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Chapter 1





A lady shouldnt do something shes

going to feel guilty about later.

THE PRIMER OF PROPRIETY






BELLE CANTRELL FELT guilty about killing her husband, and she hated that. Feeling guilty, that is. A lady shouldnt do something shes going to feel guilty about later was a rule Belle kept firmly in mind, along with its corollary: No sense in feeling guilty about all the little pleasures life has in store for you.


But Claudes death hadnt been a pleasure at all. Shed fallen in love with him at fifteen, galloping down clay roads with the leaves of autumn swirling around them. Theyd discovered the nooks and crannies of passion in his mothers darkened parlor on a rolling sea of dark wine velvet, amid a flotilla of lacy white antimacassars, when his parents were away.


By sixteen she was pregnant. They married before the baby was born, and in spite of numerous and persistent offers, Belle had never had, nor wanted, another man in her sixteen years of married life. It wasnt as if she aspired to sainthood. She didnt even know if shed have felt guilty about committing adultery, but she knew better than to take the risk. Now, after almost a year and a half of mourning, a peculiar, guilty longing had begun to float around in the back waters of her mind, swamping her at odd moments.


She decided to bob her hair.





SHE SQUARED HER shoulders as she approached Arnolds barbershop, housed in the Nix Hotel, where traveling men slept on dirty sheets, laundered only occasionally but always freshly ironed between guests. Shed never been inside a barbershop. Shed read about exotic places called beauty parlors opening up in big cities, where they applied youth-restoring creams to a ladys face and knew all the secrets of curling irons, but if you wanted a haircut, you had to go to a barbershop. And in Gentry, Louisiana, that meant Arnolds.


She paused on the street. Red and white paint was flaking off the barber pole, showing the wood beneath it. Why hadnt she noticed it before? She peered through the plate-glass window, streaked with grime. A balding man sat in the second chair, hidden under shaving cream, while Arnold scraped his face with a straight-edged razor. Belle took a deep breath, drew herself up, and, with head held high, opened the screen door. The odor of day-old ashtrays and cheap cigars assaulted her. Arnold looked up, his razor raised. His gaze was not welcoming.


At that moment, her stepfather, Calvin Nix, owner of the hotel, sauntered in from the lobby. Mr. Nix was only five feet two, but he was quick and clean. He sat down in the first chair for his morning shave and Arnolds all-important, stress-reducing, laying on of hot towels. A shoeshine boy crouched in obeisance at his feet. Through the brown-speckled mirror, he saw his step-daughter standing in the doorway. His face lit up. What you doing here, sugar? His voice was a shade too welcoming.



The smell of sulfur impregnated the air.


At that moment, Belles mother, Blanche, stepped out of the front door of the hotel and onto the brick sidewalk. With her fine posture and thick salt-and-pepper hair arranged in an old-fashioned upsweep, shed become one of Gentrys leading Matrons for Morality in her latter years. Belle! What in tarnation do you think youre doing?


Belle swung around. Hey, Mama.


Blanche Nix glared. There was enough impropriety lurking in the memories of the high-minded residents of Gentry without her daughter providing her with any extra sources of embarrassment. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. You know a barbershops no place for a decent lady.


A high-pitched whistle shrieked.


Belle turned and saw the nine-thirty train to New Orleans rumble into the depot across the street, belching out great clouds of sooty smoke. She had fifteen dollars in her purse. She let the screen door bounce behind her.


Blanche shook her head as she watched her daughter run for the train.




TWO HOURS LATER Belle was standing in the barbershop of the Monteleone Hotel in New Orleans, where gleaming plate-glass mirrors reflected brass chandeliers, and expensive aftershave lotions perfumed the air. A rotund barber turned. If he was surprised to see her, he didnt let on. Belle pulled herself up into her best imitation of a Southern aristocrat. Does anyone here know how to bob a ladys hair? Her voice was clear. It didnt break once.


Yes, maam. I surely do. Now you just sit right down, the barber said, patting the first chair. What hair he had left was beautifully manicured.



A little boy shrilled, Look, Papa, a lady He didnt get a chance to finish before his father shushed him.


A man under the razor in the second chair strained to look at her, causing the barber to nick his customers cheek. Belle pretended not to notice, but a spot of blood spread over the virginal clouds of white shaving cream. It seemed like an omen.


A bad omen.


Belle swallowed hard and climbed into the first chair. The barber shook out a big white cape. Wait, she said.


All activity stopped. The bootblack looked up from the shoes of the man being shaved. Scissors and razor were held in suspended animation. Everyone turned toward Belle.


