything wrong, Belle Monroe! This is cause for a celebration! And I have a great idea on how to celebrate. Let’s give your parents something really interesting to talk about besides the damned Civil War that ended thirty years ago!”
She didn’t even have time to protest his calling the War of Northern Ignorance by the inapt and, naturally, Northern name, Civil War, before she discovered she was being kissed, deeply and thoroughly, and her shaken senses switched from utter panic to absolute delight.
Throwing her arms around Win’s neck, Belle held on for dear life while Win imparted unto her so many of the lessons she’d felt were lacking in her life until this minute. She melted, she throbbed, her heart soared, her soul rejoiced, and she kissed him back with all the intensity in her body. God alone knew what might have become of her if the door to his booth hadn’t burst open. She and Win jumped apart as if an ax had hacked them into two pieces.
“Oh!” she whispered, covering her burning lips with her hand. She blinked fuzzily at the person standing in the sunlight pouring in through the open door.
“Damn.” Win, too, appeared befuddled. Or bedazzled. Belle couldn’t tell.
“Whoops!” Kate Finney stood in the doorway, grinning like an elf, her fists on her hips, her throat livid with fingerprint-sized bruises. “Sorry,” she said in a voice that, although hoarse, held more than a hint of laughter. “Didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”
On the whole, Belle guessed she was glad she had.



Chapter Eleven
 

The next morning, Belle was more certain about her gratitude toward Kate Finney’s interruption of that spontaneous and improper kiss. Even as she’d saved Kate’s life a couple of days ago, so Kate had saved Belle’s own life last night. God alone knew to what depths Belle might have sunk had she and Win not been interrupted.
Oh, but his kiss had been heavenly. Beautiful. Just what the doctor would have ordered, if Belle had visited a doctor of low moral character and asked for a strengthening tonic. She heaved a huge sigh.
She was sure there was something wrong with her that she should harbor in her soul a feeling of emptiness and the consciousness of something in her body—indeed, in her life—that remained unfulfilled. Those unsuitable and assuredly immoral feelings were shades of the evil Belle Monroe surfacing. Although until she’d arrived in New York City, Belle hadn’t known that side even existed, it had been given more than enough freedom recently.
She rummaged through her bureau drawer until she found her corset, put it on, then laced it as tightly as she could before going downstairs to breakfast with the Richmonds in the lovely and very expensive restaurant attached to the hotel. In a chastened mood this morning, she appreciated the fact that Gladys and George treated her as if she were a member of their family, and not an outsider merely working for them. Then she wondered if this easiness with the hired help was another Yankee tradition that was being used to subvert all of her early childhood training.
Since her head ached—she hadn’t slept at all last night—she decided to worry about subversive Yankee influences later. At the moment, she appreciated the Richmonds a lot.
“Good morning!” She put on her cheeriest demeanor in order to counteract the misery within her breathlessly corseted body. She hoped she’d be able to fit breakfast between her corset stays and her ribs, because she was sure food would held ease her headache.
“Good morning,” Gladys responded, smiling sweetly.
Gladys always smiled sweetly, Belle thought with a pinch of contempt and the rebellious speculation as to whether Gladys had ever been forced to think for herself. Yet Belle knew Gladys’s sweetness of temper existed because the woman possessed a truly good heart, and she was ashamed of herself all over again.
“We had fun last night, Miss Monroe!” Amalie said, bouncing in her seat. “I wish you could have gone with us. Cousin Fidelia has a real pony!”
“My goodness.” Belle offered Mr. Richmond a smile, but since his head was hidden behind the morning edition, he didn’t see it.
“I want a pony,” said the little girl wistfully.
“I want a horse,” said her brother. He sounded scornful, as he generally did when talking to or about his sister.
Belle smiled at both of them. She enjoyed the children. Even Garrett, although she believed she’d prefer to have girls than boys. Men always wanted boys, though, so she guessed she’d be willing to produce a couple of boys for her husband. If she ever found a husband.
The notion of marrying one of the young men in Blissborough gave her a slight pain in her midsection that matched the one in her head. Unless that was only her hunger torturing her. It was difficult to tell with the cursed corset strapped around her midsection like a portable jail cell.
A waiter came over to their table, looking ever so genteel and proper. Waiters, in Belle’s experience, were the most proper-appearing individuals in the northern states. She waited until the Richmonds had given their orders before she gave hers. She knew her place in this family’s life, even if she sometimes acted as though she’d forgotten it. So did the Richmonds, which didn’t help any.
“We could have a horse, couldn’t we, Pa?” Garrett asked his father before George could retreat behind his newspaper after giving his order.
The paper crackled as George gave it a shake and lifted it to cover his face. “We’d need a stable in order to have a horse,” his father pointed out, one eye peering at his son around an edge of newsprint.
“Robert’s father bought him a horse, and the Arbuthnots don’t have a stable.”
Belle saw Gladys look at the newspaper and the newspaper tilt her way, and presumed the Richmonds were exchanging a glance. She grinned inside. Child-rearing was a ticklish business. Belle knew that Robert Arbuthnot’s father was one of Mr. Richmond’s business rivals, although the two men were supposed to be friends. This was one of the pitfalls of parenthood, she reckoned.
It was Gladys who answered her child. “Just because Robert’s parents bought him a horse, that doesn’t mean we need to buy you one, Garrett. Robert’s horse lives in the country on their summer estate. That arrangement wouldn’t do you much good, if you wanted to ride your horse in Washington Square, would it? We don’t have a summer home.”
“Why can’t we have a summer house in the country? Everybody does!”
Would that it were true. Belle wouldn’t mind having a summer home in the country. She’d be willing to live there year-round actually.
“I don’t like the country.” Mrs. Richmond spoke firmly. “Your father would be happy to oblige us if we wanted one, but the country makes me sneeze.”
“Well, then, why can’t I have a horse in town?” Garrett’s voice took on the sniveling quality of a child thwarted. “We can use the carriage house. It’d be better than riding those pokey old horses of Mr. Betteredge’s. Besides, Robert’s father says it’s good for a boy to have a horse.”
Belle knew that Mr. Betteredge, who must be ninety years old if he was a day, was the only person residing on Washington Square who still kept a stable. The neighborhood was grand, and in the old days all the residents had their own stables and carriages. These days, however, New York City had grown so much that keeping one’s own stable in the City was impractical and wildly expensive.
Besides, cabs and carriages for hire were plentiful, so most folks kept their horses, if still owned any, in the country. It was a sensible way to live, in Belle’s considered opinion, although the point was moot to her, since she couldn’t even afford to keep a horse in Blissborough, much less in a the big city.
Folding his newspaper with an aggrieved sigh, George took over the argument. Leaning toward his son and frowning—Belle suspected he regretted having to lay the newspaper aside—he said, “If Robert’s father thought it was good to throw his son off a bridge, would you want me to do that to you? Be your own man, son. If you want to succeed in life, you need to break away from the pack and do things on your own.”
Look who’s talking, Belle mused in mild vexation, although she knew the thought to be unjust. George might be a stuffed shirt, but he was a comparably good-natured one—when he bothered to remember there were other people in the world.
“But—”
George didn’t give Garrett a chance to further explain his desire for a horse. “Look, son, I know you think it would be grand fun to have a horse or two, but if I ever buy you an animal, it would have to be in the country, where it can live a decent life, and since your mother can’t abide the country, it’s most unlikely. Don’t forget, too, that if you ever do get a horse, you’re the one who’s going to take care of it. I expect Mr. Arbuthnot has also hired stablemen and grooms to take care of Robert’s horse, and that’s not what I want for my children. I want them to develop a sense of responsibility.”
Gladys nodded. Even Belle approved of this pronouncement. Garrett, as might have been expected, did not. “All I want’s a horse,” he muttered under his breath. “You’re making a big fuss about it.”
“A horse,” his mother pointed out, “is a big fuss.”
Their breakfast arrived, and Garrett gave up arguing in favor of eating.
Belle sat next to Amalie, her favorite of the two children, probably because she was the more compliant and, it seemed to Belle, the more sensible. “I’m glad you enjoyed your visit with your friends, Amalie.”
“It was fun.” Amalie poured syrup over some flapjacks and dug in.
Belle was about to do likewise when her eye caught a picture on the folded newspaper Mr. Richmond had placed beside his breakfast plate. Her fork fell with a clatter from her benumbed fingers as she stared. “Oh, my God.” The words came out in a breathy whisper.
“Belle!” cried Gladys. “Oh, what’s the matter?” She pushed herself away from the table and rose to her feet, her face a mask of alarm.
“What’s wrong, Miss Monroe?” Amalie, too, sounded worried.
“Good God, is she sick?” asked George around a mouthful of baked ham. He looked as if he considered such a possibility more of a nuisance than a tragedy.
“Miss Monroe!” cried Garrett with what would have been gratifying trepidation, had Belle been in any condition to be gratified.
She wasn’t. She was flabbergasted. Stunned. Shocked.
With a pounce that startled her dining companions, she snatched up Mr. Richmond’s newspaper, much to that gentleman’s astonishment. Looking hard at what she’d thought she’d seen, she realized with horror that she’d been right. “Oh, my God.
She’d seen it, all right. So had everybody else in the city of Chicago.
Belle was furious.
# # #
Win gazed at the newspaper and smiled. He’d been gazing and smiling for what seemed like hours. H.L. May had done a bang-up job of the article he’d promised to write. And the photograph of Belle . . . Well . . . Win was more than pleased. He was ecstatic. Elated. Floating on air. He was sure he was a lot of other things, too, but he didn’t know the words for them.
Damn, he was going to be rich. He was going to make Belle rich, too, bless her heart.
He could hardly wait to show her the photograph and accompanying article. She was going to love it.
Damn, but she was gorgeous there, on the front page of the Globe. Ethereal. Dazzling. Otherworldly. Yet, somehow, essentially one-hundred-and-ten-percent American. The pose was perfect. Belle was perfect He’d titled the photograph “Miss Liberty,” and to Win’s mind, it portrayed everything worthwhile in this country: Beauty, Freedom, Grace, Independence, Glory, Patriotism, and Love. H.L. had worked all of those words into his article, too, by damn.
“God, I’m good,” Win muttered aloud. He dared speak aloud because there was no one in the booth with him. Win Asher didn’t suffer from false modesty, but he avoided overt braggadocio because people didn’t like braggarts.
As he stared at the photograph of Belle, he couldn’t help but recall the interrupted embrace of the evening before. He didn’t know whether to thank Kate Finney or paddle her behind for bursting into his booth at that exact moment. Belle had felt as if she belonged in his arms.
Obviously, he told himself here, in the privacy of his booth, he was good for her. All anyone had to do was take a gander at this photograph, if they doubted his word on that. Hell, he’d drawn her out of herself. He’d showed her true worth and inner—not to mention outer—beauty and essence, to the entire universe in this photograph.
When they’d first met, she’d been a fussy little southerner with no more sense of the world outside her own little corner of it than a gnat. But he, Win Asher, had perceived, upon catching that first glimpse of her on the Midway, the inner Belle. He could hardly wait to tell the Richmonds about the deal he’d made with his agent to market the series of photographs featuring Belle and their kids, too. They’d be overjoyed. The Richmonds, unlike Belle, knew a good thing when they saw it.
He heaved a huge sigh and went over to unlock his door. He’d been sitting in his booth gloating since early this morning, when he’d picked up a copy of the Globe from the kid down the block from his flat. Then, after a fleeting glance at his photograph, he’d bought the boy’s entire supply, much to the boy’s glee. Win was pretty damned gleeful himself.
His satisfaction only intensified when he set a cabinet-sized print of the newspaper photograph of Belle on an easel in his booth’s front window. As he watched the strollers who’d come to see the grand Columbian Exposition walk along, he was satisfied by how many of them spotted the picture, stopped walking, and changed direction so that they could peruse the print more closely. Many of them altered their morning plans after that and entered his booth. If this kept up, Win would have enough work to last him the rest of his life. And the world had only been privileged to view one of his artistic visions so far. He had dozens of ‘em.
He itched to see Belle. To hell with her southern-belle-ness. He was going to sweep her up in his arms and kiss her as if yesterday’s kiss had been no more than a brotherly peck on the cheek. And he didn’t care if the whole world watched him do it. He was on a roll, damn it, and he aimed to take Belle with him!
# # #
“Hold that pose,” Win said, ducking under his black curtain. “Don’t move a millimeter.”
The young woman on his platform giggled. “I don’t know what a millimeter is, so I don’t know if can move that much or not.”
Right. Real funny. Win didn’t speak the words that had filtered through his head, since to do so would have angered the vain young lady at present posing for him. Actually, she was posing for herself. Win would never pose anyone in so artificial a stance if he were pleasing himself.
But Belle’s picture in the newspaper was having the result he’d desired, and this young woman had hired him to take pictures of her. “For my fiancé,” she’d told him with a simper. Then she’d proceeded to dictate “romantic” poses to Win until he was ready to upchuck. Not literally.
He detested this sort of thing, though. This young woman had about as much subtlety as a steam engine. She wasn’t like Belle. Belle’s whole appeal was subtle. Sure, she was pretty, but her allure ran deeper than that. Belle’s inner essence shone through her outer trappings. Not that her outer trappings weren’t lovely, too, but there was a lot more to her than her family and the Recent Unpleasantness and all that southern folderol.
Realizing he was only confusing himself by trying to put words to Belle’s appeal, he yanked the chain on his camera, the flash powder caught, the explosion came, and the girl giggled. Maybe he’d just discovered the answer. Win could have predicted that sequence of events, actions, and reactions with this young woman. Not with Belle. With Belle, a fellow never knew what to expect. Well, besides a euphemism or two for the Civil War.
He was smiling when he told the young woman, “I think that will do it, Miss Pierce.”
“Oh, thank you, Mr. Asher.” Miss Pierce simpered down from the platform, joining her mother. Mrs. Pierce, Win noted with distaste, was also a simperer.
“Sure thing.” Deciding he had better things to do with his eyes than watch a couple of females simper, he emptied the flash tray and refilled it as the women gathered their parasols and handbags together. Where the devil was Belle?
“And when did you say we should come back?”
The younger Pierce sounded as if she hoped he’d tell her to stick around and watch him for the rest of the day. What was the matter with her, anyhow? According to her, she already had a fiancé. Surely, she didn’t need Win to pay court to her, too. Dammit, he wanted to shake the dust off his heels and desert his booth for the Columbian Exposition, taking Belle and his roll-film box Kodak with him. Hell, he’d even take the rest of the Richmonds along if they insisted.
“Um—” he said, recalling that the young woman had asked him a question. “—Friday, I guess. I can get a sheet of proofs prepared, and you can select the ones you want me to enlarge.” Guessing he had to turn around and be polite to his customers, he did so. The young woman was gazing at him as if he were lunch and she was starving. Her mama was almost as bad. Stepping behind his camera even though he didn’t really need to do anything else there, he said, “Thanks for stopping by, ladies. I hope you’ll enjoy the photographs.”
“Oh,” said Miss Pierce, clutching her hands together at her bosom, “I’m sure we shall.”
“Yes,” agreed her mother. “And Henry will so enjoy having a likeness of you to take with him on the train to his business meetings.”
“Yes,” Miss Pierce said, sounding vague. “Henry.”
Hoping to speed them on their way, Win said, “Thank you very much, Mrs. Pierce. Miss Pierce. I’ll see you in another day or so.”
Win guessed they couldn’t find any more excuses to stick around and torture him, because with another thousand or so useless words, they finally left him in peace. Where in the name of glory was Belle? Damn it, he needed her! He had to show her the Globe and gloat with her over the fabulous success of his first published picture of her.
He didn’t have much longer to wait. No sooner had he breathed a sigh of relief as the door shut behind the mother and the daughter, than it was flung open again with a degree of panache Win hadn’t anticipated. He also hadn’t anticipated the sight of Belle, standing in the sunlight, her hand gripping the door frame, and looking like a Valkyrie about to behead an enemy. His smile of joyful welcome faded even before she started yelling at him.
Belle couldn’t recall ever throwing a temper tantrum before. Temper tantrums were unladylike and, therefore, unheard of in her family. Ever since she’d seen that photograph of herself in the newspaper, however, she’d been mad enough to spit railroad spikes. Win Asher had lied to her. He’d told her that she’d only appear in Germany; yet here, only five or so days after they’d struck their bargain, her picture was plastered all over the front page of the Globe. That had infuriated her. In truth, however, even Win’s perfidy wouldn’t have been enough to prompt her into a temper tantrum.
But when she’d seen the two women, one of whom was young and pretty, leaving Win’s booth and chatting animatedly, her temper began to strain at its bonds. The young one kept darting glances back at the booth, too. It was obvious to Belle that she’d just had a marvelous time, and something inside Belle churned, as if somebody had injected her with a caustic acid solution.
Then, when she’d thrown the door to Win’s booth open and had seen Win Asher standing there, grinning like a devil and looking smug, she’d completely lost control of herself. “You lied to me!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. Her mother would have fainted to hear her. Belle herself almost fainted, since her corset didn’t really allow for enough air with which to yell effectively.
Not even her corset could deter her today, though. She’d left Gladys and Amalie gaping after her a few yards from Win’s booth when she’d seen the women leaving it. At the moment, she neither knew nor cared if they’d followed after her. Actually, she’d forgotten they even existed.
Win’s eyes opened wide. “Hey, wait a minute, Belle—”
She didn’t wait a second, much less a minute. She slammed the door so hard, the structure rattled. Then, with her arm outstretched and her quivering finger pointing, Yankee-style, at Win, she marched up to him and poked him in the chest. Hard. “You lied to me, Win Asher. You told me those pictures would appear only in Germany.”
He held his hands up, palms out, as if he were trying to fend off a fiend. Belle wished she were a fiend and could rip him into bloody strips.
“Wait a minute, Belle. I didn’t—”
“You did, too!” She couldn’t remember ever shrieking like this. She tried to suck in enough air to do it again, and couldn’t. Drat corsets!
“Stop hollering at me, and—”
“I’m not hollering!”
“Right. Well, then—”
Belle whirled around and stamped across the floor of the booth. It wasn’t a very large booth. It wasn’t nearly large enough to contain Belle’s ire, although it was plenty big enough for the air supply allowed by her stays. “You told me those photographs wouldn’t be sold in the United States, Win Asher. You said—”
“I did not! Damn it, Belle, will you calm down and listen to me?”
“No!” Another precipitate whirl was nearly Belle’s undoing. Her head started to swim from lack of oxygen and she plunked down, hard, on the padded bench under the front window. Hastily, she snatched a handkerchief from her pocket and mopped her brow, wishing she’d elected to postpone punishing herself via whalebone until another day.
The door to the booth creaked cautiously open. Belle jerked her head around, prepared to scowl at whoever dared to invade Win’s booth before she’d vented her spleen.
“Is everything all right, Belle?” Gladys, poking her head around the door jamb, appeared nervous.
As well she might. Belle had never behaved so badly in front of the Richmonds before Win Asher infected her life. With an internal snarl of resentment, she deflated slightly, knowing she couldn’t continue to revile Win satisfactorily in front of Gladys and the children. She tried to take a deep breath, failed, swore silently, and said, “Yes.” Too curt. She tacked on, “Thank you.”
Amalie, peeking around her mother’s skirt, said, “Are you sure, Miss Monroe? You look mad.”
Belle closed her eyes and tried to count to ten. Calmly. Failing that, she counted to ten in a rage and dared open her eyes again. “I’m fine, thank you, dear. I do need to discuss something with Mr. Asher, however.” Darting a glance at Win, who appeared to welcome the intrusion, she added through clenched teeth, “In private, darling.”
“Are you sure you’re all right?” Gladys didn’t look as though she believed her.
Belle couldn’t find it in her heart to blame her, because she was lying through her teeth. Nevertheless, she said, “Certainly. I’m just fine. Thank you very much for your concern.” She tried to smile, but knew she achieved only a rather toothy grimace.
“Well . . .” Gladys glanced from Belle to Win and back again.
Belle prayed hard that Gladys would take the broad hint and fetch Amalie away. Belle wouldn’t need much time. She only wanted to yell at Win Asher for a little while longer. Maybe hit him once or twice.
Finally, it was Win himself who ended the standoff. Belle tried to find it in her heart to be grateful, but she was so furious at him, she couldn’t.
“Say, ladies,” he said, smiling at Amalie first, so she’d know he was including her in the word ladies. “I have an idea. Why don’t I give you this free pass, and you can witness the balloon ascension that’s going to be taking place at the Court of Honor in—” He snatched a gold watch out of his pocket and squinted at it. “—It’ll be going up in thirty minutes. I’ll bet you’d love to see that, wouldn’t you, Miss Amalie?”
The little girl’s eyes sparkled. Belle watched, incensed. Dad blast it, she didn’t want Win to be nice to anybody! She wanted him to prove himself to be a thoroughgoing scoundrel. Maybe he reserved his scoundrelly behavior for her. She wouldn’t put it past him.
“Oh! Can we, Mama?”
Gladys hesitated. “Well, I guess . . .” She turned to Belle. “Will that be all right with you, Belle? I don’t want to leave you if you need my support.”
Belle’s heart softened slightly—at least toward Gladys. It remained as hard as flint where Win was concerned. With a smile that felt more natural than her last one had, she said, “Oh, la, Gladys, please don’t hesitate on my account. I’m just fine and dandy, thank you.”
She saw Win roll his eyes and wanted to heave the bench at him. Dratted corset.
“Well . . . If you’re sure, Belle.”
“I’m sure.” If Gladys and Amalie didn’t leave the booth soon, Belle’s smile was going to collapse, taking the rest of her face with it. The strain of maintaining a serene expression was killing her.
“All right, then.”
“Yay!” Amalie jumped up and down and clapped her hands. “And Garrett won’t get to see it!”
Gladys eyed her offspring sourly, although she took Win’s pass with a pretty thank-you.
At the moment, any member of the male sex would have had a hard time pleasing Belle, so she didn’t find any fault at all with Amalie’s reasoning.
Win, Belle noted bitterly, grinned at the little girl and gave her a saucy wink. She’d like to blacken that eye of his, so he couldn’t wink at any other females. Like that one who’d just simpered out of his booth, for instance. Ooh, but Belle wished she could snatch that hussy bald!
“Thank you so much, Mr. Asher.” Gladys held the balloon-ascension pass and turned to look at Belle. Her expression was doubtful, even though Belle was sitting primly with her hands folded in her lap.
Belle knew she wouldn’t be able to control her ire for too much longer, so she forced herself to smile sweetly. “Have a wonderful time, you two. I’m sure it will be very exciting.”
After hesitating for another couple of seconds—to Belle it seemed like hours—Gladys lifted her shoulders in a small shrug and smiled at her daughter. “Let’s go, sweetheart.”
Amalie skipped off, holding her mother’s hand. As soon as the door shut, Belle popped up from the bench, her corset be hanged. Again she pointed her finger at Win. “You lousy, no-account liar! How dare you say you didn’t lie to me!”
“Damnation, will you listen to reason, Belle? I said I have an agent in Germany. I didn’t say your pictures would only be shown in Germany.”
She shook her head, more in consternation than in disbelief. Although she was in no mood to think, she did her best to recall the conversation they’d had about Germany. Dagnabbit, she couldn’t remember it clearly. She only recalled that she’d been comforted by the belief that her photographs would only appear in Germany. Sullenly, she said, “Well, I must have gotten that impression somewhere, Win Asher. If you didn’t lie to me, you deliberately misled me, and that’s just as bad.”
“Belle, will you please settle down so we can discuss this calmly? I didn’t mean to mislead you.”
Lifting her head to send him one of her best, most accusing glares, she said, “I don’t believe that for an instant!”
From the expression on his face, Belle knew she was right to disbelieve him. Because she couldn’t do as she wanted to do—pace the booth and shriek and throw things—she folded her arms across her chest and tapped her foot. It wasn’t as satisfying, but it was the best she could do, trapped as she was in whalebone.
He was plainly troubled by her anger. Belle gave an internal snort of contempt. “Even if you didn’t say the pictures would appear only in Germany, you knew that’s what I thought you meant.”
“But— Aw, hell, Belle.”
“And don’t you dare use profanity in my presence!”
They resumed glaring at one another and kept it up for several seconds. Belle wasn’t ready to give an inch. Win seemed merely disconcerted.
At last it was he who broke the tension. With a deep sigh, he moved toward a desk in the corner of the booth. Belle eyed him suspiciously. She didn’t really think he’d get out a gun and shoot her, but she wouldn’t put much of anything past him after this day’s revelations.
There was no gun involved. Instead, he opened a drawer, unlocked a box, opened the lid, and took out a bunch of greenbacks. Belle, whose association with money thus far in life had been brief and transitory, watched with interest shadowed by uneasiness.
“Dash it, if you won’t be reasonable about this on artistic grounds, maybe the money will soothe your spirits.” When he turned around, he was holding what looked like a mound of money. It was certainly more money than Belle had ever seen.
Although she didn’t alter her pose, she couldn’t drag her attention from the greenbacks. “What do you mean?”
“I told you I’d pay you to pose for me. Well, I’m paying you.” He thrust the pile of bills at Belle. “Here. A hundred bucks. Just as I promised.”
Belle eyed the money for a moment longer, feeling a sick sensation in her chest reason. That’s right. She’d almost forgotten the monetary aspect of this deal. “Um, is that really a hundred dollars?”
He let out a huff of what sounded like disgust. “For God’s— Count it if you don’t trust me, for God’s sake!”
Belle swallowed and took the bills from Win’s outstretched hand. She stood looking down at the cash for a few seconds, then swallowed and decided that if she had sold her soul for money, like that fellow Faust, she might as well make sure she was being paid the agreed-upon amount for it.
With a crisp rustle of petticoats, she settled herself farther back on the padded bench and began counting the bills. She felt Win watch her as she did so, and couldn’t recall ever being so uncomfortable.



