














The ROCK ORCHARD







[image: image]







[image: image]


ATRIA BOOKS
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2005 by Paula Wall


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.


For information address Atria Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


ISBN: 0-7434-9620-5


eISBN-13: 978-1-439-10848-2


First Atria Books hardcover edition January 2005


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Designed by Dana Sloan


ATRIA BOOKS is a registered trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


For information regarding special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com


Printed in the United States of America




FOR SHEILA, MY FRIEND, SISTER AND MUSE








ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


MANY THANKS to Aaron Priest, my Solomon; Emily Bestler, dream editor and true Southern Belle; Lucy Childs and Sarah Branham, my guardian angels; Deborah Lovett, if you didn’t know the answer, I knew the question didn’t matter; Nanette Noffsinger Crowell, my common-sense compass; all the unsung heroes at Atria who actually sell the book; St. Paul’s 7 A.M. Holy Eucharist, Coffee and Tall Tale Club; and Mother Wall, for giving me grit and my love for a good story.


And to Bill, thanks for the ride.







The ROCK ORCHARD








PREFACE


JUST BECAUSE a woman is good at something doesn’t necessarily mean it’s what she should do in life. If that were the case, most of the women in the Belle family would be hookers. It is common knowledge that Belle women make hard men melt like butter in a pan.They are equally adept at reversing the process.


The Belles live in a house that sits on a bluff overlooking the river. It has the look of a place whose owners grew bored with their money long ago. Honeysuckle vines wind around the columns like thread on a spool, and roses, wild as weeds, scratch at the paint like chiggers. It’s a mystery where the lawn ends and the cemetery begins. The Belles are of the mind that dead people make the best neighbors.


Several years back, in an effort to turn our boring little town into a tourist trap, the historical society put up a brass plaque outside the Belles’ gate declaring the old house an historic site.


Bellereve, the plaque reads, was built in 1851 by Colonel Bedford Braxton Belle for his bride, Musette. During the War Between the States it was used as a hospital for soldiers of both armies who were wounded at the battle of Fort Donelson.


History, of course, is never real. People either glorify it or horrify it. Or at the very least color it. What the sign doesn’t say is that the fingerprints of slaves are baked into the brick and that when the rain sets in, no matter how many times they plaster and paint, the blood of soldiers seeps through the ceiling and watery red drops drip from the chandelier like tears.


Nor does the sign say that Musette was Cajun French and the second wife of Bedford Braxton Belle.The first Mrs. Belle was neither dead nor divorced, but Musette had a way about her that made a man forget his wife—and forget to breathe.


Musette had black hair and black eyes and could read the future better than most men could read the newspaper. And if she didn’t like what she saw, she set out to change it.


“L’avenir n’est pas taillé dans la pierre,” she’d say, as she slowly turned over the cards, “seulement votre épitaphe.”


Loosely translated it means: “The future isn’t carved in stone, only your epitaph.”


They say Musette could dip her hand in the river and foretell the exact day it would freeze. She could lay her hand over a baby’s heart and see his life as if he’d already lived it. Musette predicted fires, floods and tornadoes, and a month before Yankee soldiers marched across the Tennessee state line, she made the servants tear every sheet, petticoat, and pillowcase in the house into strips and roll them into bandages.


Despite her flawless track record, Bedford Braxton Belle wouldn’t listen when she told him hard liquor would be the death of him.You can lead a horse to water, but a jackass takes his whiskey straight up. Musette lost her husband at the Battle of Franklin when a Union soldier shot him dead while he was drunkenly relieving himself under a persimmon tree.We rest easy knowing he didn’t feel a thing.


Braxton Belle’s life didn’t bear enough fruit to fill a Dixie cup. But few men rise to the occasion. Most leave nothing more to show for their time on this earth than a stone to mark where their bones are buried. Musette wore black for the rest of her life, but then black was always her best color. And not a day passed that she didn’t brush the leaves from Braxton’s grave and kiss his granite marker. History may sweep aside the ordinary man, but women have a memory like flypaper.