She pulled a picture out of her purse. Shed cut it out of Vogue magazine two weeks before while shed screwed up her courage. Underneath, the caption read: Bobbed hair is the mark of the new woman. Young, easy to take care of, its for a woman who wants to get on with her life.


Do you think you can cut my hair like this?


Dont you worry none, the barber said.


Belle hated it when someone told her not to worry. How dare he tell me how to feel, she thought. She took one last look at her thick pompadour of deep brown hair that had never known scissors. The barber spun the chair around so her back was to the mirror. She felt him pull out her combs. Hairpins scattered in reckless abandon across the floor. Her rich mane dropped over her shoulders and spilled down her back. Her right hand caressed an innocent lock that slid over her chest.


She startled at the first click-click of the scissors, sneaking up behind her. The long blades penetrated her thick tresses. They fell in mounds over her shoulders. Then, one by one, piles of dark hair dropped around her onto the barbershop floor.


A trumpet wailed. Saxophones took up the dirge. Trombone and clarinet joined in. A bass drum boomed. Through the plate-glass windows Belle saw a horse-drawn hearse move slowly down Royal Street in somber procession to the graveyard. Behind the hearse and jazz band, mourners on foot filled the street.




IT HAD BEEN A YEAR and four months since shed killed Claude.


It had happened the very night he came home safe from the Great War. Shed planned to take the Panama Limited to Chicago, to meet him there for the honeymoon theyd never had. She tried to imagine what it would be like to sleep overnight on that luxury train, to sit in the dining car eating steak and oysters while the world flew by the window. Her friend Rachel had told her about the museums, the concerts, and the theaters. Shed shown her pictures of skyscrapers and of a park with trees covered in snow. Thats what Belle wanted to see most in the world. Snow. She tried to imagine what it would be like to stand in a snowstorm, to watch all those flakes fall down from the sky, to touch them, to taste them on her tongue.


She checked the Illinois Central timetable and bought a suitcase.


But all Claude wanted was to come home. So Belle put the suitcase and timetable away and decided she really wasnt disappointed. After all, her husband was coming home to her. They could take the Panama Limited to Chicago together, some other time. They had the rest of their lives.


She spent days getting ready for him. Shed never felt rich enough to spend cash money on store-bought underwear, especially since Claude was always so quick to take it off, but for his homecoming she bought some beautiful red silk and creamy lace. She made herself a diaphanous camisole and clingy bloomers, all the while imagining him unhooking the hooks, slipping the camisole up over her head with his rough, calloused hands, or pulling the bloomers down over her thighs. Sometimes she had to leave her sewing machine and lie on her chaise longue just to catch her breath.


Along with the silk, she bought some practical navy blue wool to make herself a sensible dress to wear over it. After all, the Primer of Propriety ruled: A man likes his wife to look proper in public, which worked just fine for her, because she added a short corollary: as long as shes bawdy in the bedroom.


That seemed to work just fine for Claude, too.


The night before he was expected, she covered her hair in sweet almond oil and washed it with lemon juice. As she pinned it up the next morning, she added a drop of jasmine scent, remembering how he loved to pull the pins out. She longed to lean over him in bed, swishing the tips of her fragrant hair across his naked chest until he grabbed her around the neck and pulled her down on top of him. Nice girls arent supposed to enjoy sex. Now that was an example of a rule from the Primer of Propriety that Belle just couldnt work up any enthusiasm for at all. She figured she never would be what you call nice.




THE AIR IN the depot reeked of steaming wool. She went outside in the morning drizzle, but she didnt want to ruin her new navy blue hat, so she came back and paced as the station filled up with people. Sit down, honey, her mother-in-law said. Youre making me nervous. At sixty, Effie Cantrell was a model Victorian with steel gray hair mounted unshakably on top of her head and skirts that barely cleared her high-button shoes. Secure in the righteousness of her opinions, she resisted any and all change. Born on a plantation shortly before the outbreak of the War Between the States, the only curse word in her genteel vocabulary was damn, which she figured was all right because she always attached it to Yankee.



But Belle couldnt sit still, not this morning. Claude was coming back to her. She was going to have him today and every day afterward, for the rest of their lives. Finally she heard the train whistle and rushed outside to peer down the tracks as the train rumbled in.


Claude leaped off the iron steps in his dress uniform. Belle flew into his arms. He dropped his bags, lifted her up, and swung her around, pressing his buttons into her flesh. She even enjoyed the pain, because Claude was home! She could begin to live again. She had time to whisper, Wait until you see what Ive got on underneath this dress.