Chapter Twelve
 

Win jammed his hands into his pockets and stood looking down at Belle, feeling helpless. Worse, his feelings were hurt, and that was plain crazy. What reason had he to feel bad? After all, it had been he who’d deceived Belle.
Naw. Deceive was too strong a word. He’d manipulated her a little bit. So what? It had been for a good cause. And he’d given her the hundred dollars, hadn’t he? Before he’d even earned it back again. So really, she oughtn’t be so damned furious with him.
It was no use. He still felt like a worthless, deceitful, underhanded cad. With a sigh, he removed his hands from his pockets and sat down next to her on the bench. She gave a start and jerked away from him, hugging the money to her breast as if she expected him to try to snatch it back. Again, his feelings gave a big, painful twang.
This was nuts. “Listen, Belle, I’m sorry if you didn’t understand the deal.” His conscience slapped him upside the head, and he amended his statement at once. “That is, I’m sorry if I—if I— Damn it all, why had his conscience taken this, of all times, to start acting up? “I’m sorry I misled you.”
There. He’d said it, although he wasn’t honestly sure he was sorry. He was definitely sorry she was mad at him, so he guessed it wasn’t too much of a lie.
She sniffed. Win pressed his lips into a sour line and knew he should have expected as much. “But I paid you the amount we agreed upon, so you shouldn’t be too angry.”
Her gaze slid from the stack of greenbacks she clutched, to his face. “I appreciate the money.” Her voice was low and strained. “But I wouldn’t have agreed to take it if I’d known my likeness would appear on the front page of a big-city newspaper. Or—” She stopped speaking suddenly, her chocolate-brown eyes opened wide, and she gasped.
Fearing she was about to suffer a spasm of maidenly distress or something equally southern and beyond his ken, Win put a hand on her shoulder. “Say, Belle, what is it?”
The look she gave him then was so accusatory, Win feared she’d mistaken him for Jack the Ripper or somebody like that. “What’s the matter?” he demanded again, more harshly.
“Oh, my land, what if my parents get wind of this?”
“Of what? I thought they already knew?”
She waved a hand in the air. “Oh, they know I’m posing for photographs, but they don’t know about this.” She gestured toward the cabinet photograph of her displayed in his window.
“Ah.” Damn. “Um, where did you say you’re from?”
Belle had sunk her head into her hands—after she’d tucked the bills away in her tiny pocketbook—and moaned, “Blissborough. It’s not very far from Atlanta.”
“Ah.” For the life of him, Win didn’t know what to say now. The truth of the matter was that H.L. May’s articles, accompanied by whatever photographs went with them, were syndicated in newspapers everywhere. He decided Belle didn’t need to know that yet.
“They’ll think I’ve sunk beyond anything if they see that picture of me in a Georgia newspaper.”
Forgetting he was trying to placate the wench, Win said, “That’s plain stupid, Belle! The more places that picture shows up, the more I’ll get paid.”
She eyed him with what looked a good deal like loathing. “Lucky you.”
He instantly started backpedaling. “And you! You—you should get a percentage of every placement.”
Her lovely dark eyes gazed at him in clear disbelief for long enough that Win got edgy and started fidgeting. “I, um, never heard that,” she said at last.
“I guess we never discussed it,” he muttered. “But it’s the way these things work. You see, every time a photograph of mine appears anywhere—as long as I know about it, or my agent does.” He scowled, thinking about the unfairness of life. “So many unscrupulous people try to steal a man’s work, and don’t want to pay—” Glimpsing Belle’s altered facial expression, he decided he’d better not go in to unscrupulous motives. “I mean, I’m supposed to get paid every time another newspaper or other venue picks up one of my photographs for publication. It’s sort of like books.”
After several tense seconds, Belle said, “Ah.”
What the hell did that mean? Ah. Ah? Damn it, Win as getting fed up with this conversation. That being the case, he stood, reached down, grabbed Belle by the arm, and hauled her up off the bench. “Come with me. I’m going to talk some sense into you.” And he was going to do it somewhere they couldn’t be interrupted.
“What are you doing?” Belle cried.
“You heard me.” Win snatched his hat on the way out of the booth without releasing Belle’s arm.
# # #
Belle figured the thrill she experienced from Win’s forceful treatment of her was only further indication of her fallen nature. It was her bad luck that her fallen nature seemed to have beaten the rest of her nature into submission. The thought of that hundred dollars in her reticule had obviously softened her moral character.
Nevertheless, she did manage to dig in her heels. Since that didn’t stop Win’s forward motion appreciably, she only succeeded in scuffing her shoes. “Where are we going? What are you doing?”
“I’m taking you somewhere to talk some sense into you.” He continued to haul her along.
She saw a gentleman in a tweed suit, accompanied by a stout lady in plaid, lift his hand to shade his eyes and stare at them. The tweed man frowned at Win, who scowled back. Fellow appeared taken aback, turned at once, and hurried his stout companion on. Some gentleman he was, Belle thought bitterly. Damned Yankees.
“You’re making a spectacle of yourself,” Win growled. “I thought you didn’t want anyone noticing you.”
“It’s not I who’s making a spectacle of me!” she whispered indignantly. However, she did stop resisting. Not only was resistance bad for her shoes, but she couldn’t catch her breath.
A group of young man stood idling beside one of the beautiful statues set up on the grounds of the Exposition. They were dressed in the height of fashion, and looked to Belle as if they were practicing languor as an art form. One of the young men lifted a—good heavens, was that thing a monocle? How affected!—to his eyes and ogled Belle. Nudging his nearest companion, he nodded toward Belle and Win. His companion grinned and winked at Belle. The rest of the young men turned to stare at them, too.
She lifted her nose, thinking those ill-bred, though evidently well-off, fellows wouldn’t dare to do such a thing to a lady whose photograph hadn’t appeared on the front page of the Chicago Globe. “Drat you, Win Asher! Did you see that?”
“Yes.” Win turned to the group of young men and bellowed, “Who are you staring at, you filthy louts? My lady friend doesn’t appreciate your obnoxious attentions. Mind your own business or I’ll level the lot of you!”
The young men clearly had never been called to account for their rudeness before this. The first man dropped his monocle and retreated a step. The second fellow stuttered, “S-s-sorry, sir. We didn’t mean to be rude.”
“Humph,” Win growled. “A likely story.”
The young men turned as if they were connected by a string, and started walking away from Belle and Win. Win sneered. “Cowards.”
“That was your fault,” Belle said furiously. “They probably think I’m a—a—” She couldn’t say the word. Figuring it wouldn’t hurt, and might just help, she tried yanking her arm from his grip. As she’d suspected, that didn’t work, because his hold on her was firm. So firm, indeed, that she’d probably have bruises on the morrow. She wondered how well they’d photograph.
“Applesauce. They were only strutting their stuff and trying to be sophisticated.”
“It’s still your fault,” she muttered.
“Just be still for a minute, and we’ll be able to talk this thing out.”
“There’s nothing to talk about. You misled me, and now I’ll have to pay the consequences.” She added a sniff. It wasn’t a very potent one because of the corset situation, but it demonstrated her displeasure.
“You’re being unreasonable, damn it.”
“Don’t swear at me, drat you!”
He didn’t respond, but came to a precipitate halt in front of a boating dock, causing Belle, who hadn’t been able to keep up with him after he stopped pulling on her, to bump into his back. He turned to give her a hideous scowl, which wasn’t fair.
“It’s your fault for dragging me,” she panted, worried that she might faint. Her mother was always fainting. Belle had heretofore chalked up this aspect of her mother’s character to her dramatic tendencies, but now she wondered if she swooned all the time because she laced her stays too tightly.
Win didn’t bother with a rebuttal. He didn’t speak to her at all, in fact, but rather to a young lad who was grinning at the two of them like an imp. Belle felt herself flush with embarrassment. “Taking your lady on a boat ride, Mr. Asher?” the lad said, tipping Win a wink.
“Right.” Win thrust some money at the boy. “I don’t know how long we’ll be on the canal.”
Pressing a hand to her bosom in hopes of stilling her wildly beating heart, Belle looked around. She hadn’t been paying attention to where they were headed, but now that they were here, she realized Win was renting a boat.
The World’s Columbian Exposition had been built on what had basically been a swamp. Since water was plentiful, they’d taken advantage of it and created a series of waterways that threaded the Exposition grounds, interspersed with numerous lovely lakes. The landscaping surrounding the rivers and lakes was breathtaking, even when one hadn’t laced ones corset too tightly. Belle realized Win expected to take her out on one of the rowboats being rented to take advantage of the waterways, and yanked at her hand again.
“I can’t go out there with you!” she hissed, thinking of her already tarnished virtue.
“Hush. Here, Buster. I’ll take the oars.”
“Sure thing, Mister Asher.” With a laugh that sounded too lascivious to be coming from a boy his age, Buster took up a pair of oars.
Before taking them from the boy, Win lifted Belle into the small rowboat. She was too shocked to struggle, although she might not have struggled had shock not been a problem. She was already a spectacle. She didn’t much care to become a waterlogged one. The boat rocked wildly as soon as Win plunked her down on the bench. Belle uttered a soft shriek and gripped the sides of the boat.
“Thanks, Buster.” Win grabbed the oars from his collaborator in crime and deftly climbed into the boat. To Belle he grumbled, “No need to scream, Belle. I know how to row a boat.”
“Blast you, Win Asher!”
“Yeah, yeah.” His mouth closed and his lips pressed together until white encircled it in his tanned face.
He was furious, Belle realized. As furious as she. And for no reason. At least she had a reason for her wrath. If she’d dared let go of the sides of the boat, she’d have crossed her arms across her chest and stared off into the distance, as there didn’t seem to be any other way to express her anger and disapproval. Since that option was denied her—she’d never been on a boat before, didn’t know how to swim, and wasn’t fond of being on the water—she settled for turning her head and staring at the shore, trying to ignore Win.
He didn’t speak for what seemed to Belle like hours, but was probably only several minutes. He was rowing fast. The little boat seemed to zoom through across the lake. In spite of herself, Belle enjoyed the view.
The entire Columbian Exposition was beautiful. The buildings, most crafted in the Beaux Arts style—Belle had read a little bit about the school of art—were gorgeous. The landscaping, which she could see better from the water than from on the walkways, was lush and beautiful. She realized that Win had rowed them to the Wooded Island because she saw the magnificent rose garden. She sighed with pleasure before she could catch herself.
One day, she promised herself, she was going to have a rose garden. Even if she remained impoverished and had to move back to Blissborough and live in her parents’ dilapidated home, there was no earthly reason she had to forego the pleasure of roses. The disloyal thought niggled at her that her mother had deliberately denied herself some of life’s inexpensive pleasures for no better reason than that she wanted people to feel sorry for her.
“Phooh,” she muttered under her breath, irked that she should be thinking such things in the present circumstance. She shot a glance at Win. Sure enough, he was staring straight at her. Vexed, she said, “Don’t you have to look where you’re going?”
“No.”
Since he didn’t seem inclined to elaborate, Belle guessed he didn’t have to look. Drat it. It was uncomfortable to be stared at, especially since his expression was odd. It wasn’t long before she gave up looking at him at all, but turned her head to view the scenery, which was lovely. They were on a waterway that bore a resemblance to pictures Belle had seen of rivers in the Belgian Congo, with thick vegetation growing everywhere. She’d have been surprised, but not very, if a hippopotamus suddenly showed up.
She grabbed the sides of the rowboat and uttered a gasp of alarm when the boat came to a bumpy stop. Glancing around wildly, Belle realized Win had pulled into a tiny indentation in one of the islands. “What are you doing? Did we run aground?” She thought that was the right terminology.
“On purpose,” he said shortly.
Good Lord, he wasn’t going to drown her, was he?
He seemed to sense her fear. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you, dash it. I just need to talk to you. We need to get this straightened out.”
She sniffed. “I want to be taken back to—to—” Drat it, she couldn’t remember where Gladys and Amalie were. Ah, yes. “—to the balloon ascension.”
“You can’t get in without a pass, and I don’t have any more passes.”
He did whatever oarsmen did with their oars when they weren’t in use. Belle vaguely recalled that there was a term for it, but she didn’t know what it was. Eyeing him suspiciously, she said, “What are you doing now?”
“Damn it, Belle Monroe, you’re driving me crazy.”
She goggled at him, even though she knew goggling was unladylike. “I! Driving you crazy?”
“Yes.”
Since he’d taken to glaring at her savagely, Belle guessed he meant it. Still, she didn’t understand, and her own temper blossomed like a rosebud on a hot day. “How dare you? I’m the one who’s been lied to and misled and—”
“Damn it, you’ve been paid!”
His roar was so loud, Belle clapped her hands over her ears. Shooting him what she hoped was a hideous frown, she snapped, “Money doesn’t make up for the humiliation of having my likeness plastered all over the United States!”
“Humiliation! Humiliation?”
“Yes! I know you told me it would only appear in Germany! I know it, blast you Win Asher!”
“Humiliation, my foot! You’re being completely unreasonable. You’re a beautiful woman, damn it! You ought to be proud of yourself, not hollering at me because I discovered you like—like—like a swan in a herd of ducklings!”
“Flock,” Belle muttered. She felt sort of as if he’d thrown a blanket over her temper with that comment about her alleged beauty. Belle tried at all times to look her best, but she’d never thought of herself as particularly beautiful. Her swooning mother was the beauty of the family. Belle was too independent, too stubborn, and too unlike the rest of her family to be considered . . .
“Do you really think I’m beautiful?” Her voice was tiny, and she was ashamed of herself as soon as the question hit the air.
Win stared at her as if he’d never heard a more idiotic question in his life. Belle’s lips pinched, and her hands balled into fists. Dagnabbit, why did she always say the wrong thing to this frustrating male person?
He pounced so fast, she didn’t have time to leap out of the way, even if she’d dared to do so. Leaping in a rowboat was impractical, however, and when he grabbed her up in his arms, the boat rocked wildly from side to side. So shocked was she by his precipitate move and the rocking of the boat, that she released her grip on the sides of the boat and flung her arms around him.
Oh, my, but it felt good to be held like this. Belle was only briefly conscious of the impropriety of the embrace before sensation took over, and rational thought fled.
“Damnation, Belle, how can you even ask such a stupid question?” The words spread over her warm skin along with his breath, and exquisite tingles erupted inside her.
“What question?” Had she asked a question? Mmmm. She couldn’t recall.
“Are you beautiful,” Win grumbled against her throat. She obligingly let her head fall back so that he could have a broader grazing range. “Damn, of course, you’re beautiful.”
“Mmmm.” Wasn’t that just the sweetest thing? If Belle had access to her voice, she might have said so.
“What’s more, you’ve got depth.” He demonstrated his own depth by yanking the hat pins out of her bonnet, pulling the bonnet off, removing the hair pins from her carefully coifed hair, and burrowing his fingers through it. His touch was delicate and precious.
“Mmmm?” Depth, eh? My, my.
“I thought you were an idiot when we first met.”
Now that wasn’t very nice. Belle would have frowned if she’d been up to it. Since she wasn’t, she whispered, “I didn’t like you, either.”
“And then I saw you with the kids, and I realized there was more to you than lame Southern platitudes and euphemisms for the Civil War.”
That caught her attention—almost. Although her heart wasn’t really in it, she murmured, “It wasn’t a civil—”
“Yeah, yeah. I know. It wasn’t a civil war. It was the war of Northern Stupidity.”
Ah. Belle decided she’d forgive him his sarcastic tone of voice because he’d used an appropriate word for the dreadful Conflict.
“You love those kids, don’t you, Belle?”
“Mmmm.” She hoped that would suffice as an answer because it was all she could manage under the influence of Win’s hands surveying her body.
“And then you saved Kate Finney’s life.”
She had done that, hadn’t she? She’d thought Win had forgotten that heroic act on her part. Belle was pleased to learn he hadn’t.
“With your damned parasol.”
His deep, low chuckle caused all sorts of unseemly sensations to break out in her. She felt his hand on the calf of her leg, and sucked in air. Before she could do anything, he covered her mouth with his again, and she forgot she was supposed to be protesting his improper advances. It was just as well, because she didn’t really feel like protesting, and since she couldn’t speak, she didn’t have to. When his tongue crept out to caress hers, Belle almost emulated her mother and swooned.
“Why the hell are you wearing a corset?”
He pulled away from her so suddenly, Belle nearly went over the side of the rowboat and into the waterway. His grip on her shoulders was intense, and his scowl was as black a one as Belle had ever seen. She couldn’t comprehend the question. She couldn’t have comprehended any question at the moment, because her wits had scattered like chaff in the wind several moments earlier. She said, “Um . . .”
“I thought you’d left off wearing that damned instrument of torture.”
She squinted in his direction, unable to reconcile the sweet sensations still ricocheting through her body with the frightful scowl on his face. “Um . . .”
“Corsets are bad for your health, damn it!”
She really wished he wouldn’t swear at her every other second. She blinked at him some more.
“You’re likely to pass out from lack of air if you keep wearing the damned thing.”
“I . . .” She what? Fiddlesticks.
“Oh, to hell with it,” Win snapped, and drew her to his chest again.
Belle was awfully grateful, since she hadn’t a clue what to say in defense of corsets, and was unhappy that he’d interrupted the blissful interlude. She sighed against him, feeling weightless and boneless and delicious.
“You drive me crazy,” Win whispered against her ear.
“Mmmm,” she said, recollecting she was supposed to be irked by this statement, but not recalling why.
“This is just one more instance of it.”
Of what? Belle didn’t know, so she only said, “Mmmm” again.
“And I want you so badly, I’ve been aching with it for days now.”
“Good.”
Oops. Belle guessed she shouldn’t have said that. Oh, well.
“Good, is it?” Win’s hand discovered the buttons at the throat of her shirtwaist and his fingers fumbled with them. “Hell, maybe you’re right.”
And maybe she wasn’t. Somewhere deep down inside, Belle knew she shouldn’t be allowing this assault—if it was an assault—to continue, but it felt so good. Win shoved the fabric aside.
“Aha. There’s the offending rascal.”
“Hmmm?” Belle, realizing Win was staring at her bosom, glanced down. “Oh. You mean my corset.”
“Yes. I mean your damned corset.”
“It is a little uncomfortable,” she admitted.
“A little?”
She shrugged. “It’s not a long-line corset. I could remove it, I suppose.” She didn’t know why he was gaping at her in that incredulous manner. “I thought that’s what you wanted.”
“What I wanted?” he said faintly. “But . . .”
He didn’t finish the thought. As she started unlacing her corset, Belle murmured, “I’ve been on the verge of swooning all day long because of this thing. I laced it especially tightly this morning because I was ashamed of myself for succumbing to your embrace last evening.”
“Submitting to my—”
She glanced up from her unlacing because he’d let her go suddenly, and the boat started rocking. His expression conveyed a wealth of emotions, none of them pleasant. Belle swallowed, and the fog in her head started to lift. Her fingers hadn’t stopped pulling ribbons, and all of a sudden her corset gave way, slipped from her waist and settled onto her hips, the whalebone holding it up like a cage.
Win stared at her, hard, and swallowed. “Um . . .”
She stared back. “Um . . .” Then sanity returned with a burst of light and a dawning horror. “Oh, my land! What have I done?”
“No. What have I done?” Win’s voice was shaky.
“Oh, my land. Oh, my land.” Belle clutched at her shirtwaist, trying to draw the two sides together. Her corset got in the way, and she yanked it out of her bodice. Her hand shook like she had palsy when she gazed with disbelief at the undergarment. What in the name of heaven was she supposed to do now?
“Um, Belle?”
Her gaze flew from the corset to Win’s face. He looked more serious than she’d ever seen him. “What?” She barked the one word, feeling abused, misunderstood, and manipulated.
“Um, here. I’ll take it.”
She flung the corset at him and attacked the buttons on her shirtwaist. Her hair, which had been totally disarranged by Win, got in her way. Furious and frustrated, she grabbed a hunk of hair and tossed it over her shoulder. She heard Win groan.
“Oh, God, Belle, I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me.”
“I do,” she said bitterly. Drat it, her buttons were giving her fits. Probably because her hands were shaking so hard. “You’re a damned Yankee and a man.” She resented his sigh of resignation.
“My being a Yankee has nothing to do with it. It’s the being a man part that did the damage.”
Frowning hard, she glanced from her buttons to his face. He looked relatively miserable. As well he should, she thought angrily.
“But any man would want you, Belle. It’s not just me. You’re special. You’re— Oh, hell, I don’t know.”
She was surprised when he buried his face in his hands, raking his fingers through his own hair this time instead of hers. She’d finally managed to get her buttons done up, so she grabbed her thick, heavy hair, wadded it into a bun, held it at the back of her neck, and surveyed the bottom of the boat for hairpins. She found enough to keep her hair out of her way for a little while. Her bonnet had somehow or other gotten stepped on. She picked it up and gazed at it mournfully. “It’s ruined.”
He peeked at her through is fingers. “What’s ruined?”
“My bonnet.” For some absurd reason, seeing her poor bonnet in this condition made tears burn Belle’s eyes. She knew her lips were trembling and felt stupid. “It’s ruined.”
“Buy yourself a new one,” Win said unfeelingly. “Hell, I’ll buy you a new one. It’s probably my fault.”
“Yes,” she said, trying to sound firm. She didn’t. She sounded pathetic. “It is your fault.” Then, even though she’d rather have shot herself, Belle burst into tears. It was her turn to bury her face in her hands.
“Aw, hell, Belle, don’t do that. Please.” Win sounded pathetic.
Belle was pathetic. She hated herself for succumbing to what she’d always considered a last resort of feminine wiliness. She didn’t feel wily at the moment. She felt awful. Pitiful. Miserable. Horrid. “G-go away,” came muffled through her hands. “Leave me alone.”
“Damnation.” The word was both prayer and imprecation.
Belle didn’t care. She’d humiliated herself enough for one day; she wasn’t going to add to her load of shame by trying to speak any more. Huge sobs racked her body. She felt so stupid.
When Win’s arms went around her this time, she tried to resist.
“Stop that,” he said mildly. “You’ll swamp the boat. I’m sorry, Belle. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
He sounded so tender that Belle’s last remaining vestige of control snapped. With a ragged sob, she threw herself into Win Asher’s arms.