Women love who they love, there is no rhyme or reason. Musette never loved another man; however, she didn’t object to men loving her. They say she welcomed more men into her harbor than the Statue of Liberty. Despite the fact that every wife, widow, and spinster in town prayed for her early demise,Musette lived to be an old woman and died in her sleep.They buried her body in the cemetery next to the house overlooking the river, but her spirit lingers like a lover’s perfume.


Musette’s grave is marked with a white marble likeness of her that is so real, if you stare too long, you’ll swear her head turns your way and her stone breast rises and falls. Naked as a jaybird, she stares a man straight in the eyes with a look on her face that is far from pious. On either side of her, fully robed angels, hands folded in prayer, gaze longingly toward heaven as if to say, “Lord, help us.”


One man’s art is another man’s ache, and Musette continues to be as big a pain in the ass dead as she was alive. For over a hundred years the aesthetically challenged have frigidly fought to have Musette removed—or at the very least, covered.


But money beats morality like paper beats rock. When an art professor from Nashville scrubbed the moss off the base and found “Rodin” carved into the stone, the balance of power shifted.The historical society immediately threw up a brass plaque declaring Musette an historic monument. Now scholars come from miles around to debate whether she is indeed an authentic Rodin of Paris, or an authentic Bodin from Memphis, whose family has been carving top-notch tombstones for as far back as anyone can remember.


Wherever the truth lies—and around these parts truth reclines on a regular basis—many a young man has familiarized himself with the female anatomy while studying the statue of Musette Belle, just as quite a few of their ancestors learned from studying the real thing. Even in death Musette continues to shock the good citizens of Leaper’s Fork, and her descendants are doing their best to carry on her legacy.


Musette begat Solange, who begat Charlotte and Odette, who begat Angela, who begat Dixie. If there is one thing Belle women are fond of, it is begetting.


Some women barter their bodies like whores with wedding bands. Some use sex like a sword. But some women can touch a man and heal like Jesus. The man who sees sunrise from a Belle woman’s bed will swear he’s been born again.





CHAPTER 1


I N 1920 ODETTE BELLE’S hot-air balloon was struck by lightning and dropped out of the sky like a pigeon that had been shot. No one was surprised. God had been gunning for her for years. His feelings for the man she happened to be straddling at the time are pure speculation.


Spectators standing on the ground below said they could hear Odette laughing all the way down. It was more of a cackle, really—one of those laughs that promises a man he’s missing the ride of his life.


The attorneys who handled Odette’s affairs solemnly drew straws to see who would deliver her belongings to her next of kin. Fortified with a pint of moonshine, the lawyer who lost handed Odette’s bastard baby to Charlotte Belle on a pillow—then ran for his life.


“Who in their right mind would give me a baby to raise?” Charlotte demanded incredulously.


Charlotte Belle had been turning heads and raising eyebrows for twenty-three years. It was commonly held that she was a cold-hearted vamp who thought nothing of stealing other women’s husbands. The truth was she had no taste for domesticated men—except when the pickings were slim. Even then, she did not steal them. She merely took them for a joyride.


“People are always making messes for the rest of us to clean up,” Charlotte said, slowly exhaling cigar smoke over the child.


Charlotte had no time for weak men or foolish women. She especially disliked tedious people. Since it had been her experience that most people were tedious, she disliked most people. Odette had fallen, as it were, into the foolish woman category.


Except for the canceled checks in their trust fund, Charlotte had not seen or heard from her half sister in years. Even by Belle standards, Odette had been a wild one. How she stayed in the missionary position long enough to get pregnant was a mystery.


“If this puppy is as foolish as her mother,” Charlotte said, “we ought to do the world a favor and drop it in a pond.”


Head tilted and hands folded on top of her apron, Charlotte’s housekeeper studied the child critically. Perfectly content, the baby sucked on the corner of the pillowcase as if it had been dipped in caramel. Lettie had no doubt the child’s taste for bed linen was a sign of things to come.