And he had time to whisper, I know what you got underneath your dress, darlin. I been thinking about it for almost two years.


Then the world crowded in on them. Fifteen-year-old Cady threw her arms around her daddys neck. Miss Effie, wearing royal purple, kissed her sons cheek. Abe Rubinstein, his gray felt hat covering his bald head, hurried over from Rubinsteins department store to shake Claudes hand. The Methodist minister, Brother Frank Meadows, arrived a touch out of breath just as they were leaving. Brother Meadows was tall, with handsome features and a full head of flowing white hair. He had that professionally caring manner that lets you know right away hes some kind of preacher, even if you were to meet him on a train. Miss Effie was one of his most faithful parishioners, unlike her son, who didnt have anything against church except getting up for it on Sunday mornings.


Brother Meadows gave Claude a manly handshake and said, Glad you got back safe, son. Your mamas been worried. Then he added, with a note of humorous chiding, I expect well see you in church this week.


He would, but not in the way he expected.


As they left the platform, Floyd Taggert from the Gentry Post stopped by with his photographer to shoot some pictures of the returning hero. They would run on the front page the next day. And the day after. And the day after that.


Mike OMalley, whod lost an arm and part of one leg during the war, Titus Pruett, who owned a bicycle shop, and the mayors son, Pruett Walker, intercepted Claude as he helped his mother into their buggy. They invited him to a poker game that evening in the back room of the Nix Saloon.


Thanks all the same, boys, but I got plans for tonight, Claude said, slipping his arm around Belle. Big plans.


Thats what we figured, Pruett Walker said with a smirk.


Titus sniggered.


We just didnt want you to feel left out, said Mike OMalley.


Back home, Cady showed her father all the prizes shed won in her home economics class. He told her he was proud of her. She was going to make some lucky man a wonderful wife. Miss Effie smiled. Cady beamed.


Belle didnt say a word. She wanted her only daughter to go to college and take up a profession, not mend some mans socks. But Belle knew, Only a fool burdens the unwilling with the unnecessary. She decided to make that sentiment a rule in her Southern Girls Guide to Men and Other Perils of Modern Life, a humorous counterpoint to the Primer of Propriety, which was what Belle called the rules of ladylike behavior Miss Effie had tried so hard to instill in her over the years and that Belle had set herself to learn. The Primer of Propriety floated around the rivulets of her mind, splashing up against another primer, the Down-Home Primer of Right Behavior, a tangle of regulations her mother, stepfather, and all the other Meddlers in Morality had tried to beat into her when she was a little girl, before she went to live with the Cantrells.


She knew the rules were for her own good. They were there to help her navigate the shoals of society. But sometimes, okay, most of the time, she found she had to twist them a little or break them or at least give them a permanent kink, because no matter whether the words were highfalutin or homey, they all pretty much said the same thing: Dont.


And a girl has got to live.




AFTER CADY HAD shown her father all her excellent report cards and sung him a song shed been practicing for his homecoming, with Miss Effie accompanying her on the piano, Stella, their cook, called them in to dinner. Shed spent most of the week collecting ingredients for Claudes favorite dishes and had been cooking since early morning.


As they spooned up the crawfish bisque, Miss Effie urged her son to tell them about the war, but he didnt say much. Over their main course of baked ham with pineapple rings and cloves, fresh butter beans, and mashed sweet potatoes, Belle asked about Paris. But Claude never had been one for talking. However, when Stella brought out her special double-chocolate cake, he did manage to tell a couple of cleaned-up army jokes. Belle was amazed. Claude didnt go in for jokes. Shed never heard him tell one before.


After hed had a cup of Creole coffee with fresh cream straight from their cows and given Stella the genuine, silver-plated teaspoon hed brought back all the way from Europe with the words Paris, France 1918 on the handle, he announced what he wanted was a hot bath. He said hed been dreaming about their big, claw-footed bathtub for two years. Belle turned to him and smiled. He reached for her under the table and slid his hand up her thigh with an urgency that made her jump. Cady ran upstairs to the big bathroom they all shared. She turned on the taps and brought her daddy a pile of fresh towels.



While her husband bathed, Belle unpacked his bag and threw all his clothes into the hamper. Something crinkled in the pocket of his dress shirt. She pulled out a letter. It was in French. His fathers parents spoke Creole French and Claude had learned it as a child. Belle couldnt read what it said, but she understood chri and mon amour and je tembrasse. And she knew he didnt have any cousins named Lisette.