Chapter Thirteen
 

Under other circumstances, or with any other woman, Win would have known exactly what to do. They were plenty private enough to do it, too, thanks to his understanding of the fairgrounds and his skill with the oars.
With Belle, and even though he was primed and as ready as he’d ever been to consummate an act of procreation, he couldn’t make himself take advantage. Not of Belle, who was so—so—Southern, he guessed was the right word, although it didn’t seem to cover everything. Too proper? That was sort of right, too.
He feared he respected her too much, and that’s what stayed his lust, although he didn’t want to think about it now. Respecting a woman could be damned inconvenient.
“Listen, Belle, I’m sorry I got carried away. It’s just that you’re so—” He couldn’t blame his actions on her southernness. It was Belle herself he couldn’t seem to resist. No matter how hard he tried. “—appealing to me.”
A huge, undignified sniffle smote his ears. “M-me?” she whispered. “Appealing?”
Sexual frustration and guilt buried Win’s under-developed gentlemanly instincts for a moment. His words were crisp as burned toast when he responded. “Don’t sound so surprised, Belle. You probably had every gent in Blissborough panting at your heels, what with your winsome ways and big brown eyes.” He felt low as a snake as soon as the words smote the muggy air.
She wrenched herself away from him. “You wretch!”
“Oh, God, Belle, I’m sorry. It’s not you. It’s me. I can’t seem to keep my hands to myself, and all I do all the time, every damned day, is think about you. That’s not your fault.”
She gasped as she fumbled for her little reticule on the floor of the boat. Finding it at last, she grabbed it with shaking hands and groped in it for a handkerchief with which she mopped her eyes. “I—I should say it’s not my fault. A-appealing? Oh, never mind.”
She blew her nose with a frenzy Win hadn’t anticipated. He elected not to explain why he found her appealing. It had become painfully obvious that his condition was going to remain frustrated for the time being, so he sighed heavily. “We’d better get you fixed up and take you back to Mrs. Richmond, Belle.”
She jerked her face up from her handkerchief, her aspect stricken. “Oh, my land, I’ll never be able to face them looking like this.”
Another sigh. “That’s why we’re going to fix you up.”
“How?” She tried hard to glower at him, but her face couldn’t effectively accommodate a glower. “I’m a mess.”
“Even as a mess, you look better than most women,” Win acknowledged, and not merely because he wanted to soothe her shattered feelings, but because it was true. “Do you have a mirror in that thing?” He gestured to her reticule.
Belle glanced down at her reticule and then up at Win. “No.”
“I thought women always carried primping mirrors around with them.”
“I,” said Belle glacially, “do not primp. I am a gainfully employed working woman, and I don’t have time to primp.”
“Right, right. I know. I know.” He raked his hands through his hair again. He wished he were still holding Belle in his arms. She’d felt good there. Right, somehow. If only she weren’t such a damned difficult female and so blasted Southern, with a capital S, they might just be able to work out some kind of profitable partnership.
The notion had no sooner entered his head than it struck him all of a heap, as his English grandmother might have said. His hands finished raking his hair and dropped to his lap. “Good God.”
He didn’t realize he’d spoken aloud until Belle said suspiciously, “I beg your pardon?”
“Huh?” Win shook himself out of his sudden daze and found Belle staring at him, looking as suspicious as she’d sounded. He opened his mouth to tell her the brilliant idea that had just occurred to him, but his better sense made him hold his tongue. He cleared his throat. “Oh. Nothing. Here. Let me row us to shore. I can dock near Kate’s booth. She’ll help us out.”
“I am not going to appear in public looking like this, Win Asher!” Belle sat up as straight as an iron rod and glared at him. She was much better at glaring than she was at glowering, he noticed unhappily.
“Dammit, I don’t have a comb or brush or mirror on me, Belle. Be reasonable for once, will you?”
“Be reasonable? For once!”
Her shout startled the birds that had been poking around in the bulrushes. They left off searching for comestibles and exploded from the scenery with a noise like a bomb blast. Both Belle and Win jumped, thereby rocking the boat. Win caught up the oars and, with a good deal of trouble, stabilized the craft. “For God’s sake,” he muttered, “quit hollering, will you?”
Belle clung for dear life to the sides of the boat. “Blast you, Win Asher,” she said after the boat stopped rocking. “I am reasonable and I am not hollering. It’s not my fault you’ve ruined my life.”
“Ruined your . . . ? Good God.”
She sniffed and turned her face away from him. He had to admit that she looked pretty mussed up, with her hair all tumbling down, and her shirtwaist wrinkled. He couldn’t see an appreciable difference in the size of her waist now that the corset was gone, but he imagined she felt sort of vulnerable. Damn all southern maidens to the pit, anyhow. It was as if they didn’t dare face the world without armor.
But that was neither here nor there. No matter what Belle wanted—and Win expected she wanted to be whisked via magic back to her safe little poverty-stricken home in Georgia—he knew what they had to do. Kate Finney was the answer to this problem. Kate wouldn’t think twice about helping Belle fix herself up. Good old Kate. Although it was a pity her life had been so rough up until now, at least Kate wouldn’t waste time in questions or recriminations, which was an advantage Win could appreciate, even if Belle couldn’t. He shoved away from the bank against which the boat had been lodged, annoying another several dozen birds, and started rowing.
Belle’s hands flew to her hair. “Stop rowing! You can’t take me back to the Exposition looking like this! I can’t be seen in public this way!”
Win heard his teeth grinding and made his jaw relax. No sense ruining his teeth because he’d made a mistake with a Southern belle. “You’re not going to be seen in public that way. I’m taking you to Kate. She’ll fix you up.”
“No! I can’t be—
“Damnation, will you stop screeching? Unless you want to face Mrs. Richmond looking like that, I’m taking you to Kate.”
“Mrs. Richmond. Oh, my land.” She shrank down in the boat as he rowed away from the privacy of their little waterway and neared the lake. “I don’t want people to see me like this.” Her voice had shrunk to a pitiful whimper.
“Nobody will see you like that,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’ll pull up to within a dozen yards of Kate’s booth.”
“I’ll still have to walk to the booth,” she pointed out, sinking even lower in the boat.
“Certainly, but you won’t have to walk any farther than that.”
“Oh, my land.”
As Win pulled out onto the lake, which fed directly into the Grand Basin, Belle crunched down onto the bottom of the boat, curling herself into as small a ball as she could. Win would have rolled his eyes if he didn’t feel so guilty.
# # #
Although the walk from the boat to Kate’s booth didn’t take more than five minutes, to Belle it dragged on like eternity. She felt like a pure fool the whole time. Win had reluctantly agreed to let her borrow his jacket, which she threw over her head.
“You look idiotic like that. People are more likely to stare at you with that jacket flung over your head than if you stopped trying to hide and just walked.”
“I don’t care.” Since she was keeping her head down, her mouth was buried in the fabric of his jacket sleeve and her voice was muffled. “They can stare all they want because they can’t see it’s me.” She’d sooner drown herself in the Grand Basin than admit it, but she got a good deal of pleasure from smelling Win’s scent in his jacket. She presumed this was only one more indication of how morally low she’d sunk since moving to the depraved North.
“Good God. Nobody would know who you are even if they could see your face.”
“Ha!” A note of satisfaction rang in Belle’s voice. “Thanks to you, my face is all over the city of Chicago today. Everybody would recognize me!”
“Huh.”
He didn’t have an answer for that one, Belle noted with rancor, because he knew she was right. Fortunately for her, Kate had no customers in her booth when they finally, after what seemed like ten or eleven hours, got there.
“Hey there, you two,” Kate cried cheerfully.
As soon as the door shut behind her, Belle doffed the jacket, which had been all but smothering her. The weather was warm enough without thick tweed muffling her face, even if it did smell like Win.
“Holy smoke!” Kate gaped at Belle, who gazed back ruefully. “What happened to you?”
Belle would never have hooked a thumb at Win had she been in more refined company, but she knew Kate wouldn’t criticize her for the crude gesture. “He did.”
Her eyes huge, Kate glanced from Belle to Win. Belle was astonished to see the color in Kate’s cheeks deepen. She was even more astonished when Kate cried, “Win Asher, you devil, you!” Then she burst out laughing.
Feeling beleaguered and more than a trifle embarrassed, Belle muttered, “It’s not that.”
“I didn’t do anything to her!” Win said furiously. Then he crammed his hands into his pockets and muttered, “Well, I didn’t do much.”
Belle didn’t want to go into what she and Win had or had not been doing on that boat. If she related the sequence of events to Kate, she’d die of mortification. “We had a little accident,” she lied. “And Mr. Asher said you might be able to help me tidy up before I go back to work.”
“Mr. Asher, is it?” Kate said in a voice dancing with amusement.
Belle wondered sourly how the girl could be so jolly only a day or two after her own father had tried to murder her, but she didn’t ask. Instead, she said repressively, “Yes.”
With a cheerful shrug, Kate said, “All right. I’ve got lots of stuff here you can use to tidy up, Belle. Happy to help. After all, you saved my life.”
And with that, and with Belle blinking in surprise—she couldn’t even conceive of anyone taking such a brutal attack this lightly—Kate took Belle’s arm and led her to a curtain in the corner of her booth. Whipping the curtain aside, Kate revealed a small dressing table cluttered with boxes, bottles, brushes, combs, and powder puffs. A chair had been placed before the table, and a mirror hung on the wall. “I’ve got everything you’ll need here to fix your hair.” She eyed Belle with a professional’s disinterest. “And a little makeup wouldn’t hurt, either. You look as though you’ve been through a war.” She shot Win a grin. He grimaced back. Belle wished she could just die and get it over with.
“Makeup?” She gulped. “Um, I don’t generally wear paint.”
“Well, you’d better wear some today, because otherwise, you’re going to look like somebody just tried to ravish you.” Kate cast another humorous glance at Win, who grunted something unintelligible. Belle wanted to sink into the earth and disappear.
“Sit here,” Kate said, pushing on Belle’s shoulder.
Responding to the pressure, Belle sat with a plunk onto the chair before a dressing table. Curiosity began to nudge her embarrassment out of the way. “Is this where you get yourself up to look like a Gypsy?”
“This is the place, all right.”
The two women gazed at each other in the mirror. It was a trifle disconcerting to see her fair Southern self, in rather more than slight dishabille, cheek by jowl with an exotic, dark-skinned Gypsy maiden with rings in her ears, big green eyes, and a splashy striped scarf tying her hair back, but Belle didn’t comment on the phenomenon. Kate appeared seriously enthralled at the prospect of fixing Belle up, which Belle knew she should appreciate. She guessed it had been a good idea of Win’s that they come to Kate, although she was as yet unwilling to thank him. For anything.
“Okey-dokey,” Kate said, picking up a brush. “I suppose we ought to work on your hair first.”
“Thank you,” Belle mumbled. “I have some hairpins here.” She dug in her skirt pocket and eventually came out with three pins. She sighed.
“Don’t worry about it,” Kate said with a laugh. “I’ve got lots of hairpins.”
Thank God for that. Belle said only, “Thank you,” in a muted sort of voice. This was so utterly embarrassing, she wasn’t sure she was going to survive. She almost didn’t want do. Drat Win Asher.
Kate hummed softly as she brushed out Belle’s hair. “Your hair’s very pretty,” she said after a moment.
“Thank you.” Belle felt silly. She wasn’t accustomed to anyone fussing over her. Her mother had deplored the fact that the family couldn’t afford servants, but as far as Belle was concerned, she’d rather fend for herself than have people hovering about her all the time. Belle liked her privacy.
And anyhow, her mother had only lived a very few years with the luxury of servants—oh, very well, the luxury of slaves—so she really ought to have become used to doing without them by this time. But Mrs. Monroe had ever preferred to curse the darkness than light a candle, so to speak.
Belle heaved a dispirited sigh.
“What’s the matter?” Kate asked around a mouthful of hairpins.
“Nothing. Thank you very much for doing this for me.”
“It’s nothing. I love working with hair and makeup.”
Belle smiled at her in the mirror. Kate smiled back. Inside, Belle wasn’t smiling. She was berating herself for once again being disrespectful of her family. Yet Belle really couldn’t understand what was so wonderful about being unable to do anything for oneself. She thought self-sufficiency was an admirable quality in a person. Look at Kate, for heaven’s sake. According to Win, she was supporting herself and her mother both, and having to fend off a brutal father into the bargain.
As far as Belle was concerned, being dependent on a horde of hirelings or slaves to do something so simple as dress oneself or brush one’s hair seemed positively ridiculous. She’d never, in a hundred years, say so to her mother. Not unless she wanted to have to run for the smelling salts to revive her mother from a swoon. Without her consent, a giggle smote her.
“What’s the matter? Am I tickling you?”
When Belle glanced into the mirror, she saw that Kate had stopped brushing and looked concerned; almost frightened, actually. Strange. “I’m sorry, Kate. No, you’re not tickling. I was thinking about—something.”
“You might tell me,” Win said bitterly. “I could use a laugh.”
Belle glanced into the corner of the booth and saw him sitting on a stool, his chin in his hands, and his elbows resting on his knees. He looked dejected. The bounder. She sniffed.
“I could use a laugh, too,” said Kate, resuming with the hairbrush. She gathered Belle’s hair in one hand, laid the brush aside, and twisted the shiny chestnut mass into a complicated pattern.
“Oh, I was only thinking about my mother,” muttered Belle, watching with interest. She’d never considered anything but a straightforward bun for her hair, but what Kate was doing looked pretty.
“Hmmm,” Kate murmured. “Lucky you, if thinking about your mother makes you laugh. Thinking about my ma only makes me want to cry most of the time.” Instead of crying, she laughed.
Belle stared at her in the mirror. “Good heavens,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
Kate shrugged. “Ma’s been sick,” she said shortly.
Belle got the impression she didn’t want to talk about it. “I’m awfully sorry.”
“It’s all right. Shoot, we all have to play the cards we get dealt, I reckon. So, why does thinking about your mother make you laugh?”
Oh, dear. Belle wished she’d never started this conversation. She caught Kate’s glance in the mirror, though, and a sudden urge to unburden herself smote her. She’d never had such an urge before this very minute. With a sense of recklessness, she said, “Well, you know, I come from the South.”
“No, really?” The mirror reflected Kate’s eyes as huge with disbelief.
Belle almost fell for it until she heard Win snort and grumble, “Gee whiz, Kate, how could you tell?”
Pursing her lips, Belle decided she’d hit Win later. Because she liked Kate and felt sorry for her, she smiled. “I guess I do sort of have an accent.”
“Sort of,” Kate agreed. She was in the process of securing the elaborate French twist to Belle’s head.
“Huh,” said Win.
“My mother and father grew up in Blissborough, before the Great Conflict.”
“The great conflict? Which conflict was that?”
“Don’t get her started,” suggested Win. “She means the Civil War.”
Instantly, Belle bridled. “It was not a—”
“Right. Beg pardon. It wasn’t a civil war,” Win said, throwing up his hands as if he thought Belle was being more than usually absurd. “It was a whole bunch of euphemisms for it.”
“Oh,” said Kate, sounding uncertain.
As well she might, Belle thought ill-naturedly. “You may think what you like, Mr. Win Asher, I know it wasn’t a civil war. It was a catastrophe for my people.”
“Oh,” Kate said again.
Belle saw Kate and Win exchange a glance in the mirror and gritted her teeth. “You northerners can never understand,” she said bitterly. “We lost everything.” With a sniff, she added, “My mother never got over it.”
Silence spread like a mist through the booth for a minute, then Kate said, “Gee, that’s too bad, Belle. You mean she went nuts?”
“Nuts?” This was a Yankee-ism Belle hadn’t heard before.
“You know, looney.”
“My land, no!”
“Oh. Then, I guess I don’t know what you mean. Did she lose family members? That’s terrible, too.”
“Two of her cousins were wounded, and an uncle was killed, but that’s not what crushed her.” Belle tried hard not to frown at Win in the mirror. He was gazing at her as if he considered her southern relations just short of Kate’s nuts.
“They lost the family farm,” he said, as if it were nothing.
“It wasn’t a farm,” Belle said through her teeth. “It was a tobacco plantation, and it was a terrible loss.”
“Oh.” Kate stuck one last hairpin in Belle’s hair and stood back to observe her handiwork. “I guess that must have been pretty hard, to lose the plantation.” With a grin, she said, “I guess it pays to be poor sometimes. We never had anything to lose. Good thing, too, or my pa would have pawned it.”
“Mercy sakes,” muttered Belle. “That puts my family’s losses in a rather new light.”
Kate laughed. “Aw, Belle, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. It’s got to be awful to lose a way of life, which I guess happened to a lot of you folks in Georgia.”
A sense of triumph swept through Belle. Kate understood! Win Asher might treat Abraham Lincoln’s War as a mere nothing that happened and ended, but Kate understood. “Yes,” she said. “It did. And it was awful.”
She sat still as Kate began rummaging on the table, lifting pots and boxes and peering at them critically. “Gotta find the right shade here. I’m sure we have some lighter stuff that you can use. You’d make a lousy Gypsy.” She laughed.
Belle wasn’t quite up to laughing yet.
“For Pete’s sake, it might have been awful, but it’s been over for thirty years!”
Win’s bellow made both Kate and Belle jump. Kate dropped a powder puff. As she stooped to pick it up, she frowned at Win. “Who put a bug in your ear, Win? There’s no need to shout.”
“I should say not,” Belle said.
“Applesauce.” Win lurched up from his bench and began pacing in the confines of Kate’s booth. He bumped a table and Kate’s crystal ball fell off its stand. Win caught it before it rolled off the table and crashed to the floor. Remembering how Kate had used that ball a few days earlier, Belle shuddered.
“It’s not applesauce,” she said stiffly.
“It is too!” He slammed the ball back onto its stand. “Your family’s wallowing in the past. Why don’t they get off their duffs and go to work, is what I want to know? You did!”
He left off hollering at Belle and commenced shouting at Kate. “And do you know what her mother wrote her? She said Belle was wrong to get a job and move to New York! No thank-you’s. No ‘You’re a very good daughter for sending us all your money.’ Nothing like that. She wrote that we damned Yankees are ruining her morals!”
“Shoot. Really?” Kate decided on a box of powder and a pot of rouge and moved to face Belle. “Shut your eyes for a minute, sweetie.”
Belle didn’t want to shut her eyes. She wanted to use them to show Win Asher what a rat she considered him. Nevertheless, she did as Kate said. Trying to keep her lips from parting enough to admit powder to seep in, she murmured furiously, “You’re a lout, Win Asher! That was my private correspondence!”
“That letter was bothering you, damn it! I wanted to know what was wrong and how I could help you. Your mother’s a pain in the neck,” he shot back. “You deserve better.”
His outburst caused Belle to forget her eyes. They popped open, admitting a few grains of rice powder. Instantly her eyes watered.
“Belle,” said Kate, sounding both resigned and amused, “this will never work if you don’t cooperate.” She shoved a clean hankie into Belle’s hand, and Belle carefully wiped away the tears, trying to be delicate so as not to ruin any more of Kate’s artwork on her behalf.
Before Belle could respond with an apology for neglecting her duty, Win stomped up to the two ladies. “Belle? Cooperate? Be serious, Kate. She doesn’t know the meaning of the word.”
“That’s not true! And it’s not fair!”
“Try to keep your mouth closed, Belle. Otherwise you’ll be eating the rice powder, and it’s supposed to go on your face.” Kate laughed softly.
Belle didn’t think it was funny. She felt herself at a tremendous disadvantage. How could she fight effectively if she had to sit in this chair with her eyes and mouth shut?
“Huh,” Win huffed.
Belle heard him plop back down onto the bench. Her mind’s eye pictured him slouched there, looking gloomy, his long legs splayed out in front of him, and his lovely, windblown hair falling in gentle waves over his temples. Win Asher looked like Belle’s notion of Lord Byron, only without the limp. If one were only to look at him, one might think he was a romantic poet. If he didn’t look so healthy, one might even pass for a romantic poet with consumption, thus magnifying his broody good looks. Drat him. He had no business looking so good.
“I think you two ought to stop fighting and make up,” Kate said after a few moments of peace in her booth.
For the first time, Belle was glad she couldn’t open her mouth. She might have shouted again, and such behavior was both unladylike and atypical.
Win, as might have been expected, said, “Huh!” again.
Kate’s sunny laugh kissed the air. “Face it, you two. You were made for each other.” She placed a restraining hand on Belle’s shoulder so she couldn’t hurl herself out of the chair and throw things. “It’s true, Belle.”
“Good God.” Win was clearly horrified.
“Phoo,” said Kate. “Win, you’re an artist in photographer’s clothing, and Belle is the most perfect human subject you’ve ever encountered.”
A splutter from Win drowned out Belle’s own muffled “Mercy sakes!”
“Hush up, both of you. Win, you’ve never created anything as wonderful as that picture of Belle. You’ve never wanted to. And Belle, if you think just anyone could create that vision in this morning’s Globe, you’re loony. That photograph was a perfect act of love, if you ask me.”
“Nobody asked you,” Win pointed out, sounding as if he’d stiffened up considerably during Kate’s speech.
Belle envisioned him sitting up straight, grimacing hideously. Still being powdered, she couldn’t respond with words, but she did manage to shake her head once before Kate put a stop to that.
“Fiddle,” said Kate. “You two just haven’t figured it out yet, is all. I think you make a perfect couple. I’d like to meet a nice man someday,” she added wistfully. “Somebody like Win, only not Win.”
Belle couldn’t stand her own silence any longer, especially since Kate’s words and caused a river of anxiety to flow through her. “Why not Win?”
“Hush! You need to sit still, Belle.”
“You’re crazy,” growled Win.
Belle didn’t think she’d ever get out of that cursed chair. When she did, she saw that Kate had done a masterful job on her. She was so surprised, she forgot about Kate marrying Win, the thought of which had about caused her a spasm only moments earlier. “Oh, my! I thought you were going to paint me up like a scarlet woman.”
Kate’s grin twisted slightly. “Oh, no, Belle. I’m the only scarlet woman in the room.”
Aghast, Belle whirled around and threw her arms around Kate. “I didn’t mean it that way! I meant that I’d never used makeup because I thought proper women didn’t. My mother taught me that. I don’t know how to thank you! For heaven’s sake, Kate, you saved my life.”
“Well then, we’re even,” said Kate.
Belle’s conscience smote her. She gave Kate another impulsive hug. “Thank you so much. I’m looking perfectly decent and able to meet the Richmonds now.”
Win slouched up to them. “Yeah, Kate. Thanks a lot.”
“Too bad you didn’t bring your bonnet,” Kate said. “Most proper ladies don’t go outdoors without one.”
The bonnet. Belle cast a withering glance at Win, who frowned back. “My bonnet got ruined in the accident.”
Kate tapped her chin with a finger. “Too bad. Let me see what I can create.”
To Belle’s utter astonishment, Kate actually did create a hat of sorts for her. When she and Win left Kate’s booth to meet Amalie and Gladys, Belle realized that she had a whole new set of experiences and realizations to try to cram into her southern belief system, which was getting a little cramped.



Chapter Fourteen
 

Win was moderately certain Kate Finney was out of her mind, which made his own descent into insanity only that much more distressing, since it meant he wouldn’t have a friend to discuss it with. Why, he asked himself at least six thousand times as he walked into the Congress Hotel, did Kate’s idea of himself and Belle together sound so appealing? The woman drove him crazy; he couldn’t seriously conceive of attaching himself to her permanently. Could he?
The Richmonds were awaiting him in the elegant lobby of the Congress. Amalie, jumping up and down in excitement—Win wished Belle would be that glad to see him—waved and would have called out to him if her mother hadn’t forestalled such undignified behavior. Garrett, sporting a black eye, grinned impishly. The Richmonds smiled a greeting. Mr. Richmond, Win noted, looked particularly self-satisfied this evening. He reminded Win of a stuffed halibut his uncle had mounted on the wall of his trophy room in Philadelphia.
His heart plummeted straight into his highly polished shoes when he saw that Belle was not with the family. His mouth was open to ask where she was when he realized that wasn’t an appropriate way to begin a conversation with a family whose goodwill he needed. Instead of blurting out, “Where’s Belle?” he forced himself to smile and say, “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Where’s Belle?”
He cursed inwardly. He’d meant to spread on a shade more butter before asking about Belle.
“She got a telegram,” Amalie announced. It looked to Win as though she were trying to look serious. “Mama says cables often mean trouble.”
In spite of himself, Win grinned at the girl. “Your mama’s right about that, Miss Amalie. Cables often bring bad news. But what’s this about Miss Monroe getting a telegram? I hope it didn’t contain anything too bad about her family or anything.”
Gladys said, “We all hope that. Belle took the envelope to her room so she could read it privately. I suggested she do that, since she’s such a dignified little thing. If it did contain bad news, I didn’t want her to feel constrained by our presence.”
“That was nice of you, Mrs. Richmond.”
“I asked to go with her, but she said not to.” Plainly worried about Belle and her telegraphed news, Gladys shot a troubled glance at the staircase.
Win knew the answer to that one. Without even asking, he said, “I’ll go up and see how she’s doing.”
“Oh, but I don’t . . .”
Win didn’t stick around to be waylaid by a kindhearted Gladys Richmond. Without a backward glance, he bounded up the staircase, glad he’d seen Belle to her room the first night they’d worked together, since he knew which room was hers. He trotted down the hall, his heart hammering a quick tattoo against his ribs. He didn’t know whether that signified worry for Belle or delight that he was about to see her again, but he feared the worst.
He was right. As soon as he’d rapped on the door and she opened it, his entire being lit up like the White City at night. “Belle!” he cried, whipping off his hat. His beaming smile suffered a slight setback when Belle grabbed onto the door and tried to slam it in his face. The flat of his hand stopped her, and he barged right in. “Hey, what’s wrong? Mrs. Richmond said you got a telegram. I hope it’s not bad news.” The truth was that he hoped her fiendish mother had suffered a stroke of apoplexy and passed on to her reward, which he thought ought to be hot and stinky, but he deemed saying so would be inappropriate.
Foiled in her attempt to slam the door in his face, Belle jumped back and tried to slap said face instead. He caught her wrist in his hand. “What the hell’s going on here, Belle? What’s the matter?”
“You’re the matter, curse you!”
He’d never actually heard her bellow and swear before. It was very disconcerting to hear her now, in the confines of her hotel room. He also didn’t understand why she was doing so. “What did I do now?” He was becoming resigned to Belle considering him the author of all the world’s ills.
“This is what you did!” She waved the yellow paper in front of his face.
He made a swipe for it, but she snatched it back. “But . . .”
“Oh, no, you don’t. You’re not going to read this piece of my personal correspondence, Mr. Win Asher.”
“But what does it say? I swear to God, Belle, I haven’t sold any more pictures of you.” Not exactly, anyhow. She didn’t need to know about the arrangements he’d made with his U.S. agent yet. He had some ruffled feathers to soothe before he hit her with that tidbit of news.
“Oh, no. Not you. You’re Mr. Perfect, Mr. Always Honorable, aren’t you?”
“Well, I wouldn’t go so far as to—”
“Curse you! Just listen to this.” Belle lifted the telegram and read. “‘Photo Blissborough Gazette. How can do this to family? Ashamed. Hurt. Crushed. Love, Mother.’”
Win guessed that saved him the trouble of trying to wrest the telegram out of her hand. “Um, that’s from your mother?”
“Who do you think it’s from, curse you? Who else would sign a telegram to me ‘Mother’?” Belle spun around and hurtled across the room. After pounding her little balled fist against the far wall, she spun the other way and hurtled back to him. He braced himself, sure she was going to pound him next. “This is all your fault! How could you lie to me like that?”
“Now, wait a minute, Belle. I didn’t—”
“You did so lie!”
“It wasn’t a lie. Exactly.”
She was nose-to-nose with him by this time. Her nearness did funny things to him. Or maybe they weren’t funny. They were probably more scandalous than funny. At least Belle and her family would think so.
“You’re a superb equivocator, aren’t you, Win Asher? You should have been a Jesuit, you’re so good at it!”
“Say, Belle, that’s a great line. Mind if I share it with a newspaper friend of mine?”
“What? Oh, you—you—”
Since she seemed to have run out of words momentarily, and since she was standing smack in front of him, and since he really, really wanted to, Win did the only thing he could think of that might offer at least one of them satisfaction. He reached out, drew her into an embrace, and heard the telegram crinkle as he crushed her body to his. “Shut up,” he muttered the second before he kissed her.
She struggled like a tigress for approximately seven seconds. Then she lost the battle with Win and herself and melted into his embrace. Weak in the knees, Win started edging toward the bed. He told himself he wouldn’t take this too far, although the thought of stripping Belle naked and ravishing her was wildly appealing. He sat to the accompaniment of a soft sigh of mattress ticking and a softer sigh from Belle.
Her full breasts taunted him as they pressed into his chest. Confounded clothes. He wanted to feel her breasts in the flesh, damn it. He wanted to taste them. He wanted to lick her from her toes to her hairline. He wanted to plunge his engorged sex into her body and drive her to pinnacles she didn’t know existed. He wanted to . . .
A sharp rap on the door brought them both to attention with unpleasant rapidity. With a loud gasp, Belle pulled away from Win, her eyes huge and staring. Frustrated beyond anything, Win tried to haul her back into his arms. “To hell with the door,” he murmured as she started struggling.
“No!” Belle smacked his arm. “The Richmonds are waiting for me.”
The smack was a small one. There didn’t seem to be much heat behind it, but it jolted Win’s senses into renewed mental functioning. Shutting his eyes and feeling tormented beyond what he considered just, he released her, whispering a ragged, “Damn.”
Belle leaped up from the bed as if she had springs in her legs and raced for the door.
And that was another thing, Win thought unhappily. He wanted—no, he needed—to see those glorious legs in the flesh. He wanted to feel them, to kiss them. Just thinking about the soft, warm flesh of her inner thighs provoked a groan of misery from him.
“Get up!”
Belle’s sharply hissed command made Win blink and glance at her. Another rap at the door made her jump. “Um . . . I beg your pardon?”
He saw that her teeth were clenched. “I said get up from that bed, curse you! I’m not opening this door until you do.”
“Telegram,” said a voice on the other side of the door.
Belle lifted a hand and pressed it to her crimson cheek. “Another one? Oh, my land.”
“Good God.” Win staggered slightly as he rose from the bed. If Belle’s lunatic mother had hanged herself in shame over her daughter’s career as a photographer’s model, Win knew he was doomed. Belle would never speak to him again if something like that happened.
Belle didn’t wait to see if his legs would hold him. As soon as he was on his feet, she flung the door open. A bell boy stood there, holding a tray upon which lay a yellow envelope. As if she didn’t want to touch it, Belle stared at it for what seemed like an hour and a half.
At last the bell boy cleared his throat and said, “Telegram for Miss Monroe.”
Since Belle seemed to have been stricken dumb and motionless, Win gave himself a hard mental shake and walked to the door, digging into his pocket as he did so. Removing a coin, he placed it on the tray and removed the envelope. “Thank you.”
The bell boy tipped his hat. He looked relieved. “Thank you, sir.” His stride was jaunty when he took off down the hall, and Win guessed he ought to have looked at the coin before he’d put it on the tray. Obviously, he’d over tipped the boy.
Still Belle didn’t move. Her gaze remained glued to the envelope. With gentle pressure, Win turned her around, shutting the door behind them. He guided her to a chair and turned her around again. She sank into the chair as if she were in a trance.
“Ah, do you . . .” He’d been about to ask if she wanted him to open the telegram, but she looked sort of dazed, so he decided for himself.
She uttered a small squeak when he ripped the envelope open and removed the telegram. He glanced at her over the top of the paper. “Don’t worry, Belle. Any information contained in this wire won’t leave this room unless you want it to.” He read the telegram before handing it to her. He wished he could be magically transported to Georgia so he could whip her family members into behaving themselves.
“Oh,” she moaned as she read. “Oh, my land.”
It wasn’t a long message. “Exhibiting self all over world. Shameful. Mother anguish. Father hurt. How could do this to family? Love, Father.”
Belle let her hands drift to her lap, the message crushed beneath them. She looked as if someone had taken up a mental cudgel and battered her with it. Win’s heart ached for her. This wasn’t fair, damn her family to perdition.
“I have to go home,” she said in a dull monotone.
He had anticipated this reaction and was prepared for it, although he had to struggle to keep his anger from leeching into his voice. He didn’t want her to react to him, but to give him a straight answer. “Why?”
When she lifted those beautiful brown eyes and gazed at him, his heart did a crazy flip in his chest. His anger toward her family intensified. “I’m hurting my family.”
“Applesauce.”
She blinked. “Um . . . I beg your pardon?”
Win lost the battle with his anger and started pacing. “Damn it, Belle, you’re not hurting anyone! Except maybe yourself. And me. Hell’s bells, you’re sending practically every cent you make home to help support those lazy good-for-nothings in Blissborough. How dare they send you telegrams moaning about how you’re hurting the damned family.”
“Don’t swear at me.” Her voice held no conviction.
“I’m not swearing at you, damn it! I’m swearing at your family. They’re a bunch of whining idiots, Belle! Can’t you see that?”
“No.”
“Damn it, think for a minute, will you? From what you’ve told me about your family, they do nothing but moan about a war that happened a generation ago. It’s over. I know your family was damaged. Lots of families were damaged, on both sides. But, damn it, from what you’ve told me, you’re the only one who’s been willing to let the past remain in the past and move forward and do something for yourself.”
“That’s not fair, Win.”
“The hell it’s not! You’re the one who had enough gumption to get a job. You even moved to New York City to help your damned family, and I know you didn’t want to, because I know you, and you’re a southerner to the tips of your toes.” He snatched the telegram from her lap and waved it in front of her face. “And this is how they repay you. They’re worse than crazy, Belle. They’re downright cruel!”
She shook her head. “Oh, that’s not so, Win. They love me.”
He lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah? They love you so much they don’t even thank you for improving their lives? They love you so much they send you letters telling you you’re wrong to be earning a living and sharing it with them?”
She lifted her hands and let them drop into her lap again. “They—they just don’t understand.”
“Nuts! They’re just malicious, is what they are.”
Her head only shook back and forth slowly. “You don’t understand.”
“I do understand. You’re the one who doesn’t understand.” Win’s temper flared up a notch when he thought of something else. He looked at the telegram again. “This is the second telegram in one day. It costs a lot of money to send telegrams, Belle. Does your family have that kind of money? And if they do, where does it come from?”
Again she blinked at him. “Um . . .”
He spared her the trouble of thinking. Pointing straight at her, he bellowed, “You! That’s where they get the money to make you feel guilty, damn it. They take the money you earn and have the gall to blame you for earning it! That’s not only malicious, it’s downright stupid!”
She straightened minimally, as if he’d struck a chord.
Pressing his advantage, Win went on. “It sounds to me as if they’re happy to use you for a while, but they don’t want you to get accustomed to your independence. Or worse, change things for them so that they can’t moan and groan any longer. What they really want is for you to give up your job and go home again, so they can go back to whining about what the damned Yankees did to them thirty years ago.”
“I don’t . . .” Again, she didn’t finish her thought.
Totally disgusted with the Monroes of Blissborough, Georgia, Win resumed pacing. “It’s as if you’re taking away their excuses by getting out of that rinky-tink town and making something of yourself.”
“A nanny?” A short, bitter laugh followed the two words. “That’s not making very much of myself.”
“Who cares what kind of work you do?” Win’s shout was so loud it rattled a framed picture of a forest glade that hung above the bed. “It’s the fact that you’re doing something that counts! Your family doesn’t want you to do anything! They want to whine about what other people did to them! Don’t you see that?”
“Um . . . No?”
“For God’s . . .” Win was so furious now that he itched to haul Belle up from the chair and shake some sense into her. Instead, he whirled around and started pacing in the other direction. He was halfway across the floor when a brilliant notion struck him. He whirled back to face Belle. “I have an idea.”
She gazed at him dully. “I wish I had one.”
Her tone of voice was as dull as her expression. It made Win want to comfort her and spank her beautiful bottom at the same time. Fearful that if he sat on the arm of her chair, he wouldn’t be able to resist doing one of those things, he walked to the bed and plunked himself down.
“Tell you what, Belle. Don’t go back to Blissborough yet.”
She opened her mouth, Win presumed to ask him why she shouldn’t, so he answered her before she asked. Holding his hand up to quell any noise from her, he said, “I think your family’s attitude toward you stinks. No, no. Let me finish. I know you love them, and that’s to your credit, but I don’t think it’s fair of them to cause you this grief because you’re trying to earn a living and help them.”
He realized his voice had become a little loudish and made a conscious effort to hold on to his temper. “I’ve got a reporter friend, H.L. May, the one who wrote that wonderful article about the fair that went with the photograph of you.”
“That no-good, sneak—”
“Stop it!” He spoke so violently that she actually stopped it. Win was impressed. He wasn’t accustomed to Belle doing anything he asked her to do. “I’m going to have H.L. snoop around a little bit. Find out what your family’s really going through.”
“Don’t you dare do that!”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s immoral and sneaky, is why!”
“Applesauce. You deserve to know what’s going on down there.”
“They’d never lie to me about—”
Again he cut her off. “I’m not saying they’re lying. I’m sure their feelings have been hurt. After all, it’s not every day a daughter out-does her parents.”
“That’s not—”
“Fair?” Win snorted. “Hogwash.”
“I don’t want anybody— No! Curse you, stop interrupting me!”
Win rolled his eyes, but he let her continue talking.
“I don’t want anybody going down to Georgia and bothering my family, Win Asher! That would be worse than this!” She waved a hand at the two crumpled pieces of yellow paper that had somehow found their way to the floor.
“I know you don’t like it. Let me finish, will you?”
She glared at him. “Get on with it, then.”
“Damnation! I’m trying to!” He saw her expression change to one he recognized and understood that she was about to explode all over again. He tried to forestall her. “Before you cut up at me, I have another offer for you.”
That stopped her in her verbal tracks. She’d sucked in enough hot air to launch a balloon. It left her in a whoosh when she realized what he’d said. Then she got suspicious. If Win were in a better mood, he’d think these mood changes were adorable. At the moment, he still wanted to murder her family.
“What kind of offer?”
“Shoot, Belle, the way you asked that question sounds as if you think I’m going to offer to make you my mistress or something!” He was, in truth, stung by her overt mistrust.
She, in truth, didn’t care. “I don’t trust you.”
“Oh, for God’s— All right, just listen for a minute. There’s no way to get that photograph unprinted, right?”
She started swelling up again, but managed to say, “Right,” without blowing up.
“So, I think you ought to step back from your family’s idiotic telegrams—”
“They’re not—”
“Right. They’re not idiotic. Just like the Civil War wasn’t the Civil War.”
“It wasn’t—”
“Be quiet, Belle, or you’ll never get down there to do your job with the Richmonds.”
That shut her up. Win was proud of himself for remembering Belle’s over-developed sense of duty. “What I propose is that we go into business together. You be the model, and I be the photographer.”
“We’re already doing that,” She snapped.
“But not the way I’m thinking. What I think we ought to do is have sort of a 50-50 partnership. You get fifty percent of the royalties from any photographs I take of you and sell. That hundred bucks is small change compared to what I can make, marketing photographs of you. Why, you’re a perfect subject. Mabel Clyde can’t hold a candle to you when it comes to the way you appear in a photograph.”
As much as she’d wanted to interrupt him before, still more did she not speak now. Dash it. She also still looked skeptical.
“Listen, Belle, I’m sorry if that photograph got into some U.S. newspapers.” He was going to have to tell her the truth about his little ruse one of these days, he feared, but he wasn’t about to do it now. She’d probably hunt up a paper knife and stab him in the heart. Pushing harder, he said, “Think of all the money you’ll be able to send home. Hell, your family won’t be able to object to receiving that much money from you. And if they do, you can cut ‘em off.” Which is what he thought she should do right now.
“Um . . .”
Because he didn’t want her to refuse his offer, he said, “Why don’t we go downstairs now. You can think about it and let me know later what you decide.”
She rose slowly from the chair. A puzzled frown marred her perfectly photogenic face. As she picked up her hat and pinned it to her lovely French braid, she said, “What kind of money are we talking about here?”
Aha. Win’s cynical side snickered silently. The side that wanted to keep Belle around said, “A lot.”
With a grimace, Belle stabbed a last pin into her hat and picked up her tiny beaded reticule. “Merely telling me ‘a lot’ won’t help me make a sound decision, Win. If this is a business proposition, you’d better give me some solid figures. Otherwise, I’ll be going home.”
Win guessed that told him. He walked to the door and opened it. She sailed out of the room before him. He tried not to slam the door, although he didn’t quite succeed. Dealing with Belle Monroe was a completely frustrating business. One minute she acted like a demented southern swooner, and the next minute she was a shrewd businesswoman.
Add to that dichotomy the fact that his sexual frustration was about to drive him to suicide, and Win hardly knew what was what anymore. The one thing he did know for sure was that he needed to keep her around, at least for a while longer. Not only did he foresee her being his ticket to photographic stardom, but he really, really wanted to bed her.
“All right, all right. I’ll talk to my agent and let you know what kind of money we’re talking about.”
“Thank you.” She lifted her stubborn chin and descended the staircase like a queen greeting the huddled masses.
The Richmonds were getting tired of waiting; Win detected clear signs of this. Garrett sat with his arms folded over his chest, glaring at nothing in particular as if somebody had just told him to stop fidgeting and be still. Amalie sat on a chair, bouncing and sighing. Mr. Richmond had his hands clutched behind him, and he frowned as he paced the soft carpeting much as Win had lately paced upstairs.
Gladys was the first to spot them. She jumped up from the sofa and darted to the stairs, holding her hands out to Belle. Win thought it was nice that the two ladies got along so well, and that Mrs. Richmond sincerely cared about Belle’s state of mind.
“Oh, Belle, I hope it wasn’t bad news.” Her glance took in Belle’s flushed cheeks and slightly swollen eyelids. “Oh, dear, is something amiss at home?”
Belle took the older woman’s hands and squeezed them gratefully. “Thank you, Gladys. Everyone’s all right at home.”
“They’re trying to get her to move back to Georgia,” Win stated flatly. “I told her they’re crazy.”
He wasn’t surprised by Belle’s flash of anger. “They’re not
crazy! They’re . . . They miss me.”
“Right.”
“Oh, Belle.” Clearly distressed, Gladys put an arm around Belle’s shoulder. Win wanted to do that, but knew better. “I’m so sorry. Please don’t go back to Georgia, Belle. We need you so much.”
Belle heaved an enormous sigh. “Thank you, Gladys. I’d hate to leave. But I guess my family needs me, too.”
Win snorted. “They need your money more.”
Gladys blinked at him as if she didn’t understand. Belle only sighed again.