“She’s a Belle, all right. Dropped out of the womb flirtin’ with the doctor.”


“Don’t go getting yourself attached,” Charlotte ordered firmly, as if wantonness was a universally sought after quality in a child. “She’s just passing through.”


Charlotte spent her nights at the Poor Man’s Country Club and her days sleeping off her nights. She liked her whiskey straight up and her men gone in the morning. The last thing she wanted was a baby, be it hers or anyone else’s.


It took nearly a month to find a relative who would take her niece.


“You’re handing her over to Maude Meeks?” Lettie huffed incredulously. “Why, I wouldn’t give that buzzard a rock to tend.”


Dismissing the old woman with a wave of her hand, Charlotte set her jaw and scratched her signature on the check. Nothing hurt Charlotte more than parting with her hard-inherited cash.


Holding the baby tight to her shoulder, Lettie stared down at the check.


“It’s absolutely amazing what the goodness of one’s heart costs these days. It’d be cheaper to keep her.”


“Old woman, don’t start that mess,” Charlotte said, as she crammed the check into an envelope and ran her tongue along the seal. “We’re not taking in every stray someone drops on the front porch.”


“Well,” Lettie said, laying the baby in Charlotte’s arms before she could stop her, “at least hold her till I get her things.”


“Je-sus Christ!” Charlotte fussed and fumbled with the pink flannel bundle as if her body were trying to reject it.


Arms crossed, Lettie stood at the door studying the two of them. One would assume they were mother and daughter, except Charlotte would most likely eat her young.


“You two was cut from the same cloth,” Lettie said. “Trouble from start to finish.”


“Hell,” Charlotte said, head tilted down at the child, “this one’s going to make me look like a saint.”


“I reckon that Church of Christ cousin of yours will scare the spice out of her,” Lettie sniffed, on her way out the door.


Lettie was a born-again Baptist. It had been Charlotte’s observation that while the Baptists and the Church of Christ shared the same how-to manual, there was considerable brand loyalty.


As soon as Lettie was out of sight, Charlotte opened the top drawer of her desk, tossed out the contents, and dropped the baby in. Fist crammed in her mouth, the child looked up at Charlotte, black eyes wide as shot glasses.


“Nothing personal,” Charlotte said, taking a long thin cigar out of the humidor. “It’s strictly business.”


Belle women were known for their skills in the bedroom and the boardroom. On a good day, the two merged. Dark velvet curtains draped the windows in Charlotte’s office and fringed silk shawls muted the Tiffany lamps. Charlotte’s mahogany desk was the size of a bed and it was not the least bit unusual for her to hold business meetings in silk pajamas. When a man walked into Charlotte’s office, he felt an immediate urge to dicker.


For men, business is war. For Charlotte, business was like lovemaking. At the end of negotiations, all parties should walk away satisfied.


Scratching a match under the arm of her chair, Charlotte rolled her cigar in the flame. Shaking the match out, she leaned back and studied the baby in the drawer. As if sensing her fate was in the balance, the child lay perfectly still.


Charlotte did not have a maternal bone in her body. There was no tug in her heart for babies. She felt no sentimental urge to help the helpless. Charlotte was first and foremost a businesswoman. She looked down at the child and saw enormous start-up capital for an unpredictable return and a high probability of loss.


Still, there was the question of who would take over when she was gone. Charlotte had not turned her comfortable inheritance into an obscene fortune for freeloading relatives to fritter away.


“Well, ssshe-it!” Charlotte grumbled.


“Sssht,” the baby spit back.


Eyebrows raised, Charlotte leaned over the drawer.


“What’d you say?”


Most likely it was just a sneeze or a sound babies make, but Charlotte took it as a sign. If ever there was a child to follow in her footsteps, it was one whose first attempt to communicate was a four-letter word.


“Lettie!” Charlotte’s voice echoed through the old house as she tore up the check. “The damn thing is staying!”


