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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.
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