Chapter Fifteen
 

“Are you certain you wouldn’t like me to accompany you, Belle?”
Supper had been eaten, the children had been tucked in, and the Richmonds were relaxing in their hotel suite. Earlier in the day, Belle had agreed to meet Win that evening at his booth in order to discuss his latest business proposition.
“Thank you very much, Gladys. I’ll be fine. Mr. Asher won’t let anything happen to me.” She smiled, hoping her expression didn’t betray her doubt as to whether or not Win himself might do something to her.
Gladys relaxed slightly. “I’m sure you’re right. I only worry a little about getting you to the Exposition safely.”
Belle laughed, glad to have the opportunity. She hadn’t found much of anything amusing today. Not even a ride on the Ferris wheel or a visit to the reproduction of the Convent of Santa Maria de La Rabida, with its relics from Columbus’s voyage to the New World, had cheered her, although the former had been exhilarating and the latter had been fascinating. “Good heavens, you’ve provided me with the best transportation any nanny ever had. I’m sure I’ll be safe with your driver carrying me to the gates.”
Gladys smiled back. “I suppose you’re right. It’s only that I feel a great responsibility toward you, Belle. And you’ve become such an important part of our family. It’s almost as if I’m sending Amalie out into the big world all by herself.”
“Humph,” said George from behind his newspaper.
Both Gladys and Belle eyed him with varying degrees of fondness. Belle knew the man cared; it’s only that he was more practical than Gladys. “I’ll be perfectly safe,” she said. With an impulsivity that surprised her more than it did her employer, she gave Gladys a small peck on the cheek. Gladys’s concern for her safety touched her deeply.
Gladys walked her downstairs and saw her safely in the carriage the Richmonds had hired for their stay in Chicago. “Give Mr. Asher our best, Belle.”
“I will.” Although she knew it was irrational, Belle felt as though she were riding to her doom as the carriage took off and she and Gladys waved good-bye to each other.
The summer evenings were long and light, and Belle watched the city of Chicago with interest as the carriage rolled her toward the Exposition. She actually rather liked Chicago. It was more to her taste than New York City, which was too large, crowded, noisy, and bustling for a girl from a tiny, rural southern town. Both northern cities were equipped with more amenities than Blissborough.
Disheartened, Belle wondered if her mother and father would blame Blissborough’s backwardness on the damned Yankees. Probably.
Oh, but listening to Win speak her secret thoughts aloud had been a bitter experience. She resented him for it—almost as much as she resented her family for wallowing in the past, as Win had accused them of doing.
“You’re being irrational, Belle Monroe.”
The sound of her voice in the cavernous carriage startled her. Fiddlesticks. Now she was talking to herself. Her association with Win Asher was taking its toll on her mental health; that much was painfully clear.
On the other hand, depending on the amount of money she could earn as a photographer’s model, perhaps the association wouldn’t be entirely negative. She remembered the two kisses they’d shared, and her body reacted by making her feel warm and squirmy. Belle shut her eyes and endeavored to wipe those memories away. They wouldn’t be wiped.
Bother. Did this mean she was a hussy underneath all of her strict Georgia upbringing? Or was such a reaction to the kiss of a handsome man natural? She tried to imagine herself kissing George Richmond, who would be sort of handsome if he lost a little weight, and only managed to disgust herself. Then she tried to envision herself in the arms of a number of Blissborough boys with whom she’d grown up, some of whom were rather nice looking.
It was no use. The only man who didn’t revolt her when she considered him in terms of an intimate embrace was Win Asher. A damned Yankee from Chicago. She was feeling awfully discouraged when she alighted from the carriage, paid her fifty-cent entry fee, and started on her way to Win’s booth.
The electrical lighting in the White City had been turned on for the evening, and Belle’s steps slowed as she took it all in. There was a good deal to be said for American ingenuity, she decided, and she wondered why her family hadn’t bothered to profit from it. There were no electrical lights in her home in Blissborough, although some of the other residences had taken the plunge. It was all candles and kerosene lamps in Belle’s house. For the first time she considered the notion of having electricity installed in her family’s home. Why not?
The answer to that was, of course, that her family would be shocked if she even suggested altering their way of life by so much as one electrical light bulb. She sighed heavily.
“Is anything the matter, miss?”
Belle started when she realized the question had been directed at her. Shaking herself out of her brown study, she saw a young man smiling at her. He’d removed his hat, which was proper, and appeared interested in her welfare. She smiled back. “Nothing’s the matter, but thank you for asking.” She was disconcerted when the man fell into step beside her as she continued on her way.
“It’s not often that a lovely lady like you walks alone in the Exposition at night, ma’am.”
“I shan’t be alone for long, sir.” She wanted him to go away, but wouldn’t be so rude as to say so without provocation.
“I’m sorry to hear that, ma’am. I was thinking we might perhaps have a little drink together.”
That was provocation enough for Belle. She stopped walking. “Please go away, sir. I don’t care for your company.”
“Aw, miss, don’t be so hard on a fellow.” His voice had gone low and insinuating. “I only want to make your acquaintance.”
“I do not care to make yours, sir.” She hadn’t brought a parasol with her this evening because she hadn’t thought she’d need one once the heat of the day had passed. She considered hitting him with her reticule, but rejected the notion as being inadequate for the purpose. When he put his hand on her arm, she jumped a foot. “Stop that!”
“Aw, now, honey, let’s just you and me take a little walk. All right?”
“No!” She dug in her heels when he started to lead her away. “Stop it!” Glancing about wildly, she saw to her horror that they were in perhaps the only part of the White City that didn’t have a swarm of people in it. Where the devil were they all? That question was answered when she heard the opening notes of a bandstand performance. Drat! Everyone must have gathered to hear the evening concert.
“Let go of me!” she shouted.
“Hush up, ma’am. Be a good little girl now and— Ow!”
All of a sudden her tormenter flew away from her as if yanked by a monumental force. Belle staggered and nearly fell before she realized the monumental force had been Win Asher, who had apparently grabbed the villain by his collar and slammed him to the ground. He now stood over the man as Goliath might have stood over a vanquished foe. Bell’s hand flew to her throat and she uttered a soft scream when she saw Win bend over, grab the man by his bow tie and haul him to his feet.
“Win!” she cried, afraid for him when he drew back his fist. Then she shut her eyes, not caring to witness the violence he was perpetrating on her assaulter. She heard it, though. A sickening crunch of bone on bone smote her ears. “Ugh.” She dared to open her eyes. Win had the villain by the throat and was shaking him. The man’s head whipped back and forth so violently, Belle was sure his neck would snap.
“What the hell do you think you’re up to, damn you?” Win said in a savage, controlled voice.
“Blurk,” the man replied.
“Win?”
He didn’t seem to hear her. Still shaking the man, Win growled, “I’m going to kill you now, you son of a bitch.”
“No!” the man cried. “No! I didn’t mean—”
“Damn you!” Win drew back his fist to sock him again.
Again Belle grimaced and shut her eyes so she wouldn’t see the blow land. The crunching noise told her all she needed to know about that. When she opened her eyes a second later, she saw that her assailant was bleeding copiously from the nose and mouth. Although she didn’t care for the man—he’d frightened her terribly—she didn’t think she wanted to witness his death at Win’s hands. Leaping at Win’s back, she grabbed hold of his arm. It felt like steel under her fingers, even though the thickness of shirt and jacket. “Don’t do it, Win!”
“He tried to assault you,” Win growled through his teeth. The blow he’d just landed would have flattened the other man had Win released his throat. He hadn’t, and the wrongdoer now hung limply in Win’s grasp. “Anyone who tries to hurt you is going to pay for it.”
“I think you’ve made him pay enough.” She held on tight, hoping he wouldn’t hit the man again. She feared he might already be dead.
“Nothing’s bad enough for him.”
“Please, Win!” Belle begged. “You’ll only get into trouble.”
“I don’t care.”
A wild glance around in hope of finding help told Belle that people had been attracted by the commotion and were gathering ‘round. Like a flock of buzzards or a swarm of locusts. Oh, my land. “I care, confound you! You’re creating a scene!”
Win dropped the man, who fell to the ground like a sack of flour, and spun around to gape down at Belle. “I’m creating a scene? Damnation, Belle! That man was going to carry you off! Do you have any idea what he might have done to you?”
“Yes.” She ground the word out through her teeth. A huge gasp arose from the spectators and she pressed a hand over her eyes. To her rattled senses, the mob sounded like honeybees on a rampage. “Please, let’s get out of here,” she pleaded.
“Dash it, Belle, I just saved you from assault!”
“Will you please stop shouting? The whole world doesn’t need to know that!” This was so embarrassing. The whole world also knew that assault meant rape, and Belle could already picture telegrams winging their way from Georgia to Chicago, all scolding her. And all paid for by her.
“I’ll stop shouting, damn it, but the least you could do is thank me!”
“Thank you,” she said desperately.
“Here, here,” came a gruff voice. Belle saw to her dismay that a huge man was headed their way, his spiffy uniform declaring him a member of the Columbian Guard, the special police force hired specifically for the Exposition. “What’s going on here?”
“Oh, this is just perfect,” she muttered under her breath. More telegrams popped into her imagination, this time from all of her aunts and uncles as well as her parents—perhaps even the mayor of Blissborough—and again paid for by her.
“Damn it, Belle, you have to report this incident. That man—” He kicked his fallen foe in case Belle didn’t know to whom he referred. “—tried to—”
“I know what he tried to do, curse you!”
Oh, Lord, now she was swearing in public. This had gone far enough. Deciding to take matters into her own hands, she marched up to the Columbian Guardsman, endeavoring to ignore all the whispers and snickers issuing from the gathering throng. Pointing to the villain on the ground in typical Northern fashion, she said, “That man tried to bother me. Mr. Asher saved me.” There. That said everything that needed to be said.
“Good gravy!”
While Belle might have used more elegant phrasing, she was pleased that the Guardsman at least appreciated the severity of the situation.
He went on, “We don’t tolerate that sort of thing at the Columbian Exposition, young lady. I’ll take care of this right now.”
“Thank you.”
Win had walked up to them. He snarled, “You thanked him without being asked.”
She shot him a frown. “Oh, be quiet for a minute, can’t you? I want to get this taken care of and get out of here. Look at all those people.” She wished she’d worn a veiled hat. She hated being on display, especially for this reason. It was so—so—unladylike. Ungenteel. Un-Southern.
Win took her arm, and Belle decided not to try to wrench it away from him, sensing she couldn’t and that the attempt would only result in more embarrassment. The two of them followed the Columbian Guardsman to the man on the ground. He was beginning to stir and moaned piteously once or twice. While Belle was glad for this evidence that the villain hadn’t been slain by Win, her heart remained unstirred. She had no sympathy for mashers.
It occurred to her that she’d at least learned something from this experience. She could now tell the difference between a masher and a man driven by an artistic vision. She couldn’t imagine what good this lesson was going to do her.
“Come with me, you,” the Guard said. A big man, he seemed to have no trouble lifting the man from the ground.
Belle wrinkled her nose. The man was a mess. His nose had bled all over his shirt, coat, and cravat, and his mouth had started swelling as had his eyes, which Belle assumed would be black upon the morrow. Good. She hoped he’d learned a valuable lesson from this night’s work, the fiend.
Holding the scoundrel in a tight grip, the Guard turned to Belle and Win. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am about this, madam. If you’ll come with me, we can file a report and you can press charges.”
The man hanging from the Guardsman’s hamlike fist groaned.
Still Belle felt not the least dribble of sympathy for him. She also didn’t want to press charges. Sure as anything, if she pressed charges, the incident would be reported in a newspaper somewhere, her parents would find out about it, and the telegrams would cluster around her like hail. “Um, I don’t believe I shall press charges, Officer.”
“Why not, for God’s sake?” Win shouted.
She frowned back and hissed, “I don’t want the publicity.”
“You sure, miss? He deserves to be punished for worrying you.”
He did more than worry her, although Belle really didn’t want to get into that at the moment, especially with a crowd of fascinated people eager to gobble up the salacious details. “I believe Mr. Asher punished him enough, Officer. Thank you. Is there any way you can just—just—remove him from the premises? So that he can’t—ah—bother any other young women?”
“Certainly, if that’s what you want, madam.”
“Dash it, Belle, you should press charges! His kind won’t stop with just one woman, you know.”
“And how would you know that, Mr. Win Asher?” Her glacial gaze flickered from Win to the villain and back again. “Do you regularly associate with people like this creature?”
“Of course, I don’t! You know me better than that. But I have friends in the newspaper business, and they know all kinds of stuff like that.”
“Hmmm.”
“It’s your choice ma’am,” said the guardsman.
The masher had begun to get his feet under him. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he whimpered.
At least that was Belle’s interpretation of his words, which were mushy because his mouth was damaged. Belle wondered if Win had knocked out any of his teeth. She hoped so. She said, “Fah,” and turned away from him to address Win. “Of course, I don’t want him bothering anyone else, but I also don’t want to make more of a scene than you’ve already done.”
Win gaped at her. “I! You think I created this scene?” He turned abruptly, snatched his hat from his head, and slapped it against his thigh as he stomped back and forth. “I can’t believe this. You get attacked by a disgusting criminal, I rescue you, and you blame me for creating a scene.” He threw his head back and glared at the heavens. “It figures. I should have known better than to expect gratitude from you.”
Deciding it would be best to ignore Win for the moment, Belle turned to the Guard. “Please just take him away, if you will. I appreciate your help in this matter.”
“Ha!” came Win’s bitter voice behind her. She opted to ignore him some more.
“That’s what we’re here for, ma’am,” the Guardsman said. “Although we’ve had very few incidents of this nature.” When he turned around to drag Win’s trophy off, he noticed the crowd of curious onlookers. Adopting a stern expression, he said, “Move along now, folks. There’s no need for this sort of thing.”
What sort of thing? Assaulting women or gaping at the scene of an attempted crime? Belle didn’t ask. Rather, she ignored the crowd as she’d ignored Win, and walked over to Win, who was still glowering at the evening sky and slapping his hat against his thigh. “Win?”
He didn’t look at her. “What?”
Oh, dear, he sounded extremely crabby. Belle sighed and took his arm. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”
“Ha.”
Belle persevered. “I truly do appreciate you for coming to my rescue.”
“Ha.”
“You’re a genuine hero, Win.” She wondered how many women actually had cause to say such a silly-sounding thing and mean it. “And I’m truly grateful.”
At last he stopped staring at the sky and gazed down at her. “You didn’t act much like it.”
She held on to her temper, knowing that his feelings had been ruffled, although, being a man, he’d never admit it. “I’m sorry. I was trying to prevent you from killing him. You’d have gotten into trouble if you’d done that, and I’m sure your conscience would have bothered you.”
“Ha.”
In an effort to get away from the scene of her recent humiliation, Belle tugged gently at Win’s arm and finally succeeded in budging him. “It must be horrid to know you’ve killed a person. You have to admit it, Win.”
“No, I don’t.”
She guessed she wasn’t going to win this round and decided to change the subject. “Did you have an opportunity to talk with your agent today?”
A large huff preceded his next comment. “That’s all you care about, isn’t it? Money.”
Belle sighed heavily. Perhaps she should have pressed charges, even at the risk of courting telegrams. That might have gone some way toward ironing out Win’s wrinkled ego. Maybe he would have felt more heroic and vindicated if she’d praised him lavishly instead of trying to stop him from killing that man, but she’d been worried that he’d get hurt. She’d never say so, understanding that his masculine pride would be even more severely wounded if she did so. He’d probably take her concern as an indication that she didn’t believe he was strong enough to vanquish his foe. Men. They were entirely too sensitive.
Anyhow, it had been she who’d almost been kidnaped, after all. Why should he be in a huff?
Fiddlesticks. Belle gave up trying to fathom the masculine mind. She snapped, “No, that’s not all I care about. I care about my family.” I care about you. Laws-a-mercy, she could never say that.
“Your family,” Win muttered bitterly.
“Yes. And I care about my job with the Richmonds.”
“Right.”
It had been a trying day for Belle. First she’d received two telegrams from her parents that had all but massacred her sensibilities. Then she’d been kissed senseless by Win. Then she’d been accosted by a vile masher and almost seen the awful man dispatched by Win. It was all too much for her, and her reserve broke. “Curse you, Win Asher, you’re the one who offered me a partnership! You’re the one who brought up money! You’re the one who lied to me in the first place!”
“I didn’t lie! Exactly.”
“Fiddlesticks!”
Win slapped his hat onto his head and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Oh, very well. I guess I misled you slightly.”
“Slightly,” Belle repeated, giving the word the emphasis she believed it deserved.
Win sucked in a huge gulp of air. “Hmmm.”
A whole lot of good hmmm did. “The only reason I came to the Exposition this evening was because you told me you’d get some estimates on how much money I can expect to earn if we join together in a business partnership. This whole thing came about because you wanted to photograph the children and me. You accosted me. I didn’t come to you and ask you to make my life miserable. Don’t you dare insinuate that I’m being mercenary!”
“I didn’t accost you.”
She gave him back one of his “ha’s.”
They were approaching his booth, and Win took the key from his pocket. He looked like a sulky child under the electric lights. He also looked like the most appealing man Belle had ever met. This was all most distressing. Belle figured that, one way or another, she was doomed.
That being the case, and with visions of accusatory telegrams dancing minuets and polkas with greenbacks in her head, Belle steeled her nerves and hardened her heart. Win was right about her parents. They had no right to use the money she earned to thrash her with. They were being disingenuous and insensitive at best and downright wrong at worst. Therefore, since she had an opportunity to earn a lot of money—perhaps; she had yet to see the numbers—she might as well leap on it. A woman’s looks didn’t last indefinitely. If Win wanted to photograph her, and if she could make a lot of money as a model, so be it. And her family could just go jump in a lake. The good Lord knew, there were plenty of lakes around Blissborough where they could accomplish the feat.
When Win opened the door and she marched into his booth, Belle felt as if she’d become somebody else. She no longer felt like Rowena Belle Monroe, the charming, sweet, shy little girl from Georgia. Rather, she felt as if she’d somehow turned into a woman of the world. Hardened. She felt hardened.
Perhaps tempered was a better word. Circumstances might be honing her rather sharply at the moment, but Belle didn’t want ever to be hard. She sure wanted to make the most of her life, however, even if that meant going against family tradition. Anyhow, what good was a tradition that reveled in a status as victim? Belle didn’t want to be a cursed victim.
She heard the door click shut and turned, removing her gloves. “Well?”
Win paused at the door for a moment, eyeing her strangely. “You look different,” he said at last. He walked to his desk.
“I feel different.” Belle, too, walked to his desk. The old Belle would have sat on the padded bench and waited. The new Belle didn’t feel like waiting any longer; this was her life, and she was darned well going to be involved in any decisions affecting it. She was going to seize life by the throat and conquer it. She was going to take what she wanted when she wanted it. At least that’s what she told herself.
Clearing his throat, Win opened a drawer and removed a sheet of paper, down which columns of numbers marched. “I, ah, talked to my agent today. He’s here in Chicago.”
“I see.”
He frowned at her. “You don’t need to sound so dashed cold.”
She frowned back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. May I see the figures?”
“I’ll relate them to you.”
“I’d rather see for myself. It’s my livelihood, after all.” She gave him a hard stare.
He expelled a lusty sigh. “Damn it, Belle, when did you get to be so tough?”
She snatched the paper from his hand, irked beyond reason. “Since I moved North and got mixed up with you.”
“Nuts.” Win sat with a thump on a chair and looked on as Belle perused the paper.
She blinked as she read. Good heavens. She didn’t believe this.
“Well?” Win asked impatiently. “Is it a deal?”
After glancing from the incredible numbers on the page to Win, Belle turned and walked over to the bench, where she sat and looked at the paper some more.
“Well?” Win asked again. “Say something, will you?”
Belle cleared her throat and laid the paper carefully in her lap. “Is this true?”
His eyes narrowed and he tilted his head slightly. “What do you mean, is it true? I got those figures from my agent today. That’s only for photographs of you. I’ll be damned if I’ll give you fifty percent of everything. But I suppose you deserve half of what I make from your pictures.”
“How magnanimous of you.” Belle pressed her lips into a flat line.
He flung himself out of his chair and started pacing. He certainly liked to pace, Belle thought unkindly. “Damn it, Belle, I didn’t mean it that way.”
“No?”
“No.”
“If you say so.” The notion of arguing held no appeal to her at the moment, so she glanced down at the paper again. The amount of money represented by these figures exceeded Belle’s wildest imaginings. When she’d decided to seek employment, she’d figured she’d earn a modest salary, thereby helping herself and her family. She’d never once entertained the idea that she might actually become a wealthy woman.
Yet, if this wasn’t another one of Win’s little fibs, that’s what a modeling career would mean to her. She’d make a fortune.
Win stopped pacing and frowned at her. “Dash it, Belle, say something!” He gestured at the paper. “Those numbers are only estimates, and Harvey—Harvey Alexander, my agent—said he estimated low, so I wouldn’t have any unpleasant surprises. The actual figures might be higher.”
“Higher than this?” Belle held up the paper, unable to comprehend such a thing.
He nodded.
“My land.” She swallowed and suddenly asked herself what she was waiting for. This kind of opportunity undoubtedly wouldn’t come her way again. Lifting her chin, she eyed Win with what she hoped appeared like cold calculation. In truth, her heart was rattling like dice in a cup and she felt faint. “Very well, Win. I shall go into partnership with you.”
His smile came out of nowhere and would have knocked her flat, had she been standing. “Great! That’s great, Belle!”
And he swooped down on her and lifted him into his arms. She squealed with surprise, then joined him in triumphant laughter.