Lettie couldn’t hear her. She was in the attic dusting off the crib.





CHAPTER 2


IF THE BABY had a name, the lawyer who delivered her forgot to mention it as he ran to his Studebaker. He also forgot to bring diapers, which at the time seemed the greater oversight.


“How does the name Hope strike you?” Lettie asked, as she fed the baby her bottle.


Charlotte made every effort to ignore Lettie. Every afternoon, from one to three, Charlotte communed with her daybed. It was not a nap, she insisted. Just because a woman is flat on her back with her eyes closed doesn’t mean she isn’t working.


“Charity is a good name,” Lettie chatted on. “But then I’ve always been partial to Faith.” Living with Charlotte, Lettie was accustomed to carrying the full load of a conversation. “Then, of course, there’s Patience.”


Charlotte’s eyebrows arched from the daybed. Actually, the name struck a chord with Charlotte, persistence being her favorite quality.


“Makes her sound like a Quaker,” Charlotte finally decided.


“Chastity,” Lettie countered.


Charlotte knew she’d better get involved before the child spent her life as a platitude.


“We’ll call her Angela,” she said decisively. “Angela Belle.”


“Your great-grandmother’s sister was named Angela.” Lettie lifted the baby to her shoulder and patted her on the back. “She wore a chicken’s claw around her neck and on full moons danced naked in the graveyard.”


“You’re not a blue-blooded Belle unless you’re crazy as hell,” Charlotte said with a touch of pride.


Lettie looked down at the baby siren she held in her arms. There was absolutely nothing angelic about the creature. Dark bedroom eyes and pouty lips puckered for kissing.


Lettie had been taking care of Belles for three generations. She was determined to turn at least one of them into a respectable lady before she died.


“Angela it is,” Lettie said, and the deal was closed.





CHAPTER 3


CHARLOTTE subscribed to the free-range school of child rearing. She weaned her niece on Nehi grape juice and let her run around wild and half-naked with the handyman’s boys.


“Angela Belle!” Lettie yelled from the porch, “You get in here right this minute and put a shirt on!”


“Boone Dickson ain’t wearin’ no shirt!” Angela hollered back.


“Well, she’s got you there,” Charlotte said from behind her newspaper.


Every day, Charlotte read the business section of the newspaper to her niece, and Angela listened as seriously as if she understood every word. People walking past the house on Sundays would see the two of them on the front porch and shake their heads. “She ought to have that child in church,” they’d say. And they’d say it again when they walked home after Sunday night service.


The day Angela started school her freedom came to a screeching halt. Lettie scrubbed her black feet with pumice and a brush and somehow managed to force a pair of lace socks and patent leather shoes on her. Fussing and fighting, Angela cursed like a little demon sailor while Lettie pulled a comb through her hair.


“Ssshe-it!” Angela flinched, teeth gritted and tears running down her cheeks.


When Lettie finally got through with her, she was transformed.


“You look like a little lady,” Lettie said, hands clasped in front of her. “Now, try and act like one.”


All day Charlotte and Lettie watched the clock. When Angela finally came strolling down the sidewalk, they were waiting at the gate.


“Where are your new shoes?” Lettie asked, staring down at her filthy bare feet.


“I gived the damn things away,” Angela said, reaching under her dress and scratching at her lace underwear.


“Who did you give them to?” Charlotte demanded.


“KyAnn Merriweather.”


“What did KyAnn Merriweather do to deserve your shoes?”


“Her feet wuz bleedin’.”


“Why were they bleeding?”


“Stepped on a broken beer bottle with no shoes on.”


“Well,” Charlotte huffed, “that’s what she gets for living in Stringtown.”


If you came to Charlotte’s door looking for a handout, she’d give you a broom. Charlotte was born rich and would die richer. For a woman who’d never done a real day’s work in her life, she took a hard line on other people doing it.


“There’s a reason why the rich are rich and the poor are poor,” Charlotte said, “and money has absolutely nothing to do with it.”