She sat down on the bed and fought to inhale. So thats what he was doing while she was raising their daughter, taking care of the farm, and listening to Miss Effie prattle on. He was catting around with Lisette!


She tried to tell herself it didnt mean anything. The words were out of context. There was probably a perfectly good explanation. Besides, men have their needs. At least thats what men tell you.


Wonder what theyd say if we told them women have needs, too? She knew what theyd say. She even knew the word theyd use. It rhymed with floor.


Belle walked around the room swishing the letter in the air. The malodor of dead violets invaded her nostrils. She told herself, Hes been away a year and a half and not just away, hes been in a war. He was afraid he was going to die over there, so he might as wellShe couldnt finish that one.


She went over to the window, blew onto the cool glass, and then wiped away the little round cloud shed made. One little fling in a foreign country didnt mean anything, not in a real marriage. She assured herself, it didnt mean a thing. Of course, she didnt know anyone who wrote letters after a fling.


She looked at the letter again. It was written on purplish blue stationery to match those stinky violets. Hed worn it in his shirt pocket, right over his heart. She searched his pants. No letters there.



She emptied his bag. There were no more letters, not even one of the hundreds shed written. Hed kept only one. This one.


She felt tears well up. She willed them not to spill out. She wasnt going to be sentimental. She got up and put the letter in the bottom of his bag, as if it had fallen out, as if she hadnt discovered it. She heard the bedroom door open. She dropped the bag and turned around. Had he seen her? Claude, wearing only a towel, filled the doorway. He closed the door behind him.


And dropped the towel.


Bathwater glistened on his naked body, flushed from the heat, smelling of soap. For a sliver of a moment, the voice of Brother Reginald Scaggs, minister of the Church of Everlasting Redemption, returned from the deep recesses of her childhood Sundays. Its up to decent women to denounce all sin and bring the reluctant sinner to the Lord, so he can repent.


I guess Im not all that decent, Belle thought, especially at a time like this, when she saw how the muscles of her husbands arms bulged and how his abdomen had hardened. He scooped her up. To heck with decency. He tossed her onto the bed. The bedsprings sang, as they had sung to them on so many nights of their young marriage. They crooned and trilled that all her needs were about to be satisfied.


She wouldnt even think about the letter. He bent over her. She wouldnt even think. He was too excited for mere kisses. She felt his right hand rush and fumble with the hooks on the side of her navy blue dress and give up as his left hand slipped under her skirt, crawled up her leg, inside her bloomers, and went on a reconnaissance mission into no-mans-land. Belle had to bite her lips and remember not to make a sound, but it had been so long, so very long.


Suddenly another hand, a very unwelcome hand, rapped on the door.



Claude! George is here to see you. Sheriff George Goode was Miss Effies second cousin once removed.


Claude groaned. Tell him to come back later. His hasty hands pulled her bloomers down around her knees.


Claude Cantrell, you get downstairs this minute. The door flew open and Miss Effie caught sight of something she hadnt seen for over three decades: her sons naked bottom, and it had sprouted black hairs!


Belle saw her mother-in-laws temples pulsate, saw her whip around and face the hallway. Claude Sr. had never gone to war or been away for more than a week. Belle doubted that the old woman had ever even considered having what she called relations with him during daylight hours. The dowagers voice wavered. George is a busy man. Whatever youre doing can wait until tonight.


And because we are all children in our mothers home, Claude got up and pulled on his pants, while Belle shimmied back into her bloomers. Tonight, he whispered with a raunchy wink that promised satisfaction. Then he grabbed her and pressed her to him, until Miss Effie turned back and frowned. Turning her gaze on Belle, she didnt need to speak the words You ought to be ashamed of yourself. Her look said it all.


You go on and see George. Ill finish putting your things away, Belle said, trying to breathe normally.


He kissed her on the forehead and left the room. She heard his heavy boots shaking the house as he clumped downstairs, leaving her with his dirty clothes, his bag, and the purplish letter that she was never going to think about again.




WHEN BELLE WENT DOWNSTAIRS, he was surrounded by relatives and neighbors on the glassed-in sunporch next to the dining room. Her mother and stepfather had shown up to bask in the reflected glory of the hero returned from the war. Although the Nixes never visited with the Cantrells except on major holidays, and even then they hadnt ever had much to say to Belles big, taciturn husband, Mr. Nix made a point of telling everyone how proud he was of his son-in-laws service to their country, and Blanche Nix declared to anyone whod listen that they thought of him as their own dear son. Mr. Nix agreed, Couldnt have a better son than Claude.