Chapter Sixteen
 

She’d gone for it! Win couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this relieved and overjoyed. She was his! She wasn’t going away! Thank God, thank God, thank God.
“We’re going to be great together, Belle. This partnership is going to be the best thing since the invention of the camera.”
She was breathless with laughter. He’d danced her around his booth like a madman, holding her up off the floor and spinning here and there, narrowly missing light stands and chairs. His heart was as light as a feather. He feared that if he put her down, he’d float right out the door and up into the heavens to romp with the moon and stars.
“Win! You’re crazy. Put me down.” Still, she laughed.
“Fudge. You just wait, Belle. I’m going to make your face more famous than Aunt Jemima’s!”
That absurdity set her off laughing again. Win finally managed to wear himself out. After one last fling around the room, he came to a panting stop in the middle of his booth and lowered Belle to the floor. He didn’t release her, but stood, looking down at her.
Her huge brown eyes sparkled like copper pennies, her glorious hair was losing its pins, her hat was askew, her cheeks glowed rosy pink, and her full lips parted in a smile. She was, to Win, the most beautiful woman in the world. And she was his. He hadn’t quite dared to believe she’d go for his offer, but she had.
They stood looking at each other until Win lost track of time. He’d never been a particularly romantic sort of fellow, even though he possessed an artist’s eye. But if anyone had asked him how he felt at that moment, he’d have had to say he felt as if he’d been enchanted. By a fairly small, definitely irritating, and absolutely bewitching southern belle.
“Belle,” he whispered.
“Win,” she whispered back.
That was enough for him. With exquisite care, fearful lest she bolt and break the spell, he lowered his lips to hers.
She didn’t bolt. Rather, she raised her head and met him halfway. Still worried that she’d make him stop, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her slowly toward him until her body pressed against his. Lord, Lord, her body. And what a body it was.
“God, Belle, I want you so much.” His voice was so ragged he didn’t even recognize it as his.
She didn’t respond with words, but her lips parted beneath his, and he gently outlined them with his tongue. She tasted like honey and wine and summer rain and all the sweet things in the world combined. Every soft curve of her body taunted him, as if they wanted him to reveal themselves to his greedy eyes. And hands. He wanted to feel her.
The restraint was about to kill him. Already, his sex was engorged and so hard it ached. He shook. He ached. He lusted. He—God save him—he loved her.
One of her small hands lifted and brushed the hair from his forehead. This boldness on her part—for it was an act of boldness for his repressed Belle—shocked him into pulling slightly away from her.
She whispered, “I want you, too, Win.” Then she ducked her head and pressed it against his chest, which suddenly seemed to expand several yards.
Good God, had she really said that? A query trembled on the tip of his tongue before he swallowed it. If it turned out she hadn’t, he didn’t want to know. Instead, he scooped her up into his arms and, carrying her as if she were as fragile as glass, which she was, he took her to the curtained-off portion of his booth. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on without struggling, so Win didn’t lose heart as he aimed straight for the chaise longue.
He didn’t dare let go of her. He was still holding on for dear life as he lowered himself to the chaise. Then, before she could even think about protesting, he kissed her again. His heart lifted like a feather on a breeze when she only gripped his shoulders more tightly.
When he realized she hadn’t worn her corset this evening, he cheered up even more. Had she guessed this might happen? It didn’t matter.
“You’re so beautiful, Belle.” His ragged whisper drifted in the air for a moment.
“You’ve made me beautiful, Win. That’s your doing.”
She didn’t sound upset about it. Personally, he didn’t buy it. She was perfect. He’d seen her perfection that very first day as she walked down the Midway. This wasn’t the time for arguments, however, and sensing that she wasn’t going to desert him and run away, he allowed his hands to begin a wandering survey of the delights of Belle’s body.
“Take off your coat, Win.”
Good God. He could scarcely believe she’d made the demand, although he complied immediately. Seconds later, he was glad he’d done so, when her hands slowly moved up his chest. With a shock, he realized she was unbuttoning his shirt, and he spared a moment to be glad he’d worn one of his new-fangled ones with the attached collars and cuffs. He didn’t want to have to deal with collar buttons or too many articles of clothing. Not tonight. Not now. Not when he was about to achieve his heart’s most fervent desire.
“I haven’t been able to sleep for nights now, thinking about this, Belle.”
“Mmmm?” Her little hand slipped under his shirt and splayed against his chest. He almost died then and there.
“No. You’ve been on my mind day and night. Night and day.”
“I’ve been keeping you up, you mean?”
He knew she didn’t understand the double entendre she’d just spoken, so he only murmured, “Yes.” Her voice was like moonlight and magnolia blossoms and mint juleps and sultry summer nights all rolled into one delicately accented whole. He loved her voice. Thinking he ought not keep such a relevant scrap of information to himself, he gasped, “I love your voice.”
“I thought you hated it.” She laughed softly, and he moaned. Her laugh was like syrup and chocolate and sweet, sweet wine.
Lord, his metaphors were getting out of hand. But he couldn’t stop them. “Not anymore, I don’t. I love it.”
“Thank you.”
Her hands slithered to the back of his head, and he felt her fingers burrow into his hair. Deciding she had a good idea there, he felt around her hat, withdrew the pins holding it in place, and gently removed it, dropping it to the floor and consigning the pins to fend for themselves. He heard them ping and roll and didn’t care. “I love your hair, Belle.”
“I love yours, too.”
Delirious. He was probably delirious, although he couldn’t imagine why he should be. Perhaps he’d contracted some fell disease and this was a hallucination. To hell with it. If it was a hallucination, he was damned well going to enjoy it as it happened. With skill garnered during a career of helping people pose for photographs, he removed the hairpins from her French twist and let them fall to mate with her hat pins if they chose to. When he thrust his fingers into her fine chestnut mane, he murmured, “Your hair is like silk.”
“You’re sweet, Win.” She’d given up on his hair and was running her hands down his body.
Sweet, was he? He didn’t feel sweet. He felt possessed. Lord, what was she doing?
Good God. She was caressing the bulge in his trousers, was what she was doing. Win thought he might die on the spot. With hands that trembled like an old man’s, he reached for the buttons on her shirtwaist, praying she wouldn’t stop him.
She didn’t stop him. Rather, she helped him along. When the garment fell away, revealing a simple lawn chemise and pantaloons, Win thanked all the good fairies and all the gods and everything else that might exist for good in the universe. “You’re gorgeous.”
He knew she had no experience in these things, yet she posed like a vamp on his chaise, gazing at him with those fantastic, serene cinnamon-and-chocolate-brown eyes, as a soft smile curved her lovely lips. Maybe women were all natural seductresses under their stays. Win doubted it. Belle was special. He stared at her for what seemed like forever, afraid to move for fear he’d wake up from his delirium.
After he didn’t know how long, she reached out and took his hand. Thus spurred on, Win drew her against his chest again. He had to lick his lips before he could get them to form words. “Let me untie these things, Belle.” He was referring to her chemise lacings.
She did it for him. As he watched, his gaze eating her up, she slowly unlaced her chemise. Her full breasts, nipples pebbled and taunting him, pressed against the fine lawn and seemed to push the loosened ribbons out of the way, until she was revealed to him in all her glory.
“You’re glorious,” he said, thinking she ought to know it.
“Thank you.” With a soft shove, she pushed the chemise away.
The straps slithered down her shoulders, and Win licked his lips. He wasn’t altogether sure he was going to survive this experience. The only clothing that remained in place was his. And her drawers. Swallowing hard, he started unfastening his belt buckle. Thank God he was still a young man and hadn’t let himself go to fat like George Richmond, because a belt was much more easily dealt with than suspenders. Even with trembling fingers, he got the belt undone. Then he ripped it from the trouser loops and flung it aside.
“Let me, Win,” Belle said softly, reaching for his trouser buttons.
“Gladly,” he croaked, and shut his eyes as Belle’s gentle hands fumbled with his trouser buttons.
“You’re a very attractive man, Win Asher,” she purred in her sweet, drawly Georgian.
Win said, “Aaaaaah,” as she tortured him with her fingers.
When the last button slipped through the last buttonhole, Win stood abruptly and decided he couldn’t stand much more of this. With a sweep of his hands, he pushed his trousers down, taking his drawers with them. As soon as his sex was freed from his prison, it sprang out and saluted Belle, who blinked several times.
“Um . . .”
Before she could lose her nerve, Win stepped out of his trousers, shoved his shoes from his feet, and fell onto the chaise, encircling Belle’s enticing torso as he did so. “Your skin is like heaven, Belle,” he muttered as he pressed his lips to her bosom.
“Um . . .”
Worried lest she get scared and make him stop, Win reluctantly removed his lips from her breasts and kissed her again. It seemed to help. After a moment’s hesitation, Belle seemed to forget her shock at seeing him fully aroused and get lost in the sensuality of the moment.
His hands slid down her back as they kissed. Her skin really was fine and smooth and delicate, more or less like a magnolia blossom. Her skin felt as though it might be as easily bruised as a magnolia blossom, too. Sort of the way Belle herself looked, although Win had begun to doubt her overall fragility. She looked more delicate than she was.
“You look more delicate than you are,” he whispered in her ear, praying fervently that he was right in his assessment.
“Am I?”
Lord, he hoped so. “Yes,” he asserted with more confidence than he felt.
“Mmmm.”
She didn’t sound confident at all, and Win knew he had to take steps or he might end up a dead man, if frustrated lust could kill. “I won’t hurt you, Belle.”
“No?” She didn’t noticeably decrease her attentions to his body, which he appreciated, although she added, “I’ve heard it hurts the first time,” which made his heart hitch.
He hurried to reassure her. “It might hurt a little bit the first time,” he admitted. “But I’ll be careful with you. God, Belle, I’d never hurt you if I could help it. You must know that.”
“Mmmm,” she said again, leading him to believe that she didn’t quite trust him.
Damn it. He wished he hadn’t—misled—her about the pictures. “I swear to you, Belle—I give you my oath—that I’ll be as gentle as a man can be with a woman. For God’s sake, Belle, I—” Good Lord, he’d been about to admit to being in love with her. This would never do. She’d never believe him after all the prevaricating he’d done to her. She might even laugh in his face. “I—I’ll be so gentle. I’ll make it good for you, too.”
“I trust you,” she said softly, adding after a slight pause, “About this.”
If he hadn’t been otherwise occupied, Win might have fallen to his knees in a prayer of thanks. Because he guessed the best way to accomplish his purpose would be to give her enjoyment first, he slid a hand under the waist of her drawers. They were tight, damn it. “Do these things have a tie?” Women’s clothes needed to be altered, he decided then and there. There was some new stuff he’d seen at the Exposition. Elastic. That’s what was needed here. Unfortunately, Belle’s drawers didn’t have any.
“Yes. I’ll untie them.”
She did, and Win thanked his Maker again. When she slid the drawers down her lovely legs, he couldn’t hold back a moan of pleasure. “You’re perfect, Belle. Perfect.”
Looking up at him, her huge eyes shaded by her long eyelashes, Belle looked as shy as a stark-naked woman who was about to be ravished could look. Win drew her to him and kissed her again. His hands craved the feel of her, so he let them have their way.
“You’ve beguiled me,” he murmured as his hand traced a path from her ankle to her knee and dared go a little higher. “You must be some kind of witch.”
“Not much of one, I fear.”
He heard a trace of humor in her voice, and his heart leapt.
“Oh, yes, you are. You’ve bewitched me. Totally.”
Her arms tightened around his neck. “I’m glad.”
Heartened, Win allowed his hand to roam higher, until he felt the swell of her delicious hip. He squeezed gently. She had a body an artist would die to paint. And he was being allowed to partake of it. He could scarcely understand why he was being rewarded in this way. He knew he didn’t deserve her.
“I swear, I’ll never hurt you, Belle,” he whispered as his he moved his hand over her soft, sweet flesh in search of the treasure between her thighs. “I swear it.”
“I believe you, Win. About this, anyhow.”
The trace of caution in her voice didn’t diminish Win’s excitement, although he made a silent vow to himself that he’d make everything up to her. Eventually. After tonight.
She made a strange, mewing sound when his fingers finally touched the curls between her thigh and gently parted the petals of her sex. He uttered another silent prayer of thanks when he felt the moisture there. Good, good. “This is the way it’s supposed to be, Belle,” he breathed. “This is good. This is right.”
It wasn’t right, and Win could have socked himself when he heard the word leave his lips. A proper southern lady would never do this unless she was married to the man she was doing it with. He hoped Belle wouldn’t notice his slight exaggeration.
“Mmmm,” said she, and said no more.
In order to keep her diverted, Win delved more deeply into her hot wetness, rousing a sigh of pleasure from her. He forgave himself for being inept in speech, and tried to make up for his slip with physical demonstrations of his appreciation of Belle and her overall wonderfulness.
She responded admirably. As he gently massaged the center of her sexual pleasure, her hips arched beneath him. “Oh, Win!” Her breathy whisper was music to his ears.
“That’s the way, Belle. That’s right. Just give yourself up to it. This is the way it’s supposed to be.”
He’d had some experience with this sort of thing, although never before had his heart been involved. The ladies with whom he’d dallied had been experienced and eager. He’d never seduced a virgin before.
That didn’t sound right to his critical conscience, so he revised the phrase. He’d never been involved with a woman for whom he cared as deeply as he cared for Belle. His conscience assuaged, he continued, watching Belle’s reaction to his tender ministrations raptly.
“You’re so beautiful, Belle.” He leaned over to suckle her breasts as he spoke.
She seemed beyond speech at the moment. Her breath came in short gasping respirations, and her body was as taut as a bow. Her bliss came in a split second. One moment, she was moaning softly, and the next, she went stiff. Then she seemed to shatter under his touch. With a cry of pure delight, she shuddered. Win watched her body’s response to his touch with wonder.
“Oh, Win,” she breathed at last, subsiding like a limp rag onto the chaise, her body dewed with perspiration.
He kissed her almost savagely. “That was the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.” He was about to burst, in fact.
Before she could recover, Win thrust into her. She gave a little cry before his mouth covered hers again. He was so keyed up, he couldn’t hold himself back a second longer. It took only a very few thrusts before his body exploded in a rush of pleasure the likes of which he’d never experienced before. Wave after wave of pleasure crashed over him.
When his last spasm was spent, so was he. With a groan, he collapsed at Belle’s side. A slight touch of conscience made him secure her to his side before his thoughts slipped away and sheer bliss took over.
# # #
They’d lain in each other’s arms for Belle didn’t know how long before her brain resumed functioning. She’d never even dreamed that the act of physical love could create such delights. Her body still thrilled to the unexpected pleasures to which Win had introduced it. Every now and again, the memory of his magical touch caused a shiver of remembered joy to pass through her.
And then realization hit her with a smart whack on the conscience. She sat up so fast, her head swam and Win’s arm, which had been lying limp and warm over her stomach, fell away.
He muttered, “Huh?”
She cried, “My land!”
Her voice, which she’d learned from the cradle to keep at a honeysuckle-sweet drawling purr, hit the air with a clang, making Belle jump. It had the same effect on Win. She felt his body jerk once before he slid off the chaise and landed on the floor with a thud and a louder, more profane utterance.
Belle glanced around wildly, searching for something with which to cover her exposed bosom. Not, she thought bitterly, that it mattered any longer. Win had seen every inch of her. Thoroughly. In fact, he’d studied it in such depth, he could probably write a textbook about it.
Still and all, that was then and this was now, and she’d come to her senses at last. A wee bit late.
Fiddlesticks. Fiercely, Belle battled with her old self as it tried to barge back with its trappings of southern delicacy and her mother’s admonitions ringing in her ears. An avalanche of frenzied telegrams swam in her mind’s eye before she slammed the door on them and her parents and her southern roots. Dad blast it, she was going to be a modern woman or know the reason why! To the devil with her family’s old-fashioned qualms.
Giving up on a bosom-cover, she decided to concentrate on Win who was, after all, as naked as she, although he didn’t seem embarrassed by the fact. She leaned over. “Win? Are you all right.”
“No.” He seemed to be having trouble getting his limbs coordinated. “I fell on my a—bottom.”
Belle took a certain satisfaction from the knowledge that she was, in part, responsible for his fuddled condition. “Do you need help?”
He managed to push himself into a seated position. Twisting his head so that he could look at her, his lips turned up in what Belle could only designate as a silly grin. “No,” he said. “I’m fine.” Leaping to his feet in a bound so sudden it made Belle jerk in alarm, he actually beat his finely-contoured chest with his balled fists, like an African ape. “In fact, I’m wonderful!”
Belle couldn’t help laughing. She also couldn’t help agreeing. He was fine, all right. She’d even agree that he was wonderful. No matter how much she was trying to turn herself into a hardened woman of the world, she couldn’t quite make herself say that. Rather, she shook her head. “You’re silly, Win.”
She wasn’t prepared for his swoop or for the gloriousness of being swept up into his arms. “What are you doing?” she cried as he started prancing around his booth without letting her feet touch the floor.
“I’m dancing with you.”
She laughed again, but not for long. The thought of the Richmonds sobered her. “Oh, dear, Win, I need to get back to the hotel.”
“The hotel?” He lowered her to the chaise again, and feasted his eyes on her nakedness.
Belle noted with some alarm that the longer he stared, the stiffer his masculine member grew. Deciding that once was enough for the nonce—and perhaps forever, depending on how her newly liberated conscience reacted to this shocking breach of everything she’d ever been taught was right and proper—she glanced around again, seeking clothes. Ah, there they were.
As Win made another grab for her, she rolled off the chaise in the other direction and pounced on her chemise and shirtwaist. “No, Win. I need to get back home.” She heard his sigh even though layers of lawn and buckram as she drew her chemise and shirtwaist over her head.
He looked so dejected as she tugged and yanked on yards of fabric that she smiled. “I still have a job with the Richmonds, Win. I can’t leave them without so much as giving notice.” Trying not to stare at his heavily aroused sex—had that thing really fit inside her?—she tore her gaze away and searched the booth for her skirt. Ah, there it was. How did it get way over there? Ah, well, it didn’t matter.
With a sigh so huge it ruffled the curtains drawn across the booth’s windows, Win conceded that she was right. “Very well. But you won’t need that job for very long, you know. Soon you’ll be making lots of money without having to work for other people.”
She glanced at him as she shook out her skirt. “I’ll be working for you,” she pointed out.
Win made a grab for his trousers, which had ended up on top of one of the lamp stands. “You won’t be working for me,” he grumbled. “This is a partnership.”
She eyed him as she stepped into her skirt. “Oh? You mean I’ll have a say in how and where the photographs are sold?”
He frowned at her. “Not that much of a say. I know about this business. You don’t.”
“I can learn. I’m quite capable.”
“Huh. You can’t even call a war by its right name.”
Leaning over to snatch up a shoe, she said, “Don’t be absurd. There are two sides to everything, including wars. You damned Yankees can call it a civil war if you wish, but we southerners know better. It was a war of aggression and invasion. By you.”
Scowling at her as he buttoned his trousers Win said, “Not by me. I wasn’t even born yet. I wasn’t even a twinkle in my father’s eye. I wasn’t even—”
“All right, all right,” she snapped. “I don’t want to talk about it. There’s no way on God’s green earth that you’ll ever understand my point of view.”
“And there’s no way you’ll ever understand mine.”
“Absolutely.” Belle sucked in about ten gallons of air and wondered how in the world such a blissful evening could turn so quickly into something horrid. It was all Win’s fault, she decided instantly. He would talk about civil wars. She stormed to the dressing table and lifted the hairbrush Win kept there for the subjects of his photographs to groom themselves with. With long, vicious strokes, she brushed the tangles out of her hair, pondering the quirks of fate.
Win’s back was to her; she could see it, broad and powerful, in the mirror as she brushed. He’d finished with his trousers and was searching for his shirt. She saw it, fallen into a wrinkled coverlet to his camera, but she didn’t tell him so. Rather, she watched, brushed, and fumed.
He was such an irritating man. And she was so devilishly attracted to him. Well, she thought with an inner snort of contempt for herself, obviously she was attracted to him. She’d just given him, free of charge and with no strings attached, a woman’s most precious treasure.
Belle frowned into the mirror as that thought smote her. While she continued to brush and watch Win search for his shirt, she considered her last thought. What, she mused, was so dad-gummed precious about a maidenhead? Granted, it proclaimed a woman’s status as virgin, but proper people didn’t go around talking about such things. Who’d ever know, unless a girl was so unwise as to become pregnant.
Her hand stopped wielding the brush and she gaped into the mirror, stunned. Could she be? Oh, my land. She’d better count up days fast. After a quick calculation in her head, Belle deduced that she probably couldn’t be pregnant. Thank God. Thank God. There was more to this virginity business than she’d heretofore guessed. However, that wasn’t the point of this cogitation.
Why was virginity a quality so prized by the world’s bridegrooms? Most men didn’t give a hang about remaining pure for their wives. Why should women remain pure for their husbands? Belle thought she knew. A woman’s purity was prized because men didn’t want to think of women as people on their own. They wanted to consider them objects; as property; as prizes won or lost in mating rituals. And they wanted fresh goods. No leftovers for most men. No, sirree.
She snorted aloud. Men. Thought they owned the world. She frowned at her reflection. The idiots did own the world, blast them. And if any of them knew what she’d done with Win Asher this evening, none of them would ever pay her the so-called compliment of asking her to become his slave. She meant wife.
“Same thing,” she growled.
Well, so what? Thanks to her partnership with Win, and as long as her looks lasted, she wouldn’t need to be the slave of any blasted man.
“Bah,” she muttered as she twisted her long hair into a simple knot. Realizing she hadn’t considered her pins, she turned to scan the booth, holding her hair to the top of her head.
At that moment, Win looked up from fastening his belt. He appeared somewhat bemused by her expression of ill nature. “What’s the matter, Belle?” he asked mildly.”
“I need my hairpins.”
“Um, there ought to be some in that drawer in the dressing table. I’ll look for yours, and you can use those for the time being.”
She hadn’t anticipated his conciliatory tone. All at once, Belle felt like crying, which was absurd. Steeling her nerves and stiffening her spine, she said, “Thank you,” and turned to open the drawer.
The only sounds in the room then were the scrape of wood on wood and the soft rattle of hairpins as Belle drew some of them out and dropped them onto the dressing table. As she stabbed pins into her knotted hair, she made the mistake of looking for Win in the mirror. She caught his eye and swallowed. He looked like a little lost boy watching his very most precious toy drift away on a riptide. What did this mean?
He lifted his hands and extended his arms to her. “I’m sorry, Belle. I didn’t mean to start an argument.”
It took Belle approximately two and a half seconds to drop her pins, her hair, and her fury. Then she turned around and flew into Win’s arms.