The only thing that irritated Charlotte more than the person looking for a handout was the person who gave it to him. Do-gooders, she believed, were edging toward treason. The founding fathers, after all, did not write the Declaration of Dependence.


In capitalism, as in nature, survival of the fittest is the reigning principle. Do-gooders, by contrast, are committed to the survival of the weakest. If do-gooders had their way, Charlotte firmly believed, the American eagle would evolve into a pigeon cooing for crumbs. Needless to say, she thought she was getting dicked in the New Deal.


“What you tax, you get less of. What you subsidize, you get more of,” Charlotte preached to her niece.


But nothing Charlotte said or did converted her niece to her theory of economic evolution. Every day Angela arrived home from school with less than she left with. She gave away her lunch, her book bag, and her hair bows. When she started giving away her dresses, Lettie put an end to it.


“No more nice clothes for you,” Lettie said, stuffing the rag Angela had worn home into the ragbag.


That suited Angela just fine.


Oddly,Angela took to school like a bird to flight. She completed her homework almost before the teacher finished assigning it and read twice as many books as required. She had an understanding of history as if she’d lived it. Most surprising, she could stand in front of the classroom and read with the passion and clarity of a little southern Shakespearean thespian.


“In the Churchyard at Cambridge,” Angela read, standing bone straight and holding the book in front of her, “by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.”


“In the village churchyard she lies,
Dust in her beautiful eyes,
No more she breathes, nor feels, nor stirs…
Was she a lady of high degree,
So much in love with vanity
And foolish pomp of this world of ours …
Hereafter?—And you think to look
On the terrible pages of that Book
To find her failings, faults and errors?
Ah, you will then have other cares,
In your own shortcomings and despairs,
In your own secret sins and terrors!”


“Yes.” Teacher Hobbs sighed, hand to her heart. “That was simply beautiful. Now then,Angela, what can you tell us about this poem?”


Book tight to her chest, Angela’s dark soulful eyes focused on a place the others could not see.


“That dead woman thought her shit don’t stink,” Angela said gravely. “But we cain’t judge, ’cause in the end we wuz all born tuh die.”


Despite Angela’s being the best reader in the county, they sent Sue Ellen Parker to the State Speech Contest.


“While Angela is exceptionally bright and has a very good heart,” Teacher Hobbs explained delicately, “we are very concerned about her … saucy nature.”


“I know, I know,” Charlotte said, taking a puff on her cigar. “We don’t know where the hell she gets it.”


While no one had the nerve to say it to Charlotte’s face, most people blamed Angela’s problems on the children she ran with. “Run with white trash and coloreds,” they said, “and it’s bound to rub off on you.”


By colored, they meant KyAnn Merriweather.


After KyAnn’s mama died, her daddy’s new wife wanted no reminder of the old wife in her house, KyAnn being the most obvious of the dead woman’s possessions. The result was that KyAnn spent more time at the Belles’ house than her own.


“Children,” Charlotte grumbled, “multiply like maggots.”


Exactly who was rubbing off on whom was debatable. Both girls had the devil in them and in Lettie’s mind there was only one thing that could save them—baked goods. Lettie firmly believed a woman who couldn’t bake an angel food cake from memory had her picture hanging on hell’s post office wall.


“We’ll start with cornbread,” Lettie said, lifting the two girls onto milk crates. “You got to crawl before you run.”


Lettie tied dish towels around their waists and handed them each a wooden spoon. The dish towels struck KyAnn as a waste, being as they were much cleaner than the clothes they were wearing.


“The secret to good cornbread is,” Lettie said, as she cracked an egg into the bowl, “you got to have your batter smooth and your grease hot.”


Wrapping KyAnn’s small brown fingers around the wooden spoon, Lettie moved her hand in a circle around the bowl.


“Stir,” she said.


While KyAnn grasped the premise, the rationale escaped her entirely.


“Whats I need tuh know how tuh cook for?” she demanded.