Cady was delighted to see her grandmother. She sat down next to her and asked if shed teach her how to crochet. Blanche said shed be happy to, Cady had only to stop by the hotel after school. Belle, whod been keeping an eye on her daughter, got a sour look on her face. She wasnt about to let her daughter spend time at the hotel, but she refrained from saying anything just then. However, when Blanche got up to inspect Miss Effies camellias and Mr. Nix slid over next to Cady, asking her about school, Belle was quick to intervene. Cady, honey, why dont you pass around that plate of Stellas butter cookies? Belle smiled innocently at her stepfather. He didnt smile back.


The rest of the day Claude stood tall in his blue-and-gold sergeants uniform. All the while, Belle smiled. She brought out lemonade and smiled. She passed around slices of the angel food cake that Darvin and Debbie Lou Rutledge of Rutledge Ford and Livery had brought to the hero returned from the wars, and smiled some more. Once, when she was sitting on the wicker lounge, Claude sat down next to her and put his big arm around her shoulders, but almost immediately new visitors arrived, demanding manly handshakes and more chairs for the ladies. Belle began to feel the muscles at the sides of her mouth ache from so much smiling.


Finally, when the last visitor had gone home to supper, Belle and her husband were able to slip out of his mothers house, Claude riding Jack, his black stallion, and Belle on her roan, with Claudes hunting dog, Dawg, running ecstatically at their side. Belle had named her horse Susan B. for Susan B. Anthony. Claude had raised a most gratifying fuss about it and Miss Effie had shaken her head, but Belle was firm. It was either her horse to name or it wasnt.


Cady, whod been told she was named after Elizabeth Cady Stanton only after she started school, was not amused. Thats swell, Mama. Whatll you think of next? Maybe youll want to chain me and your horse to a fence post out in front of the state capitol until women get the vote.


It serves me right, Belle thought. I never should have brought her up to have spunk.


What Cady didnt know was that when Belle chose the name, shed never actually met a real, live suffragette, shed only read about them in magazines. But after having been surprised out of the freedom of childhood by such an early pregnancy, Belle had wanted to assert herself. And she knew when she explained the genesis of the name, once the birth certificate had been signed and witnessed, shed get a most satisfactory rise out of her ever more taciturn husband.


Claude and Belle galloped down the clay drive and through the winter forest. It was that magical hour after the sun sets, when the sky has turned to gold. They walked their horses through fields of dried-up stalks from last years cotton harvest. Claude slid off Jack and ran the dirt and stubble through his big hand. Ive missed this.


Then he slapped off the dirt, put his big hands around her waist, and lifted her off Susan B. The sweet smell of the earth and country air enveloped them, but theyd become edgy with each other after the interminable afternoon of socializing. They led their horses through the fields.


The air had turned cold. Belle saw clouds of steam floating on her husbands breath. She wondered, Who is this man in Claudes big body, sneaking glances at me and then quickly facing forward as if he were studying something serious on the horizon? The evening stretched out before them in anticipation and silence. Before they got to the creek, the cotton stopped and a field of strawberry vines spread out in front of them, lush and green and starting to flower.


What in Gods name!


This is what I wanted to show you, Belle said, pleased to be able to give him such a surprise.


What did you do with my cotton, woman?


Belle explained how shed plowed it up and planted strawberries. It was Abe Rubinsteins idea. He has a buyer for them in Chicago. Now, I know we need a lot of extra help to raise strawberries, but


She never got a chance to tell him how crates of berries shipped on the Crimson Flyer at six in the evening would arrive in Chicago before noon the next day, or what Yankees paid for fresh strawberries, or that their soil was perfect for the crop, or that the berries werent susceptible to the boll weevil, because Claude, so taciturn before he left for the war, began to rage.


Maybe it was the way Sergeant Cantrell yelled at his troops, or maybe it was because he couldnt yell back when the officers chewed him out, or maybe, just maybe, she didnt measure up to Lisette.


She knew a real lady never raises her voice. That was one of the premier rules Miss Effie, the Queen of Propriety, had tried to teach her. But Belle was afraid shed never get the knack of being a real lady, because after the first couple of volleys, she returned fire.


They screamed at each other in the fading light.


They fought not over Lisette, not even over her aborted trip to Chicago. They fought over strawberries.



Claude jumped back on Jack and headed out across the fields, kicking up soil, trampling the plants. Belle watched him as the skies darkened. She rode back to the house on that starless night cursing her temper.