Chapter Seventeen
 

He’d have to marry her. Walking home from the Congress Hotel, where he’d left Belle at the door to her room—she wouldn’t let him kiss her because she was embarrassed to do so in public, although there wasn’t another soul around—Win pondered the probability of a marriage between himself and Belle Monroe.
The notion of marriage hadn’t really occurred to him before he met Belle. But now, after what they’d done together . . . Well, he’d have to marry her, or he’d never be able to look himself in the eye again.
Not that he could look himself in the eye now unless he used a mirror, but . . . “Aw, hell.”
Win kicked a crumpled paper lying on the sidewalk and contemplated the nature of fate. Was there such a thing, or was life and everything in the universe governed by pure chance? Had fate sent him his annoying and marvelous southern Belle? The thought of marriage had always before made his blood run cold. The thought of letting Belle get away from him made it run even colder.
It occurred to him that perhaps Belle didn’t want marriage. That notion cheered him momentarily until he realized how ridiculous it was. Belle? Refuse a proposal of marriage now? After they’d consummated the marriage act before the fact? Win grinned in spite of himself.
His darling Belle was probably the most stuffy, proper, well-bred, civilized, genteel lady—and he used the word on purpose in this context—he’d ever met. Even the society debutantes he’d been forced to dance with during his adolescence and whom he only had to photograph these days were less ladylike and refined than his Belle.
Until tonight. His heart floated around in his chest like a hot-air balloon and his sex stiffened when he thought about tonight. She hadn’t been a lady tonight, by damn. She’d been—she’d been—she’d been . . . Aw, hell, he couldn’t even find words for how magnificent their joining had been.
He should, however, have anticipated her passionate underpinnings. After all, she’d not only tried to fend him off that first day in order to protect the Richmond children, but she’d beaned Kate Finney’s father to within an inch of his life in order to save Kate from strangulation. He grinned, remembering. If that wasn’t spunky, he didn’t know spunk.
Ah, Belle. She was an unexpected treasure, his Belle. If he had to marry, and he did have to, because no matter what Belle thought of him or how many roguish airs he liked to claim for himself, he remained a gentleman because he couldn’t help it, he guessed Belle was the best choice. She was at least the best choice of the females he’d met until now.
The idea of ever meeting another woman for whom he could feel the same combination of emotions and frustrations as he did for Belle entered his mind only to be rejected. It wasn’t possible. Belle was unique.
Besides all that, he had no choice. He’d bedded her. Now he had to marry her. It was the gentleman’s code. It was probably the lady’s code, too, although Win doubted there was a woman alive who’d admit it.
Oddly enough, the notion that he had no choice in the matter made him feel a good deal more cheerful. Took the strain out of having to make a decision, and all that. He was whistling by the time he got to his flat on 59th Street.
# # #
Belle’s own emotions were not sanguine as she let herself into her hotel room. She prayed that Gladys hadn’t waited up for her to return. Belle wasn’t sure she could conceal from her perceptive and good-hearted employer the tumble of emotions rioting through her.
The new Belle, the adventuress who had led her to abandon caution and tumble into bed with Win, seemed to have hidden herself in a closet. The old Belle, the Belle who’d had propriety drummed into her from Day One, was having a serious attack of panic. What if Win refused to marry her now? What if he didn’t even ask her to marry him?
“The cad,” she whispered, her agitated heart twisting like a wrung-out rag in her chest. “The beast. The villain. The—the—” The most vile epithet in her vocabulary came to her rescue. “—the damned Yankee.”
Marriage was de rigueur once a woman had succumbed to the lures of a male. Belle knew it. She’d known it before she could talk. In her childhood, she’d strained to hear the scandalized whispers of her elders, longing to know what was so ghastly that it couldn’t be spoken of aloud. Always, when such whispered conversations had taken place among her mother, aunts, and other female relatives and acquaintances, the topic of conversation had been some young lady’s ruin. Although, as Belle mulled over the matter now, she couldn’t recall ever perceiving any sign of ruin on the young ladies involved. And she’d inspected them closely, too. The signs of ruin had ever eluded her. They did now, too.
She tossed her hat onto a chair, a breach of conduct she perpetrated on purpose because she was mad at the world, and muttered, “Ruined. Pshaw.”
Who made up those rules, anyhow? Had God come to earth, shaken his finger at Belle’s Georgia kin, and said, “Thou shalt not consummate an act of love until Preacher Gideon Hawkins says you may”?
Oh, very well, there was a commandment against committing adultery, but what she and Win had done tonight wasn’t adultery. It was fornication.
Fiddlesticks. That was such an ugly word. Still, Belle couldn’t recall a specific commandment against fornication. Unless—
Belle slammed a hand over her heart and stared, wild-eyed, at the door to her room. “Good God.”
Win wasn’t married, was he? Had he ever mentioned his marital status or lack thereof? Had he led her astray, as so many married men had done to their unsuspecting prey? “My land.” Sheer horror made her collapse in a heap on her bed.
But wait. He’d mentioned being a bachelor, hadn’t he? He’d said he’d been embarrassed to purchase that pretty wrapper because he was a single man.
Relief propelled Belle up from the bed. She made her way to the bathroom attached to her hotel room, thanking her stars that the Richmonds were so wealthy that they could even afford built-in bathrooms in hotel rooms rented for their hired help.
Guilt tapped her on the shoulder. The Richmonds. Oh, dear. She couldn’t just leave them high and dry, even though she was now going to be making scads of money and probably—almost certainly—married. She wasn’t that sort of person. She may have had to bend a principle or two in order to pose for Win in the first place, but she wasn’t so lost to decency that she’d quit on the Richmonds without giving notice.
She shuddered to contemplate how many principles she’d downright shattered tonight when she and Win had made love. Remembered sensations rippled through her, and she hugged herself.
What they’d done might have been wrong, but hadn’t felt wrong. It had felt perfect.
As water filled the claw-footed bathtub in the bathroom, Belle disrobed, scanning her clothes for betraying wrinkles and stains. After an initial period of confusion, borne of Belle’s anxiety and Win’s befuddlement, Win had courteously handed her a damp cloth and then turned his back so that Belle could wash away the most betraying signs of her debauch before he’d walked her home. It had been embarrassing, but she was glad now that she’d taken the time, because her clothes remained unstained.
As she sank into the water, which felt soothing to her body and soul, both, she decided not to make any firm decisions right this minute. She was too confused even to attempt a rational goal for the remainder of her life. Besides that, she was only nineteen years old; the notion of directing her future was rather absurd when contemplated in that light.
She’d wait to give the Richmonds notice until she and Win had formalized their partnership and marriage plans, and she had a better idea of how much of an income she could expect. And when. For all she knew, it took years for royalty money to catch up with publication of photographs.
“I’m too tired to think any longer,” she murmured as her eyes drifted shut and her head relaxed against the porcelain tub. She fell asleep a moment later, and it was only when the water got cold that she forced herself to finish her bath, get out of the tub, dry off, and fall into bed. She slept like the dead.
# # #
The dining room of the Congress Hotel gleamed with crystal and white linen, even in the glare of another sultry Chicago summer morning. Belle had donned a light-weight frock of cambric, had considered her corset, and had consigned it to the pit. She was already a fallen woman, whatever that meant. The same as ruined, she imagined. That being the case, what further good could a corset do her?
Fearing she was late, she scanned the dining room in some agitation. A flood of relief filled her when she saw Gladys, Amalie, and Garrett just being seated by a dignified waiter. She hurried over to them, smiling for all she was worth. She didn’t want to smile. She wanted to go back to sleep. However had she turned into such a liar in such a short period of time?
She didn’t know how it had happened so fast, but she was glad it had as the three Richmonds smiled happily at her approach. “Good morning!” she said brightly.
“Good morning, Belle.” Gladys gave her a searching glance, making Belle want to squirm. She didn’t. Rather, she sat, still smiling, picked up her napkin, and laid it in her lap. Directing the question at no one in particular, she asked, “What do we have on the agenda today?” She longed to see Win, primarily because she was feeling dreadfully insecure this morning. She’d never say so.
“Mama said we can go on the Ferris wheel again today, Miss Monroe!”
Stifling a yawn, Belle kept smiling at the little girl. “That’s wonderful, darling.” She hadn’t looked at a clock last night, but she must have gotten to bed late because she felt as though somebody had thrown sand in her eyes.
“George and I will be visiting the Agricultural Exhibit today, Belle. I fear we’ll have to leave the children in your care for most of the day.”
“Yeah,” said Garrett, scowling at his napkin. “Who wants to see a bunch of vegetables?”
“Garrett, really.” The way Gladys looked from her sulky boy to Belle gave Belle the impression that Belle expected her to object.
Oh, dear, had she been neglecting her duties of late? Her brain scrambled to remember. She didn’t think so, but . . . “That’s perfectly fine, Gladys. I’m sure the three of us will have a grand time.” She smiled at Amalie, who smiled back, and at Garrett, who still looked sulky. She sighed before she could stop herself.
“Are you sure, dear? You’re not too tired? I, ah, stayed up, but finally went to bed before you returned to the hotel last night.”
Ah-ha. Gladys was worried about her virtue. As well she might be, Belle thought glumly. She smiled more brightly yet. “Mr. Asher brought me home after we’d concluded our business.” She’d never say what kind of business. “I suppose it was rather late.” She was surprised when Gladys laid a hand over hers.
“Is everything all right, Belle? I mean between you and Mr. Asher? I, ah, don’t mean to pry, but . . .”
Instinctively, Belle turned her hand over and squeezed Gladys’s. Gladys was such a genuinely sweet person. And Belle knew she only had her welfare at heart. Therefore, there was no earthly excuse for her to have felt a flash of annoyance at Gladys’s question. “You’re too good to me, Gladys. Everything is fine.” Deciding it would soothe Gladys’s fears a trifle if she were to admit to a part of last night’s adventures, Belle went on to say, “Mr. Asher has offered me a partnership in his business, as a matter of fact.”
Belle wasn’t surprised when Gladys gazed at her blankly. “A, um, partnership? Um . . .”
“A fifty-fifty partnership,” Belle went on to explain. “Evidently, he believes he can market photographs of me and make us both a good deal of money.”
“I see.” Gladys still appeared puzzled. Belle wasn’t surprised. “Um, does this mean you’ll be leaving us?” the older woman asked at last.
“No!”
This spontaneous eruption came from Amalie, and Belle’s guilt skyrocketed. She squeezed Gladys’s hand again and reached for Amalie’s. It was sticky with jam, but Belle didn’t mind. “Good heavens, no. Er, not immediately, I mean. It all depends on whether or not Mr. Asher’s predictions for financial success come to pass.”
“I don’t want you to go!” Amalie wailed.
Oh, land. Belle wasn’t up to this today. She needed sleep, not tantrums from Amalie. “I won’t go, Amalie,” she cooed, squashing an urge to slap the child’s bustle-padded bottom.
“My goodness,” said Gladys. She no longer appeared bemused. In fact, she smiled at Belle. “I do hope it works out for you, dear. You deserve so much more than to have to work as a nanny.”
Belle told herself that she ought to have become accustomed to Gladys’s kindly disposition by this time, but the dear woman’s words made tears pool in her eyes. She felt stupid and mean and deceitful, although she probably had no reason for the latter. She’d told the most important part of the truth as it might affect the Richmonds. Her personal life was her own affair. So to speak. “Thank you,” she whispered.
Gladys started snuffling in reaction to Belle’s heightened emotions. Dabbing at her eyes with her napkin, she said, “Nonsense, Belle. You’re a lovely young lady. And I feel as if you’ve become part of the family.”
“Mr, too! What’s wrong with being a nanny?” Amalie demanded. “We love you, Miss Monroe!” Tears dripped down her cheeks, too.
“Hunh,” said Garrett.
Belle’s heart felt as if it were being rent in two. “I love being with you two, Amalie,” she said thickly. “But I have an unusual opportunity with Mr. Asher.”
“Oh!” wailed Gladys.
Belle’s attention swerved to her. She’d never intended to cause this degree of upset in her employer. “What’s the matter, Gladys?” Something occurred to her, and she gripped the table. Good God, she didn’t know something awful about Win that Belle didn’t, did she?
Gladys gave up on her napkin and dug a handkerchief out of her skirt pocket. “It’s nothing, dear. It’s only that I had hoped that you and Mr. Asher would . . . Well, never mind, Belle. I’m glad you at least have this partnership, and I do hope it will prove profitable.”
“I don’t want you to go away,” sobbed Amalie.
Belle eyed the child with a pinch of disfavor, although she tried not to show it. As much as she adored Amalie, she deplored this overt emotionalism. If the girl didn’t watch herself, she’d end up like Belle’s mother and start swooning every other second.
Good heavens, had she really entertained such a disloyal thought?
Before she could decide one way or the other, a bell boy appeared at their breakfast table, carrying a yellow envelope on a tray. As soon as Belle spotted the boy, her heart squeezed. Not another telegram, please God.
It didn’t please God. Rather, the boy headed straight at her, smiling broadly. He stopped in front of Belle. “Miss Monroe?”
Belle sighed. “Yes. I am Miss Monroe.”
The boy’s smile grew even larger. “I knew it! I saw your picture in the paper. You’re—” He blushed brightly. “You’re real beautiful, ma’am, if you don’t mind my saying so.”
“Of course not.” Belle managed to produce a smallish smile. She wanted to scream. Handing the boy a coin hastily dug out of the reticule lying on her lap, she took the telegram. “Thank you.”
“Thank you, Miss Monroe. It’s real special, being able to talk to you, ma’am.” He turned and rushed away, his face glowing like a hot coal.
As Belle watched him go, an odd numbness began to creep over her. Was this what her future held? Bell boys worshiping her as some kind of idol of femininity? The notion appalled her almost as much as it amused her. She? Rowena Belle Monroe?
“How ridiculous,” she said under her breath.
“It’s not, you know,” said Gladys.
Belle’s head snapped up. “I beg your pardon?”
“You’re a lovely young woman, Belle. Mr. Asher is going to make you famous.”
Belle stared at Gladys for a moment, aghast. Yet Gladys had spoken only what Belle already knew. She heaved a huge sigh. “You’re right, of course. I know that. I made my decision after taking all of that into consideration.”
“What’s wrong with being famous?” Amalie wanted to know. She’d stopped crying, thank God, and now gazed at Belle with watery blue eyes.
Gladys smiled gently. “Yes, Belle. What’s wrong with being a famous beauty? I’m sure most young women would love to have the opportunity, but most of them aren’t as well equipped to fill the role as you.”
Pressing a hand to her rapidly heating cheek, Belle murmured, “Pshaw. But as to what’s wrong with it . . . well, my family is terribly opposed to it for one thing.”
“Hmmm.”
“How come?” asked Amalie.
Blast the child. How could she not understand what seemed so clear to Belle. Almost clear to Belle. Maybe. She shook her head once in an effort to clear it. “It’s not, um, proper to put oneself forward like that, Amalie.” Since Amalie appeared as confused as she’d been before this explanation, Belle hastened on. “Um, it’s also unwise to advertise oneself to the world. Why, all sorts of miscreants and so forth might feel free to make unwelcome overtures if they think I’m a public property. So to speak.”
“I suppose that’s true.” Gladys sighed.
“I guess.” Amalie didn’t believe it; Belle could tell.
“Getting back to the why’s of the matter,” Belle said desperately, “I’m willing to endure it all for the sake of money.” All at once, she felt like Judas Iscariot.
But the comparison was not only foolish, it was totally unrealistic. Not to mention sacrilegious. Belle wasn’t betraying her Savior, she was trying to help herself and her family, Dagnabbit!
That being the case, she gave herself a hard mental shake, picked up the yellow envelope, and ripped it open. Frowning, she gazed at its contents. “Ha.”
“What is it, Belle? Is it bad news?”
“It’s as I expected,” Belle said, resigned but vexed. “My family wasn’t pleased by my move to New York. They’re claiming to be wretched now that I’m making some money by modeling.”
Gladys appeared understandably puzzled. “Um . . . Why?”
Belle reread the telegram. Another photograph today. Belle, why? Hurt. Crushed. Disappointed. Embarrassed. Humiliated. Love, Mother.
“Beats me,” she said, handing the communication to Gladys.
Gladys perused the telegram, and her forehead wrinkled. She gazed at Belle for a moment. “But I thought you sent most of your salary home to Georgia. I should think your family would be pleased that you’re helping and thank you for it, not send unkind telegrams berating you.”
Win’s condemnation of her family rolled through Belle’s mind like a strip of film through a projecting device, as she’d seen in the Machinery Hall. He’d been absolutely right about them. Her lips pressed together tightly for a moment before she answered Gladys’s sensible question. “They don’t like it that my face is being publicly displayed.”
“I guess I can understand that,” Gladys said, although she clearly didn’t understand anything of the sort.
“That’s what they claim,” Belle went on, feeling acrimonious and bitter. “The truth is that they don’t like it that I’m making something of myself. They’d rather wallow in lost glory and poverty than help themselves, and they expect me to do likewise. If I don’t, I’m upsetting the status quo.”
It didn’t surprise her when Gladys’s eyes opened wide. “Good heavens! I can’t imagine such a thing.”
Of course, she couldn’t. She was a Yankee. She didn’t come from a family who revered its status as somebody else’s victims like some sort of holy writ. “Old family tradition,” she said briefly.
Gladys blinked. “Oh.”
“I don’t understand, Miss Monroe,” Amalie piped up.
“You’re not supposed to butt into grown-up conversations,” Garrett said piously, ruining the effect of sainthood by shoving his sister.
“Stop it!” Amalie cried, shoving back. Belle placed a judicious hand on each small shoulder and held the children in place.
Smiling at Amalie, she told Garrett, “It’s all right, Garrett. Amalie is only concerned for my happiness.” Garrett wrinkled his nose and grimaced, which Belle figured was par for the course. She decided there was no communicating with a seven-year-old boy, so she turned her attention back to Amalie. “I don’t understand, either, Amalie. It doesn’t make any sense to me.”
“You’d think your family would be grateful for your assistance,” Gladys said as sternly as was possible for her. “They have no business sending mean-spirited telegrams to you.”
“Using the money I send home to do so,” Belle supplemented.
Gladys nodded firmly. “Exactly.” She gave Belle’s hand one last squeeze before picking up her own napkin and laying it on her lap. “I don’t mean to criticize, Belle, but I don’t think your family is being quite fair to you.”
Belle heaved another sigh. “To tell you the truth, I don’t, either.” It had taken her a long time, but Belle was beginning to doubt her family’s soundness of heart. If anyone were to assist her in life, for instance, she’d thank the person, not condemn him.
Naturally, she thought of Win. He was trying to assist her in life, and she couldn’t offhand perceive of thanking him for it. Actually, she’d sooner leap from the twenty-first floor of the Congress Hotel than thank him. For anything. She decided the two situations were entirely dissimilar and she needn’t worry about her lack of appreciation for Win at the moment. “Will Mr. Richmond be joining us for breakfast?” she asked in hopes of turning the conversation in another direction.
“Yes.” Gladys’s sigh echoed Belle’s. “He went to the front desk to get his morning supply of newspapers. I don’t understand what gentlemen find so fascinating in the business news.”
“I don’t, either,” said Belle with a laugh. “I rather like reading about crimes, though. It’s probably wrong of me.”
Gladys shot her a conspiratorial grin. “I do, too.” She sat up, gazing at the door as if something had captured her attention. “There’s George now. And he has. . . My goodness, is that Mr. Asher?”
Belle wished she’d had time to prepare. Before she could stop herself, she’d turned and started to rise from her chair. Luckily, she caught herself up. Before she’d managed to make a complete idiot of herself, she sat again and tried to gather her wits together.
But there he was! In the all-too-wonderful flesh. Win Asher, looking as neat as a pin in his summer suit and boiled shirt, chatting with George Richmond as if they were old friends. George appeared pleased, so Belle guessed Win was a welcome addition to the breakfast group.
“My goodness,” she said, trying to sound casual. “It is Mr. Asher.” She didn’t miss Gladys’s sharp look, and tried to deflect it with a bland expression on her own face. It was difficult to achieve. She felt the heat creep up her neck and into her cheeks even as she strove for serenity.
“Look who’s come to visit with us at breakfast, Gladys,” George said jovially. Belle was glad he’d evidently had a restful night. Sometimes George wasn’t terribly jolly in the morning.
“How do you do, Mr. Asher?” Gladys beamed at Win.
Win beamed back. “I’m dandy, Mrs. Richmond. And you?”
“I’m very well, thank you.”
Taking Belle’s hand, Win bowed over it formally, not unlike a southern gentleman at a ball—Belle remembered the gesture well from her younger days. If he was going to make fun of her, she’d just have to . . .
“Good morning, Belle. I hope I didn’t keep you up too late last evening. We had a lot of business to discuss.”
“Yes, we did.”
Amalie broke into the slight aura of strain that had sprung up around the table. “Hello, Mr. Asher! You wanna go on the Ferris wheel with us today?”
“Yeah,” said Garrett, for once sounding happy about something. “Can you?”
Belle thought it was interesting that both children liked Win. Their approbation made her feel a tiny bit better.
“I’d be delighted to join you on the Ferris wheel,” Win said, sounding almost as jovial as George had.
“Please sit down and join us, Mr. Asher,” Gladys said, gesturing at an empty chair. “Belle has been telling us that you’re hoping to form a business partnership.”
“Has she now?” Win directed a glittering smile at Belle, who gave him one back with interest.
“Yes. I think it’s very enterprising of you both to go into business together.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Richmond. I’m glad you approve.”
“Brilliant idea, old boy,” boomed George, clapping Win on the back. “Seize the opportunity, is my motto.”
It was, was it? Belle’s gaze went from Win to George, and she wondered if that might not be Win’s motto, as well. Had he seduced her merely in order to cement a business opportunity? The thought was unpleasant, and she wasn’t certain how to discover the truth of the matter. She could ask Win, but he’d say no, even if he meant yes. He seemed to be a trace unscrupulous where his photography business was concerned.
And if that wasn’t a depressing notion, she didn’t know what was. It took a good deal of effort for her to smile at the waiter, order a breakfast she hoped she could hold down, and to eat it as if her mind were at ease. It wasn’t. Blast Win Asher, anyhow.