“Women cook,” Lettie said firmly. “Men eat.”


Lettie had grossly underestimated the hand-eye coordination required to stir cornbread. One stiff stir and there was batter oozing down the cabinet and KyAnn’s bowl sat spinning on the floor.


“You got to hold the bowl with one hand, while stirring with the other!” Lettie snapped at her.


“Well now, you didn’t tell me that, did ya?” KyAnn snapped right back.


Three hours later the house was filled with smoke, grease dripped down the walls, and the backyard was covered with charred cornbread. Jumping and flinching, the girls swatted hot splattering grease with spatulas as if they were fighting off bees.


“Ssshe-it!” Angela hissed with every pop.


Finally, when each girl successfully flipped her first plate of hoecakes, there were tears in Lettie eyes. It was no less a miracle than when Helen Keller learned to sign “water.”





CHAPTER 4


THERE WAS TALK of sending Angela away to school, but somehow Charlotte never got around to it. While the other little girls on the Bluff practiced which fork to use and how to dance the waltz, Angela spent her afternoons swimming in Lick Creek, and her evenings sprawled on the front porch listening to Lettie snore in her rocker and Charlotte argue with the evening newspaper.


“New Deal,my ass!” Charlotte huffed, as she read the headlines.


Sitting cross-legged on the floor, Angela and KyAnn scratched their chigger bites and studied the jacks spilled on the floor between them. Tossing the rubber ball into the air, KyAnn swept jacks up so fast Angela could barely see her fingers fly before the ball bounced.


“You should buy the Madison farm,” Angela said out of the clear blue.


“And why should I do that?” Charlotte asked, from behind the newspaper.


“Miz Madison says if nobody don’t buy it, Judge Lester at the bank’s gonna take it.”


“It’s not my job to bail out the drowning,” Charlotte said flatly. Charlotte already owned half the county. She didn’t need any more land.


“Besides, that land isn’t good for anything.”


Charlotte turned the page of the newspaper and cracked the spine.


“Too far out of town. Too hilly to farm.”


The ball thumped quietly on the porch floor. Chin to her chest, Lettie grumbled in her sleep. After a few minutes, the newspaper fell onto Charlotte’s lap.


“Then again, it’s on the river. And it’s on the way to Nashville.”


Staring off the porch,Charlotte took a long draw on her cigar.


“If it had a good road running through it—”


“If you owned it,” Angela said, interrupting Charlotte’s thoughts, “the Madisons could still live there.”


Charlotte stared at her niece, completely baffled. Her niece’s instinct for making money was completely canceled out by her inexplicable urge to give it away. It was as if she had been dropped on her head when she was a baby.


Shaking her cupped hands, Angela let the jacks spill onto the floor. And Charlotte went into her office to make the Madisons an offer on their land.


The summer Angela turned fourteen she took up canning. She and KyAnn bought baskets of vegetables and fruit at the farmer’s market on the town square, hauled them back to the kitchen and proceeded to shuck, string, and snap.


Charlotte,who couldn’t boil water in a teakettle,was flabbergasted.


“Where on earth does she get this?” she demanded, as they watched Angela stir a bubbling pot of thick blackberry jam with a wooden spoon.


“Musta got it from her daddy’s side of the family,” Lettie said, with her arms crossed.


“Odette always did aim low.” Charlotte shook her head.


By the end of the summer you couldn’t walk on the back porch for the rows of canned tomatoes, corn, and green beans. Cucumbers pickled in crocks and jars of jelly, jam, and preserves lined the windows like stained glass. Charlotte couldn’t sleep a wink for the popping of jars sealing.


“That child is going to make a fine wife,” Lettie said with satisfaction.


“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Charlotte said, as she sniffed a jar of jam appreciatively. “Pass the biscuits.”


That winter, when Charlotte went searching through the pantry for a jar of jam, there wasn’t one. Word finally got back to Charlotte that her niece and KyAnn Merriweather had been “borrowing” her car and passing out food to the poor folks in Stringtown.