But she couldnt help smiling to herself when she thought about how she was going to make up with him when she got back. She didnt care what her mother-in-law said, she was going to get Claude to herself sooner rather than later. Theres nothing like a night of love to cheer a man up, Belle thought, and a good fight always got Claudes juices flowing.


She was rehearsing the teasing words she planned to say to him, when she put Susan B. in her stall and saw Claudes stallion was still gone. She ran up to the house. Claude wasnt there. They waited supper until it got dry and cold. Still Claude did not return. Stella set Claudes plate in the icebox and went home.


What did you do to him, Mama? Cady asked. Belle shook her head. Miss Effie said nothing, but she watched her daughter-in-law as her knitting needles went click, click, click. The clock ticked and chimed.


Belle went upstairs. She undressed and slipped between the sheets naked, even though the house was chilling down. Claude loved to find her like that. She picked up one of the books her friend Rachel had lent her, but although she could read the words, by the time shed reached the end of a paragraph, she couldnt make sense of them. She got up and put on one of Claudes old shirts. Shed worn them as nightgowns every night since hed gone to war. They made her feel closer to him.


What kind of woman was she, anyway? She couldnt even hold on to her man the night he came home from the war?


Where was he?


Who was he spending that night with?


After Cady and Miss Effie were asleep, Belle slipped on her Chinese silk wrapper with the yellow and red chrysanthemums and sneaked into Cadys room where she rummaged around until she found her daughters French textbook. She thought she might try to translate the letter. But once she got back into her room, she changed her mind. To heck with it. To heck with him. Besides, suppose he came home and caught her at it?


She tried to sleep, as she had all during the war, in their big, empty bed. She rolled over and listened to the bedsprings whine. Dawn caught her sitting up, staring out the window. An hour later she was in the kitchen hunched over a cup of bitter coffee, her hair streaming down her back, when Sheriff Goode knocked on the front door.


She answered it in her wrapper. Claudes not here.


I know, Belle, the sheriff said. You better let me in.


She led him into the parlor, perpetually darkened against the Louisiana sun. In this crepuscule, the flotilla of lacy antimacassars seemed to founder. Belle asked him, What did you say? So the sheriff had to repeat himself, but shed heard him right the first time.


Instead of spending his first evening with his wife, Claude had played poker with Pruett Walker, the mayors son; his cousin Titus Pruett; poor, crippled Mike OMalley; and some other men in a private room in the back of the Nix Saloon. Apparently a fight had broken out. Pruett Walker claimed Claude was upset about something and attacked him with a busted beer bottle. Pruett had pulled a knife and stuck the blade in Claudes ribs in self-defense. The witnesses, mostly Pruetts or Walkers, were backing up his story. No arrests were planned.


Throughout the horror of the wake and the funeral and the reception after the funeral, Belle went over their fight in her mind. Strawberries! If she hadnt raised her voice, if shed been more understanding, Claude would have stayed home. He would have been much more cheerful in the morning. He wouldnt have wanted to fight with anyone.


But dammit, Pruett Walker didnt have to kill him.


The day after the funeral, Belle marched into Sheriff George Goodes office. She demanded he arrest Pruett Walker, even if his father, Lloyd Walker, was the mayor and the owner of Gentrys biggest sawmill. Pruett was in politics, too, some kind of fixer and power behind the state throne. It had kept him out of the army, but it shouldnt let him get away with murder.


The sheriff was a tall man, with auburn hair and a winning smile. He called all the men pal and the ladies maam. He had fine posture and was particular about his clothes. You just naturally trusted him. There had never been a scandal about Sheriff George Goode.


He sat Belle down and closed his door.


You cant let Pruett Walker go scot-free.


Belle, your husband was a sergeant in the United States Army. He was trained in hand-to-hand combat. Pruett was a civilian judged unfit for military service. He was afraid Claude would kill him.


Thats no excuse!


But thats the way the jury is gonna see it. You know it as well as I do.


Then lets put it to a jury.


Sheriff Goode sighed. He hated being the repository of societys unwashed secrets. He unlocked a drawer and pulled out a manila envelope. I didnt want Effie to know.


He handed Belle a police photograph of herself in a bathing costume, her legs splayed, as a fat officer hauled her into a paddy wagon. How did you get this?