Chapter Eighteen
 

Win had felt sort of foolish, showing up at the Congress before eight in the morning, uninvited. He’s put on a fair show of nonchalance, but couldn’t conceal his joy when George Richmond greeted him as if he had every right to be barging in on his breakfast. Good old George. He was as thickheaded as he was thick-waisted, and Win blessed him for it.
The truth of the matter was that he couldn’t settle down to anything at all until he’d seen Belle and assured himself that she was in reality—well—real. That she wasn’t just a figment of his artistic imagination. He knew he tended to be fanciful sometimes, but surely he couldn’t have fancied that wild romp on his chaise longue last night.
When he walked into the restaurant and saw her, he knew his sanity remained intact. She seemed momentarily startled by his unexpected appearance, and that moment of uncertainty was all Win needed to assure himself that all was well in his universe. She’d agreed to go into business with him, too, so his continued acquaintance with her was a settled thing. Or it would be as soon as she signed a legal document binding her to him for the duration of their partnership.
The notion of a legally binding contract had occurred to him sometime during his unsettled night. He hadn’t been able to sleep for thinking about Belle and how to keep her. Oh, he knew he should marry her, and he’d ask her, but what if she surprised him and refused? One of the things he cherished about her was her unexpectedness. She might get some sort of southern-gentlewoman’s notion in her pretty head that her family would cut her off if she married a Yankee.
When that notion occurred to him, Win’s heart had very nearly stopped beating. He couldn’t allow something like that to happen. He couldn’t allow her to escape. He couldn’t let her go. No way. Not now that he—ah—had found out how photogenic she was.
Ever since the realization that he loved her had smitten him, he’d tried to drive it away. Love was ephemeral. Business was a solid fact. Love was chancy. Business was firm. Business was admirable, firm, and good. Love was scary as hell.
Besides all that, and her family notwithstanding, Belle was an entrenched southerner. Win couldn’t imagine her agreeing to give up her Georgia roots and live in Chicago with him. She clung like a barnacle to that damned ungrateful family of hers. He feared that even if H.L. May, who had taken the train down to Georgia several days ago, dug up all sorts of bad things about her family, Belle wouldn’t desert them. She was too damned stubborn. Too damned good.
He hated that. One of the reasons he loved her was that she saw things so clearly, even if her conclusions were antithetical to Win. Everything was black and white to his Belle. She harbored none of his anomalous feelings about good and evil. She knew what was what in her life, did his Belle. She never saw a ragged beggar on the street and wondered if his rags were his fault or the fault of an unkind society. She didn’t care; she saw only the beggar in his present state. She knew that her family’s current woes were a direct result of what his northern kin had done to the south thirty-some years ago.
That particular notion was laughable to Win. He freely acknowledged that life was unfair, and that it burdened some folks more harshly than it did others. But Win didn’t cling to life’s unfairness as an excuse for current unpleasantnesses in his own life.
Not Belle. She might be willing to kill a man for trying to hurt someone she esteemed, or even a complete stranger, like Kate Finney, but she was flat blind when it came to her family. She loved them blindly. She excused them blindly. She even allowed them to bully her from afar.
Therefore, he’d decided to visit a lawyer friend after breakfast and have a contract drawn up. He hoped Belle could go with him, but he’d go alone if she had duties with the Richmonds.
After he’d given his order to the waiter, he turned to her. “Say, Belle, are you free any time today?”
She looked alarmed. “No. That is, Mrs. Richmond and I are taking the children to the Exposition, Win.”
“Do you need Belle, Mr. Asher?” Gladys asked politely, although Win thought he detected a hint of avid interest in her eyes.
He held up his hands. “I don’t want to interfere with her duties, Mrs. Richmond. I only wanted to chat with her about our business agreement.”
“Oh?” Belle said, her tone sharp.
“Oh?” Gladys’s voice conveyed only intrigue.
“I thought it would be a good idea to go over a few points, is all,” he said, trying to sound easygoing and casual.
“What points?” Belle demanded.
Win sighed. He’d obviously gone about this wrong. “Nothing significant. But I thought it might be a good idea to get everything down in black and white and sign on it.”
“On paper, you mean?” Belle said.
Win didn’t understand why she seemed to stiffen. “Yes. It’s probably best to have it on paper.”
“Sound notion,” George said, nodding judiciously. “Very sound. Good business practice.”
“I see,” said Belle.
Win didn’t think it was a good sign that she seemed to have gone all frigid. “It’s for your protection more than mine,” he said, feeling desperate and misunderstood.
“I see,” she repeated. She flapped her napkin once to open it and slapped it back down on her lap.
That was a bad sign, too. “Say, Belle, it really is a good idea to sign business agreements in order to make them legally binding in every particular.”
She gave him a smile that froze his blood. “I see. Yes, I think that’s a very good idea. Perhaps we can go over the papers this evening?”
“Right.” Win wished he understood this woman. Every time he thought he had her figured out, she went and smashed his theories all to blazes.
She didn’t speak to him again until they were through with breakfast and all headed out of the hotel to catch a cab to the Exposition. He itched with impatience. He needed to talk to her, to settle things, to find out what the hell was the matter now, to calm her down. To make love to her.
Win passed a hand over his face in frustration and wondered why the poets waxed so euphoric over love. As far as he could tell, love was only a supreme pain in the neck.
# # #
Belle supposed it was as well that she’d discovered now that Win only considered her a business entity. If he hadn’t made his opinion of her perfectly clear this morning, she might have allowed herself to wonder if perhaps he actually cared for her.
Idiot, she shrieked at herself. Fool. Moron. Benighted moonling.
Love-sick woman.
What a ridiculous situation she’d put herself in. Here she’d been happily employed by the Richmonds and enjoying life, and even had a little money to spend on herself now and then, which was a glorious novelty in her life, and she’d thrown it all away because of a man. She’d even given Win Asher her virginity, for all the good her maidenhood had ever done her, only to discover too late that he’d been using the act of love as a means of bending her to his will. She could scarcely believe it of herself. That she, who used to pride herself on her common sense, could have stooped to such folly, was . . . well, it was embarrassing, is what it was.
She’d never allow Win to see her humiliation. Or the Richmonds, either. Rather, she put on a happy expression, took Amalie by the hand, and tried to keep up with the child as she skipped out of the hotel. Keeping up with children was a task performed much more easily when one dispensed with whalebone and stays; Belle was proud of herself that she’d done so. The Richmond party stood under the awning as the liveried footman hailed a cab for them, and Belle tried not to notice Win, which was approximately as easy as not noticing an elephant, should one have been present.
He kept glancing at her and frowning. Belle had no idea what that meant, but she’d die before she asked. “Are you sure you don’t want to take a sweater, Amalie?”
“A sweater?” The little girl goggled up at her. And well she might, since the day promised as hot and humid as the preceding several had been.
Belle sighed and smiled. “Of course not. Whatever was I thinking?”
“I dunno,” said Amalie who, Belle recalled with a twinge of irritation, was a Yankee child if ever there was one. A properly reared southern child would have said something conciliatory rather than agree that an adult had behaved foolishly.
She leaned over to straighten the bow at the neck of Amalie’s sailor-style dress. It was a cunning creation, and Belle almost envied the little girl. When she straightened, she jumped a little when she realized that Win had maneuvered himself to her side. Before she could stop herself, she’d frowned at him. At once, she turned the frown into a wintry smile.
“Say, Belle, we have to talk.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “This evening we shall do so.”
Win cast a glance at the grouping of Richmonds and, finding them involved with each other, hissed under his breath, “What the devil’s wrong with you this morning? Are you mad at me for something?”
The miserable fiend. “Not at all.” Belle’s voice was so icy, she wondered if she needed a sweater.
“The hell you’re not. Is it about last night? Listen, Belle—”
“Don’t you dare talk about that right now!” Belle hissed back, wishing she could stab him with the point of her parasol as she’d tried to stab Kate Finney’s father. “I said I’d talk to you this evening. For heaven’s sake, Win, I have a job to do.”
Win muttered, “Damnation!” and slammed his hands into his pockets, a gesture Belle recognized as one he used when frustrated or angry. But he shut up, which is all that mattered to her at the moment.
Unfortunately, Amalie had observed their tiny contretemps. She would, Belle thought sourly.
“How come you’re mad at Mr. Asher, Miss Monroe?”
Through her teeth, Belle muttered, “I’m not angry with him, dear.” She was pretty sure her icy smile gave the lie to the words.
But Amalie only said, “Oh.” Evidently, even Yankee children drew the line somewhere. Thank God.
Win, squinting at her as if he were trying to figure out what kind of alien planet she belonged to, said, “I don’t know what the hell’s the matter with you, Belle Monroe, but we will talk tonight. I’ve got to get to my booth now. I’ve got a job to do, too.”
Miffed by his tone of voice—a body would think it was her fault he’d abandoned his booth and visited the hotel—Belle ground out, “Yes, I suppose you do.”
“Damn,” he muttered.
She said, “I wish you would stop cursing. I said I’d talk to you this evening. I’ll visit you at your booth.” Dear heaven, she hoped he wouldn’t try anything untoward. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t be able to resist, even as furious as she was with him. And hurt. Oh, she hurt inside. Knowing that she’d been an utter fool hurt a lot.
“Belle . . .”
She scowled at him. “Not now.”
He threw his arms in the air in a gesture of surrender. “For the love of— All right. Tonight.”
And without even saying good-bye to the Richmonds, Win stomped off. Belle felt as if a knife were twisting in her breast.
# # #
What the hell was the matter with the woman? Win worked all day long, thinking about Belle the entire time, and never did figure it out. Thank goodness, he had lots of business or he’d probably have ended up brooding. His lawyer brought the partnership papers by Win’s booth around noontime, so the two men ate lunch together. Win was grateful to have the company for more than one reason.
He was glad to take a break, certainly, but more, he was glad to have the opportunity to talk, however circuitously, about Belle Monroe. His head felt as if it might explode if he didn’t talk about her some way with someone.
“I’d like to meet this Miss Monroe,” Tad Schwartz said, grinning like an elf. Win had never known a more appealing lawyer. He used to think of all lawyers as spawn of the devil, but now he only considered most of them thus. “Her pictures are swell.”
“Thanks,” Win said, contemplating whether to sock Tad in the jaw for his last comment or shake his hand for mentioning her name and complementing his photographs. He decided either gesture would be stupid.
“Is she as lovely in person as she is in the newspaper?”
Win shrugged. “I can’t really say. I met her here at the fair and had an inkling she’d be a good subject, but I didn’t know how photogenic she was.”
“I should say.”
“She’s a nice woman,” Win said, grudging the words even as they slipped out of his mouth.
“Glad to hear it. Most of the time beauty really is only skin deep.”
“She’s got a lot of—” What? What did Belle have a lot of besides southern platitudes and euphemisms for the Civil War? “—heart,” he said at last. “She likes kids, too.”
Tad eyed Win slantwise for a second. “Say, Win, are you sure you don’t want me to draw up another sort of contract?”
Win looked at him blankly. “Huh? I mean, what do you mean, another sort of contract?”
Tad chuckled and forked a bite of polish sausage and sauerkraut into his mouth. After he’d swallowed it, he said, “You sound as if you’re smitten with the lady. How about a marriage contract?”
Win jerked as if Tad had belted him in the stomach. “What? I mean—Jesus, Tad, it’s not that sort of thing.”
Who was he trying to kid? Tad or himself? Hell, Win had never been more confused in his life. But . . . Marriage? Sure, he’d thought about it. A lot. Especially after last night, but . . . Marriage sounded so permanent. So unbreakable. So . . . frightening.
“Damn it, Tad, Belle and I have a business relationship. She and I are worlds apart, and I can’t imagine us ever getting together in the way you mean. Shoot, she’s a die-hard southerner. Her greatest joy in life is refighting the Civil War, only she never calls it that.” His laugh came out sounding strained. “I can’t even count the different names she’s got for it, in fact. No.” He shook his head. “We’re definitely not heading for the altar. Believe me. The very thought is ridiculous.” And if that were so, why did Win’s heart cry out in pain when he said so out loud?
“If you say so.”
Win didn’t like the way Tad continued to watch him. “What?” he demanded. “Why are you staring at me like that?”
“Methinks thou dost protest too much,” Tad said, massacring Shakespeare even as his elfin grin appeared once more.
“Nuts.” Win sawed off a piece of his pork chop and chewed viciously. “You’re crazy.”
“If you say so.”
But Tad dropped the subject, and Win could only be thankful. He definitely didn’t want anybody else shoving his nose into his private life. Win was confused enough already. He didn’t want witnesses to his state of utter distraction.
# # #
When Belle approached Win’s booth that evening, she had prepared herself with every piece of emotional and physical armor she could command. She told herself she would not succumb to any sweet talking, and she would most assuredly not succumb to another attempt at physical seduction. Not now that she understood how Win had manipulated her. The foul fiend. The vile seducer. The Yankee devil.
It was a little after seven o’clock when she approached his booth. The sky was getting darker, although the weather remained warm. She’d changed from her day dress into a sober walking dress of faun-colored jersey wool. She knew she looked quite well, although she hadn’t gone out of her way to primp. The only reason she’d pinned the amber brooch to her bosom was that it looked quite fetching on her gown. The donning of the brooch had nothing to do with Belle wanting to look good for Win. Heavenly days, no! She wouldn’t stoop to such artifice.
The only reason she peered into windows, seeking her reflection, as she walked along the Midway was to assure herself that her hem was straight. She didn’t want to catch the heel of her boot in it and rip the garment. She didn’t give a hang if Win thought she looked attractive tonight. That was the last thought in her mind.
She ducked into the Comfort Station and adjusted her hat only because—because—the pins felt loose. Yes. That was it. She was pleased to note that the mirror reflected a woman who was not merely attractive, even pretty, but one who appeared serene and secure in her own worth.
Too bad she didn’t feel the way she looked.
She was, however, extremely glad she was wearing her new brown kid boots and was carrying her new brown kid handbag. And her new kid gloves, which she’d bought with money she’d earned, confound her parents anyway, felt soft and delicious on her hands. She looked quite elegant, in fact. The faun of her walking dress made her complexion appear creamy, with a slight peach blush to her cheeks. She wore nothing gaudy, and there wasn’t a single thing about her that wasn’t proper.
She wore a corset, too, and Win would have to kill her to get it off her.
Belle gulped at this last thought, and reminded herself that she needed to keep a clear head. Business. She had to think about business. That’s the only thing Win cared about or understood: business.
She saw him working at his light standards, moving them here and there, as she approached his booth. In spite of her firm resolve, her heart hitched. He’d removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. He’d loosened his tie for comfort, and the fabric of his shirt pulled tight across his broad back and the steely muscles of his arms. Belle’s mouth went dry, her pace slowed, and she stopped walking at last, in order to catch her breath.
This was terrible. Even looking at him made her heart race and her skin heat up. And then there was the problem of her dry mouth. Perhaps she ought to grab a sip of water before she talked to him.
But no. That was only putting off the inevitable, and Belle wanted to get it over with. With that thought in mind, she squared her shoulders, patted her hat to make sure it was secure, gripped her soft leather handbag more tightly, and reached for the door.
Win spun around when the door opened. “Belle!” The smile that swept over his face nearly caused Belle to have a palpitation. His smile really ought to be outlawed as a menace to polite society. He sounded happy to see her, too.
Belle knew she was going to have a job of it to keep from falling under his spell again. “Good evening, Win.”
He rushed up to her with his hands held out. “God, I’m glad to see you!”
She drew back slightly. Win slowed down and frowned at her. His hands dropped to his sides. “Say, Belle, are you mad at me? Honest to God, I mean you no harm.”
“I’m sure that’s so,” she said in a voice that was at least a hundred times more positive than she felt. “I never thought you meant to do me harm.” Liar, she scolded herself. But she didn’t want to get into an argument. Not tonight. She wasn’t strong enough for a fight.
“Belle . . .” His face took on a pained expression.
Belle didn’t understand his expression. In truth, she didn’t understand anything—except that Win had business papers he wanted her to sign. Business. She was such an idiot to think a Yankee would understand anything unrelated to business. Love, for example. She cleared her throat, which ached, much to her internal fury. She wanted to be poised and dignified, not hurt and humiliated.
Commanding herself to pretend everything was ginger-peachy, she forced herself to smile. “You had some business papers drawn up, I believe?” In order to do something with her hands, she began drawing off her gloves. Even though her heart was breaking, she felt rather sophisticated and was glad she’d chosen to dress up this evening.
“Business papers.” Win stared at her as if he didn’t know who she was all of a sudden. “Belle . . .”
“Yes.” She turned suddenly and her smile vanished. “You’re the one who asked me to come here to sign business papers, if you’ll recall. I’d like to do that right away, if you please, because I need to get back to the hotel.”
“But . . . Dash it, Belle, we need to talk.”
Drat. He would have to remember that, wouldn’t he? Furious with herself and with him, she produced another smile from some inner resource she hadn’t known about until then. “Of course. Let’s talk, then, because I truly don’t have much time. The Richmonds need me to watch the children while they attend a new play at the theater.”
Win stared at her for approximately a minute, although it felt like a hundred years, during which it was all Belle could do to remain upright and tranquil. His shoulders slumped at last and he heaved a defeated sigh. Turning toward his desk, he muttered, “All right. Let’s start with the partnership.”
“Very well.” Belle followed him to the desk, where he drew up another chair and held it for her. It was the first polite act he’d performed spontaneously. Perhaps that wasn’t fair of her. It was the first polite act Belle could recall. “Thank you.”
He sat on his desk chair and pulled a thick envelope toward himself. He reached in and took out a document. Shoving it at Belle, he said, “This is pretty simple, but you’d better read it through. I don’t want you saying I tried to cheat you.” He sounded bitter.
Belle looked from the document to Win. “Of course, I shall read it. And if I decide to sign it, then I won’t have any reason to say you tried to cheat me, will I?”
He only glared at her. Although she knew it was going to be impossible to ignore that glare, Belle did her best. Lifting the papers, she made a stab at reading through them. After a couple of paragraphs, she decided the language of the legal profession bore scant resemblance to the English language she’d been speaking for so many years. She frowned. “I don’t understand half of this, Win. Why do attorneys have to write things in incomprehensible language?”
“I don’t know, but they seem to, don’t they?”
When Belle glanced at him, he was smiling, and she wished she’d kept her mouth shut. She could almost, with a slight struggle, withstand his sulks, but his smiles dazzled her. Forging on, she said, “What I think this means is that I will receive fifty percent of the profits from any photographs you take of me that you sell, through any agent or agency. Is that what you think it says?”
“That’s what I told Tad to write, and that’s the way I read it, too, so I guess that’s it.”
Well, that had been fairly easy. Belle pointed to a paragraph. “It says here that you might market photographs all over the world.” She searched his face. “Do you really sell your work world-wide? I mean, like, in England and France and Germany and places like that?”
“Photographs of my taking have appeared in more places than that.” Belle heard the pride in his voice. “My stuff has graced publications in India and Egypt, and it’s even been published in a couple of booklets missionaries are handing out in China.”
Mercy. This news fairly boggled Belle’s mind. She wasn’t altogether sure she wanted to be recognized the world over, even if she never traveled any farther than New York or Chicago. On the other hand, she lived in Yankee-dom now, and money was king. Money was handy, too; she couldn’t deny it. Money had bought the lovely ensemble she was wearing right this minute. If plastering her image all over the world would make her tons of money, she might as well take advantage of the opportunity. It wouldn’t last any longer than her looks did. “I see.”
“Also, if you’ll read farther, it will mention royalties. I don’t generally sell my work outright, at least to publications. To regular people who want portraits done, of course, I sell it that way and expect to make no further profit. But with images I sell to news and advertising agencies, I often receive royalties. Any work featuring you that gets royalties—well, you’ll get fifty percent of the royalties, as well.”
“I see.” She saw a huge, gaping blank, is what she saw. She didn’t understand any of this. She wouldn’t say so for worlds.
“The contract doesn’t mention a lot of the ways in which it’s possible to make money with photographs, either,” Win went on after a moment of silence as Belle stared at the contract and wished she could makes heads or tails out of it. “I sell photographs to lots of magazines, sure, but I also market my work to different manufacturers of goods who advertise their wares in a variety of ways. Some cosmetics companies like to publish pictures of pretty women in an effort to sell their wares. Pears Soap is a big buyer of my work, and a coalition of California orange growers has written to ask me to produce a photograph representing a healthy American woman. Sort of goes along with oranges, I guess. You know: ‘Eat our fruit, and you too can be healthy and beautiful.’”
Belle felt slightly faint as she contemplated being part of what she could only consider a fraudulent use of her image. Although, she supposed the orange could be considered a health product. “Good heavens.” Her voice reflected her faintness of heart.
Win’s grin tipped a little. “I know, it’s kind of silly, but that’s what American enterprise is all about, I guess. Image matters more than the truth.”
“That sounds horrid, Win.”
He shrugged. “I suppose so, but it’s the reality of the world today. I do a lot of marketing on my own. I’ve approached a man who wants to manufacture engine-driven horseless carriages. I suggested that I photograph you, wearing goggles and a long scarf, riding in the seat of an automobile machine.”
Belle could only stare. The mere thought of getting into one of those monstrous, noisy, smelly machines, such as she’d seen in the Transportation Building, made her feel sickish.
But Win was becoming enraptured by his own words. He shook his head in a gesture that Belle identified as awed anticipation. “I can see it all, Belle. God, that would be great. I can’t wait until they get to producing motorized carriages. What a great day that will be for the transportation business. And for us, the American public. I can feel the wind in my hair as I sit here.”
“Can you?” All Belle felt was sick.
Win jumped up from his chair and started to pace. “You bet! Why, if anyone ever starts to produce those babies, you can bet I’ll be first in line to buy one. Just imagine it, Belle.”
Belle imagined it; she imagined one of those demonic machines crashing into cows and trees and ditches and walls. With her in it. She shuddered.
Fortunately, Win didn’t notice or he’d have said something cutting, she was sure. “Golly, Belle, we could motor to the West! We could see California!”
“What’s in California?”
“Trees! Gold! Oranges! The ocean!”
“There’s an ocean to the east as well,” she pointed out. “And all we have to do is take a short train ride to get there.”
“Pooh! The automated, motorized horseless carriage will be a boon to mankind.”
But not womankind. Belle almost said it aloud, but caught herself in time. Rather, she said, “Oh.” She had a faint recollection of one of her brothers harboring sentiments similar to Win’s about motorized carriages. Was this what the Twentieth Century would bring? Motorized carriages, smoke, noise, and horrid, bloody crashes? Would America one day be covered with the things? Like ants? Her heart quailed at the thought.
Because she truly did have a commitment with the Richmonds that evening, Belle said, “I’d better finish reading this thing. Not that it will do me much good, since I don’t understand half of it.”
Win stopped pacing and returned to his chair. His buoyant mood had collapsed when Belle brought up the contract and he was compelled to stop thinking about motorcars. “Right.”
Silence prevailed as Belle tried to read and Win stared at her. He made her nervous, not a little because his expression was so strange. He looked as if he were hurt, and there was absolutely no reason for that. She was the one who’d been taken advantage of.
Of course, if he loved her as she loved him, that wouldn’t be so, and she might even have understood why her attitude of coolness this evening had initiated a little sensitivity. But she’d been a fool, and he’d been a Yankee, and the notion of him possessing so much as a pinch of sensitivity would be laughable if Belle believed she’d ever laugh again. She didn’t. Now she had to bear the consequences of her foolishness.
The only good aspect of this scenario was that she had come to a better understanding of her family. No longer could they make her feel guilty for trying to better herself. She regretted their pain, but they weren’t being fair, and Belle knew it for a fact. She would honor and cherish them always, and she would try her best to be a good daughter and sibling, but she no longer felt compelled to abandon her career and return to Blissborough. They weren’t being fair to her, and while she would continue to try not to resent their attitude, she would not take them to task for it. Rather, she would continue to do her job, send money home, and hope that one day, they’d be able to forgive her for breaking with family tradition.
After she read the last word of the contract, not understanding one sentence out of ten, she said, “This looks all right to me.” She prayed she wasn’t making another monumental mistake. Another monumental mistake.
“I’ll get a pen.”
“Thank you.” She glanced over the document once more, wishing she didn’t have to sign it. She wasn’t used to signing things. Signing things seemed so masculine and official and unladylike. Stiffening her spine, she reminded herself that she was a business woman now and would have to start being hardheaded someday. The sooner, the better.
“So, can you come here tomorrow night, Belle? I want to get started on a series of photographs I’m sure will make us a bundle.”
“Certainly.” A bundle was good, wasn’t it? Even her family couldn’t whine too much if Belle sent them a big hunk out of a bundle.
She took the pen Win produced and waited until he’d uncorked the ink bottle. Then, as delicately as possible so as not to get ink spots on her gown, she dipped the pen in the bottle, sucked in a deep breath, and signed her name on the line specified. Win watched with interest.
“Oh, that’s right. Your first name’s Rowena, isn’t it? I’d forgotten.”
“Yes. I’ve always preferred to be called Belle. My mother adored Sir Walter Scott’s book, Ivanhoe.”
“I had to read Ivanhoe when I was in Miss Cavendish’s class at school. I thought Rowena was a peach.”
Looking on the desk for a piece of blotting paper, Belle said with some acid in her tone, “I’m sure. Most men do. Personally, I preferred Rebecca. At least she had some spunk.”
“Spunk,” Win said thoughtfully, handing her a tattered piece of blotting paper. “You know, Belle, I never would have thought of you as someone who honored spunk in a woman.”
How typical of him, Belle thought bitterly. He never gave her credit for anything. “I’m not at all surprised by that.” She rose from the chair, determining that her duty here was done.
Win rose, too, rather abruptly. “Say, Belle, I didn’t mean that as an insult. It’s only that you project the image of a serene southern gentlewoman. Or something. I don’t know anything about southern gentlewomen. But honestly, a fellow doesn’t look at you and think spunk. If you know what I mean.”
She eyed him, aiming for frost and achieving only tepidity. “I’m sure.”
He grabbed her hand before she could slip her kid gloves back on. She stiffened, his touch reminding her too vividly of the extreme intimacy they’d shared in this very booth the night before. Oh, law’s a mercy, she wished things were different between them! She’d like to lie in his arms for the rest of her life, if he could only love her.
“But you are spunky, Belle. In fact, you’re better than spunky,” he said in a pleading tone. “You’re brave and full of—of heart.”
She wasn’t sure she trusted him. In fact, she was pretty sure she didn’t. After all, he’d made his priorities painfully clear earlier this same day, when he’d spoken to her of business contracts—on the very morning after they’d made love. In order to maintain her resolve not to falter, she said, “I’m sure that’s very kind of you. Now, if you will excuse me . . .”
He dropped her hand. “Dash it, Belle, I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong! It’s not fair, you not talking to me about what’s bothering you.”
Right. Indignation swelled in Belle’s bosom. In truth, her heart felt so full, she feared her pretty topaz brooch might just pop off her gown. In spite of her rigid control, some of her anger leaked out. “Stop trying to act so innocent, Win Asher! You know very well that the only reason you pretended to want me is so that I would go along with your business scheme. Well, I went along with it! Now leave me alone!”
She saw Win gape at her as she slammed out of his booth, and she hated him for it. The miserable wretch! The fiend! The . . . “Oh, my land.”
As Win’s numb, “But Belle . . .” echoed in her ear, Belle fumbled frantically in her small brown handbag for a handkerchief. She felt like an idiot when she climbed aboard the northbound trolley and headed back to the Congress, because she couldn’t stop tears from leaking from her eyes. That evening, she found it very difficult not to snap at Amalie and Garrett while their parents enjoyed their theatrical evening.
It was all Win’s fault, and she hated him for it. Almost as much as she loved him.