Pruett Walker got hold of it. You know Pruett. He sticks his nose in everybodys business. Anyways, he must of been drunk, because he made some joke about how you was indecently exposing yourself while Claude was overseas fighting for our freedom or some such. I guess he thought Claude knew. But when Pruett pulled out this here picture, your husband had himself a conniption fit. He went after Pruett with a busted beer bottle. Darn near killed him.


Except Claudes the one whos dead.


Killed defending your honor.


Belle picked up the photo. Sunlight seemed to glint off the black-and-white image. In 1914 she and her friend Rachel had gone down to New Orleans to attend a suffrage meeting, Belles first.


Rachel had gone out of conviction. Belle had gone to get out of the house. But once shed heard Constance Bancroft speak and the other women proclaim, Failure is impossible, Belle became inspired. She loved being in the company of uppity women who spoke their minds and werent afraid to stand up for their rights. She attended meetings as often as she could get away, which wasnt that often.


Claude didnt approve. He said she became impossible. He said the suffragettes put all kinds of ideas into her head. He was right about the ideas, but Belle had always been impossible. Most of the events were high-minded affairs, where serious matrons, in unfortunate hats, held forth.


But the meeting she went to all by herself four years later was different.


The speaker was young and beautiful. Shed gone to jail with Alice Paul. Her crime: petitioning President Wilson for the right to vote, standing in front of the White House holding a banner demanding suffrage while the country was at war. The police called it obstructing traffic and locked the women up.


The afternoon was hot, New OrleansinAugust hot. The roses filling vases around the room simply gave up and hung their heads. Above them, a ceiling fan turned, but it couldnt do much more than rotate the muggy air around the room, mixing the aroma of cologne with ladylike perspiration.


The lecturer told them about the shocking conditions in jail, where she and the other suffragists had gone on a hunger strike to call attention to their cause. She gave them a vivid picture of what it was like to be force-fed with tubes threaded up their noses until they gagged and vomited.


The crowd became intoxicated with the heat and dreams of equality. Around the room a murmur went up. What have we been doing? Having meetings? Drinking tea?


Afterward, with Belle leading the charge, a group of the younger suffragists decided to liberate the cooling waters of Lake Pontchartrain. They, too, would become pioneers. They, too, would blaze a trail for their sisters. Of course, it didnt hurt that theyd also get some relief from the steamy heat.


They would swim, actually swim, without being dragged down by those heavy skirts ladies were supposed to wear over bloomers and stockings. They became giddy at the thought of donning simple knit bathing costumes, the unencumbered kind, the kind their brothers and husbands wore, with trouser legs reaching only halfway down their thighs. Beryl Parkinson, one of the most daring girls, announced that she wouldnt even wear stockings. Belle thought that might be going too far, but she wasnt going to be the one to stop her.


Claude had taught her to swim in a secluded stretch of the creek when they were newlyweds. Alone, they always swam naked. Shed worn a boys swimsuit when their close friends, Rachel and Abe Rubinstein, and their children, joined them for a picnic at their private cove. But Belle had never even been on a public beach. The thought of appearing with her sisters, wearing only a little knit covering, shocked but, at the same time, thrilled her.


They didnt expect to be arrested. After all, this was New Orleans, the city of Mardi Gras, jazz, and Storyville. Besides, theyd seen photographs of a Milwaukee ladies swim team. They wore boys suits. They even held public competitions in them.


The New Orleans suffragists wanted nothing more than to defy convention and set a new standard so their less daring sisters could follow them into the cooling waters. After all, this was a free country. They had as much right to swim as any man.


In the bathhouse, an indignant mother swathed in a high-necked, puffed-sleeve, navy blue taffeta bathing dress covered her daughters eyes, assailing the suffragists for their scandalous disregard of modesty. She claimed they were endangering the delicate morals of her children.


Her sister, draped in layers of heavy cotton, berated them for betraying their brave men, fighting in foreign lands. Belle and Beryl exploded with laughter as the high-minded ladies stormed out, yanking their daughters with them.


A few minutes later, the noble Amazons sallied forth into the sunlight to reclaim their rights. They thrilled at the jeers and whistles of the men as they ran across lawn and sand and into the lapping lake. Some of the women dove and swam arm over arm, flutter-kicking across the tepid water, while others stood waist deep, splashing their sisters. Belle was trying to teach Beryl to float when someone pulled on her arm. Look!


Belle turned and saw a cordon of policemen in blue uniforms, standing between them and the offended citizens. Behind the police line, a photographer snapped shot after shot.


Photographs of the scantily clad suffragettes decorated the front page of the New Orleans Times-Picayune the next morning, to the acute embarrassment of their more serious sisters. Arrested for nonsense! Dont you see how this sets back our cause? Constance Bancroft had raged.