Chapter Nineteen
 

It took Win at least ten minutes to stop gawking at the space Belle had occupied. Had she actually meant the words she’d flung at him? Did she honestly believe he’d pretended to want her? In order to make her sign that contract?
Good God, he’d been all but trembling with desire from the moment he’d met her. It had been pure dumb luck that at first he’d disliked her, or he’d have made a push to bed her much earlier. Hell, he’d have gone so far as to marry her if he’d had to!
That thought brought him up short, and his brain ceased whirring like a broken engine part.
Good God in heaven, would he have gone so far as to marry Belle Monroe just to get her into bed? What an appalling notion.
But would it have been merely to get her into bed? The truth of the matter was that Win wasn’t sure about that; he was unsure about a lot of things lately. Truth to tell, marriage to Belle didn’t sound nearly as frightening as it had only days earlier. It actually sounded rather nice. Homey. Comfortable.
Comfortable? Having Belle scold him for calling the Civil War the Civil War and fussing about his manners twenty-four hours a day for the rest of his life?
Clearly, he was losing his mind.
He sat with a thump on the padded bench he’d so often seen Belle sit on. He missed her; that much was crystal clear. She’d been gone from his booth for approximately six minutes, and he missed her like thunder. Glancing at his desk, he took heart.
At least she’d signed the contract. She wouldn’t go away and leave him immediately. By the time she did leave him, maybe he’d have gotten over her.
The sick, sinking feeling in his middle put the lie to that happy thought. Win buried his face in his hands and wished he were still a little boy and only had to think about marbles, school work, avoiding spankings, and baseball.
# # #
Belle showed up at Win’s booth the next day at seven in the evening, punctual and prepared. And she showed up the next day and the next and the day after that, as well. She was proud that she managed, with very few slips, not to let her feelings show.
She’d lectured herself for hours at a time about how to behave. She cherished a feeling that if she acted as if she were a professional photographer’s model long enough, eventually she’d end up feeling like one.
Win acted like a professional photographer, too, which helped everything but her heart. Her heart felt as if somebody had ripped it out of her chest cavity, stamped on it with spiked boots, used it as a baseball for several innings, and then pierced it with poisoned darts. She’d jump out of the highest carriage on the Ferris wheel before she’d allow her agony to show in Win’s presence.
“All right, Belle, now turn so that your back’s about three-quarters aimed at me, and do that thing with your head at about a quarter turn.”
It sounded complicated, but by this time Belle understood Win’s directions. One time he’d told her to pick up a book, hold it in front of her, and then look off into the distance. She hadn’t understood the purpose behind that pose, either, yet Win had crowed over the result. Therefore, she turned as he’d requested and looked at him over her shoulder. “Is this far enough?”
She didn’t understand why he seemed to have to swallow, or why he looked distressed for a moment. Perhaps it was her imagination, because the expression she thought she saw lasted only an instant.
“That’s fine. Hold still now. This one’s going to be great.”
According to Win, they were all going to be great. Belle hoped he was right. If she got nothing but money from their association, it would be worth it. It would be worth it.
Fiddlesticks. It was no use. No matter how often she told herself money would be enough, she didn’t believe it. However, she wouldn’t give in to her emotions or give up her new profession.
Her family, while perhaps not exactly the most perspicacious, or even the most honest, group of human beings in the world, had taught her the value of perseverance. They persevered in their poverty, blame, and hatred of northerners, for instance. And they persevered in their campaign of hateful telegrams, much to Belle’s continued distress. Belle would persevere in her career as a photographer’s model, as a source of monetary relief for her family even if they didn’t appreciate her for it, and as a sound-hearted, whole human being. Not for Belle the torture of wallowing in her lost love. She didn’t want to be miserable, blast it.
“Perfect,” Win crooned. “Hold still for another little bit.” He darted over to a light standard and twisted the lamp head so that the light blazed in Belle’s eyes. She squeezed them shut; she’d learned long ago that if she dared lift her hand to shade her eyes, Win would shout at her. A sigh escaped her as Win dashed back to his camera. “Perfect. Great. Hold still.” He replaced the flash plate with another, ducked under the black curtain, and said, “Open your eyes, damn it!”
She didn’t respond with so much as a grimace to his rude command, because she knew a retort from her would only provoke a scene. Win claimed he didn’t know what he was saying during these moments of intense concentration. While she didn’t altogether believe him, she was learning the business fast. Her heart might be ripped in two and its eventual repair unlikely, but she could darned well be a professional. She opened her eyes.
The flash powder caught just as the door to Win’s booth burst open. Both Belle and Win were surprised, since not many people visited him during the evening hours. His Exposition business was carried out primarily in the daytime, and attracted ladies and gentlemen desiring family portraits or photographs of children and babies.
As soon as she saw Win duck out from under the black curtain, Belle dared to move. She was grateful for the interruption, since her neck had started aching from having to hold the strangely angled pose. A jaunty young man in a gray plaid suit and a soft cap stood in the open door of the booth, his fists on his hips, and a huge grin on his face.
“Win!” The man’s voice boomed so loudly, Belle flinched. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to the noisiness these Yankee persons seemed so fond of.
A smile wreathed Win’s face when he recognized the visitor. Belle realized it was the first time in several days she’d seen him smile that way, freely and without strain.
“H.L.! You’re back!”
“Perspicacious as ever, Win.” The vociferous intruder grinned like an oversized imp.
Aha. So this was the famous H.L. May, newshound and husband to Wind Dancer, Bareback Rider Extraordinaire—which she was. Extraordinary, that is to say. Wind Dancer, A.K.A. Rose Ellen May, also appeared to be a rather nice woman. It was difficult for Belle to imagine the Rose Ellen May she’d met having married a vicious or loathsome man. Therefore, Belle decided not to hate H.L. May on sight, but to wait until he did something rotten before she took to loathing him. She had no doubt that he would, Wind Dancer or no Wind Dancer. He was, after all, a friend of Win Asher, wretched deceiver of innocent young women.
“And this,” Mr. May continued, charging at Belle with a hand extended and frightening her into taking a step backward, “must be Miss Belle Monroe. How-do, Miss Monroe? I’ve just this minute, more or less, returned from your beautiful home town of Blissborough, Georgia.”
“Oh!” Too shocked to think about it, Belle allowed her hand to be pumped by Mr. May. “Whatever were you doing there?” A sneaking, burning thought began to nag at the back of Belle’s mind.
H.L. winked at her. Belle jerked as if he’d hit her. Good heavens, but these northerners were free with their manners. “Win sent me there to interview your family. You’re quite a star, Miss Monroe. Quite the local celebrity, in fact.”
“Good Lord have mercy.” Belle’s knees gave out on her and she sat with a hard thump on the platform she’d lately graced in a variety of absurdly dramatic poses. She’d forgotten that Win had threatened to send this man to torment her family. She hadn’t truly believed he’d do so dastardly a thing, although she should have. Nothing was beneath Win Asher.
“Belle! Belle! What’s the matter?” Win rushed over, sat next to her, and grabbed her hands. She tried to yank them away from him, but he was stronger than she. Plus, he now had reinforcements, the rat. Belle had no doubt that Mr. H.L. May would be on Win’s side, should he be compelled to take sides.
Since Win wouldn’t release her hands, Belle frowned at him. “You sent Mr. May to spy on my family? I remember now that you threatened to do just that very thing, but I didn’t think even you would sink that low, Win Asher.”
“Spy? Low? Damn it, Belle, your family was blackmailing you! I wanted to find out exactly how much they were suffering, and H.L. was just the man to do it, since he was itching to write about you. Damn it, before you accuse me of lowness listen to him, will you?”
“Uh-oh,” H.L. murmured, his grin not altering an iota. “Looks like I hit a nerve.”
“Ha,” said Belle, unable to find words powerful enough to annihilate the two men.
“Don’t pay any attention to it, H.L., she’s just in a fuss.”
“A fuss!” Belle lunged up from the platform. Since Win didn’t release her hands, she sat down again with an even harder thunk than before. “Ow.” She wished she could rub her bottom, but naturally she couldn’t. Not in front of two men. Especially these two men.
“Belle, listen to me.” Win clasped her hands more tightly.
Belle said, “Ow,” again, staring pointedly at her hands, and he let up a smidgeon.
“The only reason I wanted H.L. to visit Blissborough was because I didn’t think your family was being fair to you. Dash it, you know it’s true! They sent you all those mean-spirited telegrams, didn’t they?”
She turned her head away and didn’t answer, mainly because she’d have had to say yes, and she didn’t want to.
“So I asked H.L. to visit Blissborough and find out exactly how much emotional pain and physical agony they’re really going through from all the money you’re sending them.”
“Agony? Pain?”
Both Belle and Win frowned at H.L. for interrupting their spat. H.L. backed away, his hands up in a gesture of conciliation. “Sorry, folks. Didn’t mean to intrude.”
“No,” said Win. “I want Belle to hear this. I don’t know what you discovered down there in Georgia, either. We can hear it together, from the horse’s mouth.”
H.L. grinned again. “I’ve been called lots of things in my day, Win, but this is the first time I’ve been called an entire horse. Folks usually refer to me as merely the hindquarters thereof.”
Win didn’t respond to H.L.’s jolly remark. Rather, he eyed Belle skeptically. “Do you promise not to run away if I let go of your hands, Belle?”
She didn’t want to say yes, but she also wanted to hear what H.L. had to say. Irked at having to make the decision, she heated up her frown for Win and snapped, “I’ll stay, blast you.”
She resented Win’s sigh of relief. She also resented his air of doubt as he slowly released the pressure on her hands. “For heaven’s sake, Win, a body would think you didn’t trust me!”
“I don’t.”
Belle was so offended, she couldn’t speak. That being the case, she turned her furious frown on H.L. May, who took another step back. Since she really didn’t have any reason to hate him yet, she tried to stop frowning. She wasn’t awfully successful. “Very well. Speak.” She couldn’t recall ever hearing that tone of command in her voice before, and was proud of herself.
“Yes, ma’am.” H.L. saluted, then smiled, and Belle decided she didn’t hate him quite yet, and might not hate him at all. In spite of his roguish air, which she chalked up to his being born and bred a damned Yankee, he was rather charming.
Win muttered, “Thank God,” wiped his brow with the back of his hand, and slumped next to Belle on the platform.
Because Win was slumping, Belle sat up straight and folded her hands neatly in her lap. She gave H.L. a regal nod.
Although he looked slightly startled by her magisterial mein, H.L. cleared his throat, yanked a chair around, straddled it, and started talking. “All right, then. I took the train from Chicago to Atlanta, and rented a swaybacked hack that took me to Blissborough. They tried to rent me a sound horse, but I didn’t go for it. My wife’s the only one in the family who can ride a horse, so I took the swayback.” He chortled. Neither of his auditors gave him back so much as a tiny smile, so he cleared his throat and continued, tossing a wink at Win. “You’d like Blissborough, Win. It’s very picturesque.”
Belle bridled instantly. She demanded, “What do you mean by that?” If he thought her home town was “picturesque” because of its relative poverty and lack of sophistication compared to the heathen North, Belle might just have to hate him after all.
H.L. shrugged. “It’s beautiful. And there are wild flowers growing everywhere. I’ve lived in Chicago for so long, I’ve forgotten how nice rural areas can be. I have to admit that I’ve never seen anything as gorgeous and green as it is around Blissborough. It’s a lot nicer than Atlanta.”
“Yes,” Belle said, “it is.” She thought about reminding this man—not to mention the other man present—that Atlanta used to be a lovely city until the Yankees got through with it, but she didn’t have the heart to fight the Recent Unpleasantness over again right now. Win would only make fun of her if she did, anyhow.
“And the trees. My goodness, but I’ve never seen such gigantic, beautiful old trees. And they’re just dripping with moss. Absolutely beautiful surroundings. I don’t blame you for missing it, Miss Monroe.”
Belle decided that H.L. May wasn’t quite as bad as Win Asher, although he, too, was a Yankee and couldn’t be trusted entirely. “Thank you.”
Win grunted, but didn’t say anything. It was a good thing. Belle was pretty sure she wouldn’t be able to restrain herself from screeching at him if he disparaged her home.
“And your folks are awfully nice, too. Very hospitable. They welcomed me into their home and fed me and forced mint juleps upon me and everything.” He laughed.
Belle blinked at him. “They did?” She’d never actually thought about it, but she was rather startled that her folks had actually welcomed a Yankee into their home.
“Sure thing. The construction crew got in the way a little bit, but your mother didn’t so much as blink an eye. She’s very much the gracious southern lady, isn’t she? She managed to ignore the mess with magnificent aplomb.”
“Con—” Belle gulped. “Construction?” All the majesty had vanished from her voice. It reflected her state of confusion admirably, however.
H.L. eyed her strangely. “Sure thing. Haven’t they written you about how they’re redoing everything?”
Belle opened her mouth, shut it, and opened it again. “Um, I suppose the letter is on its way now.”
Win said, “Hunh,” and Belle gave him a withering look.
H.L. nodded. “That must be it. They really appreciate the money you’ve been sending home. They’re installing indoor plumbing and adding a couple of rooms onto the house and doing all sorts of repair and maintenance work. You’re helping them a lot, Miss Monroe. You ought to be proud of yourself. Your folks are sure proud of you.” He gave her such a smile of approval that Belle had to gulp again.
“I figured as much.” Win’s hunched posture didn’t alter appreciably, but he did sneer a little until he caught sight of Belle’s face and stopped.
He’d better not sneer, the fiend. Ignoring Win, she said, “How interesting, Mr. May. And did they say anything about me? About my posing as a photographer’s model?”
“Did they? I should say they did! They’ve got pictures of you in albums, and a framed shot of that first photograph of you that appeared in the Globe in a prominent place on the piano. I guess the Atlanta paper picked it up, and Blissborough ran it because you’re a local girl.”
“My goodness.” Belle’s anger, which had been directed at Win and his northern neighbors, began to swerve slightly southward.
“Your folks have been besieged with friends and family members calling on them ever since that picture appeared several weeks ago. They’re enjoying your celebrity a lot. I guess your mother likes to entertain.”
“Yes,” said Belle. “She does.” And that same mother had had the gall to send Belle telegrams bemoaning her new profession and claiming Belle was shaming the family. Belle had never entertained such intense ire towards her family. Even when she’d disapproved of their profound and continued indolence, she’d not been this angry.
“The whole town—how big is it, anyway, Miss Monroe? Do you know how many souls live there?”
“Souls?” What was the man talking about? Oh, the population. Belle shook her head hard to clear it of the fuzz her rage had produced. “Um, I think about three thousand people, give or take a few dozen.”
“I thought so. Blissborough certainly was abuzz when I visited. The mayor was happy to talk to me about you and how much everyone loves you. According to him, the community always believed you’d go on to fame and glory.”
“Really.” The mayor, Harvey Clopp, had never mentioned this to Belle.
“Did your folks write to tell you that the leading citizens want to erect a statue in your honor? You’re bringing business to the community, because people have seen your photograph and want to see where you came from.”
Belle’s eyes grew large and her mouth fell open.
It was Win who answered H.L.’s question. “A statue?” He shot a quick glance at Belle. “Uh, no, H.L. Nobody’s mentioned a statue. Or an increase in business.”
“No,” said Belle. “I mean, no, I hadn’t heard that.” She wanted to tilt her head and thump on it to get the fuzziness to escape out her ears.
“Well, they do. They love you there. If you ever go home again, and I’m sure you will, I’ll bet you’ll be feted to within an inch of your life.” H.L. laughed heartily. “I suspect you’ll get a parade and everything, with shy little girls handing you bouquets of flowers and every one of them hoping they’ll grow up and be just like you. I can picture it here.” He tapped his head. “Let me know when you do go home for a visit, because I’d like to cover the story.”
Belle managed to emit a sick-sounding trickle of laughter. She didn’t feel like laughing. She felt like throwing rocks at her family. Every blasted one of them. How dare they send her whimpering, whining telegrams at the very same time that they—indeed, the entire town of Blissborough—were garnering such grand returns from her new career. She didn’t dare speak for fear she’d shout.
“I had a feeling they weren’t being open with you, Belle,” Win said, his voice low, as if he didn’t want to risk her wrath.
“Yes, I know you did, you foul fiend.” She clipped her words.
“You mean they haven’t written you with the good news?” H.L. appeared understandably surprised. In fact, he appeared almost thunderstruck.
She cleared her throat. “Um, no. Not exactly.”
H.L. stared. “Shoot, they all but worship you down there. All of them.”
Win, ignoring H.L.’s stare as well as his comment, cried indignantly, “What do you mean, not exactly?” Turning to H.L., he went on like a train whose engineer had abandoned the controls. “They sent her telegrams. A thousand telegrams, all telling her how miserable they were, and that she was humiliating the family. They sent her a huge load of guff about how they were ashamed of her and embarrassed by seeing pictures of her in newspapers.”
“Um . . . oh.” H.L.’s glance went from Belle to Win, and it was as full of befuddlement as a glance could get.
“There weren’t thousands of them,” Belle growled.
“Maybe not, but the rest of what I said is the truth.”
Since he was right, she remained mute. Oh, but she was angry with her parents. They’d treated her as badly as Win!
“Ah, I don’t think your folks meant anything by it, Miss Monroe.” Still overtly puzzled, H.L. added, “Although I don’t understand why they’d write such things to you, because—well—they’re not true..”
Neither could Belle. She shot Win a glare to let him know he’d better not say one single ‘nother word.
H.L. went on, “When I was there—and I just got back an hour or so ago—they were proud as punch. Like I said, they have pictures of you up all over town. Not to mention in your parents’ house. Somebody’s aunt—can’t remember whose—she’s a painter?”
Since he looked questioningly at Belle, she licked her lips and said, “Aunt Mae Scudder, probably. She’s my father’s aunt.”
H.L. snapped his fingers. “That’s the name!” He smiled broadly at her. When she didn’t smile back, he resumed speaking. “Mrs. Scudder is even painting a canvas of that first picture. Your mother said they’re going to hang it over the fireplace.”
“In place of Great-Uncle Cyrus?” Belle shrieked. “The hero of Antietam?”
“Is he that guy with the long beard?” H.L. asked, interested.
“Yes.” When she was through here, Belle was heading straight to the telegraph office. She was going to blister her parents’ ears with her opinion of them. Or blister their eyes. Bother. She’d probably have to wait until tomorrow since the telegraph office was probably closed by this hour of the night. But she’d do it then, for sure. She jumped up from the platform and started pacing, just as Win often paced when he was in the throes of rage or a creative idea.
Belle’s ideas at present weren’t the least bit creative. Rather, they were destructive. Rendered heedless of her audience by the stunning news H.L. had delivered, she muttered as she paced. “I can’t believe it of them. The wretched fiends.” That she’d considered Win a wretched fiend not ten minutes earlier didn’t enter her head. Win was nothing compared to her family.
Win watched her pace and felt horrible. He’d assumed he’d feel good once Belle learned the worst about her family, but he didn’t. He understood that H.L. had delivered a crushing blow to her, and all he wanted to do was enfold her in his arms and give her comfort. And if he tried to do that, she’d most likely punch him in the jaw. He sighed and stood up, sinking his hands into his pockets since he couldn’t use them to any good purpose.
“Say, Win, I didn’t mean to cause trouble. I thought you’d like to know Miss Monroe’s family is benefitting from your great work.”
Poor H.L. Win made himself smile at his friend. “It’s all right, H.L. This whole thing is a little complicated.”
“I guess so.” H.L. stood, irresolute, for a moment more, then said, “Well, I need to get to the Wild West. Rose is going to be performing tonight, and I need to see her. She’s retiring from the show after the Exposition closes.” He sighed. “But she’ll still deal with horses. She’s so good with them.”
Win watched H.L.’s face when he referred to his bride, and his heart hitched. Win had never seen such a transformation in a man as had occurred in H.L. May when he’d fallen madly in love with little Rose Ellen Gilhooley. Win had watched their wedding ceremony, along with thousands of other spectators, since Buffalo Bill Cody had talked them into having the ceremony in conjunction with a performance of his Wild West show.
Lordy, if H.L. May could get caught in the matrimonial snare and actually like it, Win guessed anybody could. Including him.
Including him? He left off staring at H.L. and commenced staring thoughtfully at Belle.
“I’ll show them,” she was murmuring as she tramped circles around his booth. “Blast them! They’ve been so unkind. So deceitful. So horrid to me!”
H.L. cleared his throat. “Say, Win, I really need to be going, but I hate to leave like this. I’m afraid I made a huge mistake in—”
“You didn’t.” Win withdrew his right hand from his pocket and clapped H.L.’s shoulder with it. “None of this is your fault. I probably shouldn’t have sent you down there, but I was so angry with her parents that I thought it might help to know the truth.” He glanced at Belle again. “Now I’m not so sure.”
Belle, through her running diatribe, had apparently heard him, because she spun around. “No! No, you were right, Win. Dash it, they’ve been positively cruel to me!”
“Um, I guess I’d better be off.” H.L. edged toward the door. He looked alarmed when Belle rushed at him, but she only clasped his hand in both of hers. Win frowned. He realized he didn’t like Belle clasping other men’s hands.
“Thank you, Mr. May. I appreciate your telling me the truth.” Win felt ghastly when she brushed a tear away. “I needed to know. You’ve relieved my mind, in fact.”
“It doesn’t look like it to me,” H.L. said.
“Perhaps,” Belle conceded. “But it’s the truth. I had to find out someday.”
“It’s been good meeting you, Miss Monroe.”
“Thank you.” She managed a gracious smile, and Win’s heart hitched again. “I’m happy to have met you. I enjoyed watching your wife perform a few days ago. She’s truly a wonderful bareback rider.”
“She’s the best.” H.L.’s face lit up. Win shook his head in amazement.
“And I do appreciate your report on Blissborough and the welfare of my family, Mr. May.” Belle’s tone had hardened, but she sounded sincere.
“Ah, do you mind if I write a story or two about how your success has altered the lives of your home town and family, Miss Monroe? I don’t want to stir up any more trouble.”
Win blinked at H.L. He’d never heard the reporter ask permission from a subject before writing a story. Maybe marriage had mellowed him more than Win had heretofore suspected.
Belle waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “Write anything you wish, Mr. May. I’m sure you can’t say anything that might cause me grief.”
Win and H.L. exchanged a glance. Belle’s last comment had sounded almost ferocious. H.L. said, “Um, good. Thanks, Miss Monroe. I’ll be kind to them. Truly, I will.”
“Oh.” Now she sounded disappointed.
“They were very good to me, ma’am,” H.L. said apologetically.
“How nice of them.”
Uh-oh. Win grimaced at H.L., who took the hint and skedaddled.



Chapter Twenty
 

Although he wanted to, Win didn’t dare make a grab for Belle or her hands. Rather, he spoke to her in a conciliatory tone. “Say, Belle, don’t be too hard on your folks. I guess your success caught everyone by surprise.”
She rounded on him so fast, he stepped back, bumped into his platform, and sat with a thump. “Ha! Don’t you dare try to make me feel better, Win Asher! My family treated me like dirt, and you know it.”
“Um, yes, I guess I do know it. In fact, I said so first.”
If her glances got any more withering, Win feared he’d wilt like a daisy. “Oh, yes, you did, didn’t you? Mr. Win, Perfect Person Who Knows Everything, Asher. You knew all along, didn’t you?”
Feeling helpless, not to mention unfairly abused, Win held out his hands. “Just a minute here, Belle. This really isn’t my fault, you know.”
She opened her mouth, Win presumed to screech at him, but she ended up merely heaving a huge sigh and slumping. “You’re right.” She sagged onto the platform next to him and buried her head in her hands. “You’ve been right all along, blast you.”
He sat next to her—not too close, because he didn’t want her accusing him of being a—what had she called him? A foul fiend? That still stung, and he didn’t want any more epithets hurled at him by Belle, whom he loved more than life itself, although he didn’t dare say so because he didn’t fancy being laughed at.
“It will be all right, Belle.”
She sat up, lowered her hands, and frowned at him. “Will it?”
He shrugged. He hated feeling so damned unable to comfort her. “Sure, it will. At least you’ll be making lots of money. And your family won’t be able to complain any longer. Not now that you know how they fibbed to you.”
“Fibbed? My, my, isn’t that a pleasant word for a huge, hulking lie? I’m surprised at your delicacy, Win. I didn’t think you had a delicate bone in your body.”
“Say, Belle, that’s not—”
“Fair?” She sighed again. “No, it’s not. I apologize. You’re not nearly as bad as my family. You might have deceived me into thinking you cared for me in order to get me to go into partnership with you, but at least you’ve been more honest with me than they.”
Win’s mind got stuck on the word deceived, and he didn’t hear the rest of her comment. He said, “What?”
She’d been gazing morosely at her clasped hands, but she turned her head then. “What? I mean, I beg your pardon?”
“What did you just say?”
She looked blank. “About what?”
“Did you say what I think you said?”
Becoming peeved, she snapped, “How should I know what you think you heard?”
“What did you say?”
“When? For heaven’s sake, Win . . .”
Belle’s sentence ended prematurely with a gasp when Win grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her lightly. “Did you say I deceived you?”
She blinked at him. “Well . . . Yes, I guess I did.”
“Deceived you into thinking I cared for you?”
“Yes.” She nodded. “That’s what you did.”
“Deceived you so that you’d go into a business partnership with me?”
“Deceived me into going to bed with you so that I’d feel obliged to sign the partnership papers.”
“And you don’t think I cared for you at all? You think I’m such a low, slimy creature that I’d seduce you merely to get to keep on photographing you? Because of the money?”
“Well . . .” Belle’s eyes narrowed as she thought. Then she shrugged. “Yes. That’s what you did, isn’t it?”
“You believed me to be that—that—devious? That immoral? That sly? That cunning?”
This time she only nodded.
“Is that what you think of me? Honestly? Truthfully?”
“Well . . . Yes. I guess so.”
“Good God, Belle! I love you madly. Passionately! I’ve never loved a woman until you! I can’t believe you don’t know that!”
Her mouth dropped open.
Win shut it with his.
# # #
Belle went numb. Then she tingled all over. Then she felt as though she were smothering. Then her heart practically flew out of her breast. Then it started singing. Then all of her nerve endings twanged.
Drawing away from him slightly, she stammered, “You—you love me? Truly?”
“I love you more than anything, Belle Monroe. Good God, I can’t believe you didn’t know that.”
“How could I know it? All you talked about was money and business and a partnership.”
“That’s because I thought it was the only way to keep you.”
“My goodness. Why ever did you think a thing like that?”
“Because you only talked about how crass and awful I was, and how you loved Georgia and think the north stinks.”
“I never said that.”
“You did, too! And you kept saying the Civil War wasn’t the Civil War!”
“It wasn’t a civil war!” she cried indignantly. “It was a war of Northern aggression!”
“Forget the damned war for a minute, will you?”
Belle frowned at him, unsure forgetting the war was a good idea. But, then, she could always educate him later. “Very well.”
“Oh, God.” Win passed his hand over his eyes. “I can’t believe you thought I was so much of a snake that I’d seduce you only to further my own business aims.”
“Well, I didn’t think of you as a snake. Exactly. Only, well, a northern businessman who was willing to do anything to get his way.”
He stared at her, his eyes conveying a depth of moroseness Belle couldn’t account for. Just as she couldn’t account for his claim to love her. Come to think of it, now that they’d been chatting for a few moments, she wasn’t sure he’d really said he loved her. She licked her lips. Win stared at them greedily.
“Belle . . .”
“Yes?” She had to clear her throat.
“Belle . . .”
She said “Yes” again.
“Belle . . .”
This was getting silly. She snapped, “What? Spit it out, Win.” Lord, she’d never spoken like that in her life. Northern customs were getting to her in spades.
Win startled the gumption out of her when he flung himself off the platform and onto one knee in front of her. She stared at him in alarm and confusion. “What—what are you doing?”
“God damn it! I want you to marry me, damn it!” He grabbed her hands and hung on, as if for dear life.
Belle’s stare took on an aspect of befuddlement. “You . . . Um, I beg your pardon?”
“Damnation! Say you’ll marry me, can’t you? This is driving me crazy!”
“What is?”
“Not knowing! Every time I think I’m doing something right, it’s wrong! Every time I think I’m doing something wrong, it’s right! The only way I can think of to keep you around until I figure out how to deal with you is to marry you! Damn it, you have to marry me now, anyhow!”
“I do?”
“What do you mean, I do? Dash it, Belle, I’ve deflowered you!”
Belle’s mouth pinched slightly. “My, my, aren’t we poetic all of a sudden. I didn’t think you had a poetic bone in your body, Win Asher.”
As if at his wits’ end, Win hollered, “Will you stop talking about poetry, dash it? Say you’ll marry me before I have a stroke of apoplexy, damn it!”
Belle pretended to consider his outrageous proposal. She only did it to punish him. She knew she’d accept his offer of marriage. Not because she had to, either, but because she absolutely adored this aggravating specimen of northern mankind.
“Belle . . .” His face took on a glowering expression.
“I’m thinking.”
“Think fast, will you? My knee’s getting sore.”
After another few seconds, Belle decided she’d tortured poor Win long enough. “Very well, Win. I’ll marry you.” Then she threw her arms around Win’s strong shoulders and burst into tears.
# # #
Exhausted and happier than he’d ever been in his entire twenty-six years of life, Win stroked Belle’s breasts, gleaming now with perspiration after their energetic bout of love-making, and gazed upon her perfect body with disbelief. She’d agreed to marry him. Him. Win Asher. Loathsome Yankee personage and defiler of the virgin Belle. Not to mention loud, obnoxious, crass, and . . . He couldn’t think of all the ways in which he fell short of Belle’s ideals.
“I can’t believe you agreed to marry me, Belle,” he mumbled, kissing first one delicious breast and then the other.
“I can’t, either,” said she.
Disappointed that she hadn’t yet confessed to being wildly in love with him, Win said, “You might sound more enthusiastic.”
She turned on her side and smiled sweetly. “I love you, Win. God alone knows why, because I surely don’t.”
He smirked in spite of the singing in his heart. “You just couldn’t resist my Yankee charm.”
She laughed. “That must be it.”
He wasn’t satisfied. “Dash it, Belle, I told you I was madly in love with you. The least you could do is sound as if you mean it when you say you love me.” Win was glad the lights were low, because he was sure he was blushing.
“Oh, Win.” She threw her arms around him and hugged him hard. “How can you even doubt me for a second. If I didn’t love you madly, would I agree to marry you. You? A man whom I thought was a masher when you accosted me on the Midway? A man who sweet-talked me into doing something antithetical to my very upbringing? A man whose station in life is so far different from mine, there’s hardly any common ground at all?”
“Shoot, Belle, keep it up, and I might just get cold feet and back out of this marriage scheme. I thought we’d worked most of those things out.”
Pushing him hard, Belle then flopped onto her back and mashed the pillow with her now-messy hair. “Ha! I have a feeling we’re going to be working things out for years to come, Win Asher.” Pushing herself to a seated position, she grinned down at him. She’d shoved him to the edge of the bed, and he was struggling to keep himself from falling to the floor. “Personally, I’m looking forward to it.”
He grabbed her and wrestled her onto her back. They were both laughing so hard, it was difficult to breathe. “Oh, yeah? Well, just don’t forget who wears the trousers in the family, Belle. You’re a delicate Southern lady, don’t forget. You’ve been taught to kowtow to the man of the family, remember?”
“Oh, my, you big brute.” She fluttered her eyelashes. “I know my mama taught me that all you big men are wild beasts.” She dropped the honey-thick southern accent and went back to her more mellow, less drawly normal tone of voice. “I also know she taught me exactly how to get what I want from you big, strong men.”
Win collapsed at her side, laughing. “Ah, Belle, we’re going to have quite a life together. I wonder who’ll give in first.”
“You will,” she averred positively.
Win lifted his right eyebrow in an arch of incredulity. “And exactly how do you figure that?”
“‘Cause I’m going to make you go to Georgia to get married. And Mr. H.L. May can write all about it if he wants to.”
“Georgia?” Win swallowed, visions of Belle’s irate southern relatives swarming in his mind’s eye, all scowling hideously and making threatening gestures, some holding shotguns. “Um, I suppose you have your heart set on getting hitched in Georgia.”
“I do.”
He liked the I do part, but had grave doubts about the Georgia part. “Will they lynch me, Belle?”
“What?” She sat up abruptly. “Whatever do you mean, Win Asher? If you think all southern folks are illiterate lynch mob members, you can just clear your mind of that image! You wretch!” She smacked him on his shoulder. The blow stung, since he was buck naked and his flesh tender.
“Ow.”
Belle looked stricken. “Oh, Win, I’m so sorry.” She lavished kisses on the red mark.
As he watched her, his sex growing hard with renewed energy and his heart filling with love, Win guessed the next twenty or thirty years might be painful in spots, but they’d never be dull.
# # #
Winslow Montgomery Asher and Rowena Belle Monroe were married at the Blissborough, Georgia, Baptist Church on November 20, 1893, less than a month after the World’s Columbia Exposition closed its gates, after six months of universal acclamation. Almost all of their friends attended the nuptials, even the Richmonds, who had been happy to take the train to Georgia to view the happy event. Amalie was Belle’s flower girl. Garrett, scowling the entire time, bore the rings down the aisle on a blue velvet cushion. He’d already made his opinion of the blue velvet suit he was forced to wear plain.
Kate Finney, whose mother had passed away recently, was unable to attend the ceremony because she was taking an around-the-world honeymoon trip herself. She wrote a lovely note, however, and Belle was so happy for her, she cried. Win was sure he’d never understand women. They cried at a word and blew up at silence. Still, they were better than nothing.
Belle made a ravishing bride, and Win was a most handsome groom. H.L. May made sure the whole world knew it, because he took pictures of the ceremony, the attendants, the church, the minister, Belle’s parents, his parents, assorted kinsmen and women, and even set up a delayed-action camera to capture several likenesses of himself and his wife with Win and Belle in their wedding finery.
Neither Win nor Belle were sorry to leave Blissborough. As Belle herself said to him, “I do believe I’m turning into a Yankee, Win Asher.”
Win sincerely hoped so.
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