No pictures of Belle were published.



She paid her fine and went back to the farm. For the rest of the war, she behaved herself, more or less, performing only the most suitable suffragist activities, such as accompanying Constance and a delegation of large-hatted ladies to petition their representatives in Baton Rouge.


Claude died fighting over this?


Yes, maam. Like I said, he died defending your honor.


A wave of nausea swept over Belle as the reality of what shed done sank in. She clung to the edge of a chair. The sheriff helped her sit down. I murdered my husband, Belle thought. Those proper ladies, hiding their childrens eyes in the bathhouse, tried to warn me. But I was too pigheaded to see.


Now, we could go to trial, but it wont bring your husband back.


I murdered him, just as surely as if Id held that knife myself. Then she thought about her daughter. Would Cady ever forgive her? How could she?


All a trial would do is drag your name through the mud and upset Miss Effie, whos had enough upset, dont you think?


Miss Effie. Shell hold me responsible and shell be right. Shell never forgive me. I dont blame her. I wont be able to go back to the farm. But if I dont, where will I live? What will I do? People in the cities are starving.


All these thoughts were so loud in her head, she hardly heard the sheriff when he said, Now, Im going to let you burn this here picture, so we can put an end to this mess once and for all.


Belle could see his face, but it was flattened out. Shed lost her depth perception.


The sheriff talked about how Pruett Walker had felt so bad about what had happened hed left town. As the sheriff spoke, he pushed a big, yellow, cut-glass ashtray across the desk until it was right in front of her. A cigar butt sat in the middle of it like a small turd. Its pungent odor made her want to gag. He dropped the photo into the ashtray and handed her a box of wooden matches. She broke one after another until the sheriff took them away from her.


Then, with a flick of his fingernail on the tip of a match, he rewrote her history. She watched the photograph curl up and turn black.


Itll be our secret, he said, dumping the ashes. You can depend on me.


That night Claude visited her in a dream. She was so happy to see him, even though she had to remind him he was dead. He said hed come to warn her. Youre not out of the woods yet. Her eyes popped open. She sat up in bed. The moon, shining through the window, had a frightened face. Pruett Walker might have skipped town, but they hadnt burned the negative.




WHAT DO YOU THINK? The barber spun her around to face the mirror. A stranger looked back, a stranger with bobbed hair hanging around her ears and curling back up around her cheeks.


Belle had always had the good fortune to be not only pretty, but to have the looks that matched the esthetics of her day. In 1902, when she and Claude had started keeping company, she looked like a young Gibson girl, the early 1900s ideal. Tall and athletic, she had an eighteen-inch waist and a nicely rounded bust and hips, but her crowning glory had always been her dark hair, swept up in a pompadour.


Now. Now! The classic beauty had vanished. A new woman with strong cheekbones and a hint of mischief in her eyes looked back at her from the mirror. The barber spun her around again and held up a hand mirror so she could see the back. Her hair hardly grazed the top of her collar. She loved it. She felt wild and free.


Her hat was too big, of course. Even her hatpins wouldnt keep it on straight. She ran down Royal Street to Canal, holding her hat on, and dashed into Maison Blanche, where racks and racks of head coverings were waiting for her. A saleswoman led her to a vanity and sold her a chic little straw cloche with a bright yellow band. Then Belle bought a stylish yellow shirtwaist to match her new hat. She was finished with mourning. She was ready to get on with her life.


On the train back to Gentry, she enjoyed the buzz coming from the salesmen in their checked suits as they shot her suggestive glances. Vogue might have said that bobbed hair was the mark of the new woman, the height of fashion, the newest thing, but in 1920, in the more provincial parts of Louisiana, it was still a novelty.


Belle took a seat and began to plot out her new life. After her shopping trip, shed taken a streetcar up St. Charles Avenue to show her brave new hairdo to Constance Bancroft. The suffragist said it suited her and then offered Belle a room in her big house on St. Charles Avenue whenever she wanted it.


Next year, when Cady was in college in the city, Belle intended to take her up on it. She would spend weekends there, if she could save up enough money. She had no intention of sponging off a friend.


She imagined trips to the theater, luncheons in fine restaurants, and evenings with women who believed change was not only possible, but probable. She turned to the window. Outside, it was night. Shadowy trees seemed to rise out of the swamp and rush past. But in the lighted train car, she saw the reflection of a woman of fashion, an emancipated woman. She touched her hair and smiled.
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