Charlotte threw up her hands.


“There is no cure,” she said, “for a bleeding heart.”





CHAPTER 5


THE PEOPLE who sold Dr. Adam Montgomery the old Lester house didn’t warn him about his neighbors until the deal was done. By that time he had seen Angela Belle standing on the widow’s walk and was trapped like a fly in amber.


“The Belles are one of the oldest and wealthiest families in the county,” Ann Lester said, as she sipped iced tea on Dr. Montgomery’s porch.


“Money so old, you have to blow the dust off,” her husband nodded.


“But they don’t give a dime to church or charity.”


“Sooner open a vein as open their pocketbook.”


“And I would have to say their morals are …” Ann Lester twisted the pearl necklace at her throat “ … less than sterling.”


“They’re white trash with money,” Judge Lester declared.


The fact that Judge Lester was actually a banker never hindered him from rendering a verdict. One had to marvel at how prophetic his parents had been in naming him.


“It takes more than money to be old money,” Ann Lester summed up neatly.


Dr. Adam Montgomery, whose money was so new the ink was still wet, knew exactly what she meant.


The house had belonged to Judge Lester’s old bachelor uncle who passed away in his sleep with a smile on his face, his housekeeper in his bed and a fifth of Jack Daniel’s on the nightstand. Fortunately, Judge found the bottle before the Sheriff got there and the Lester name remained untarnished. Having evolved from a long line of ethically bankrupt men, Judge put great stock in discretion.


The Lesters sold the old place to the young doctor lock, stock, and liquor cabinet. The roof leaked, the floors creaked, and the musty rooms were dark as a tomb, but from a distance the old house looked grand. For Adam Montgomery a pretty façade always took precedence over a flawed foundation.


Adam Montgomery had blond hair and dusky blue eyes that passed for pensive. He had the perfect body to hang a tailored suit on and was the perfect height. With a slight lift of the chin, he looked down on most of the world.


He moved into the Lesters’ house like a hermit crab, not changing a thing except for the letter L on the brass door knocker, and he didn’t get around to that for almost a year.


When folks strolled past the old house and saw Dr. Montgomery sitting contentedly on the front porch, cigar wedged between his fingers and an open book in his lap, they shook their heads. Everyone thought it was bad luck for the young bachelor to buy the old bachelor’s house. But whenever the joy of solitary living started taking hold of him, he popped open his pocket watch and stared at the picture of his refined fiancée until the euphoria passed.


The plan was for him to set up housekeeping, take over the lucrative medical practice from the old doctor who was retiring, and then his bride-to-be would join him. He was as inflexible with this plan as he was with his ambition. Adam’s rudder was set in life. There would be no detours.


So, when he found Angela Belle lying flat on her back in his flower bed, knees spread and panting like a bird dog, he was caught completely off guard.


“My God,” he said, falling to his knees, “you’re having a baby!”


When Angela was seventeen years old, she found herself pregnant. Charlotte put the blame entirely on her philanthropic nature.


If there had been a war going on, Lettie could have stuck a ring on Angela’s finger and told everyone that the father was off serving his country. Then, when the time was right, she’d kill him off. Maybe give him a medal. But there wasn’t a war going on, at least not one that mattered in Leaper’s Fork, so everyone knew that Angela Belle was in the family way—without a family.


How she got herself into this mess was not a mystery. Angela was as wild as a barn cat. Who was the twenty-dollar question. Regardless, one thing was for sure. She had nipped any possibility of respectability right in the bud—not that respectability had ever been a high priority for the Belles.


In those days a girl who got herself into trouble went away to have the baby, to another town, or if the family had real money, another continent. Maybe she and her mother would bring the baby back and tell everyone it was a new brother or sister. Maybe they wouldn’t. But the fact was, a good family simply did not birth their bastards at home, especially in a flower bed.


A pain catching her breath,Angela drove her fingers into the dirt like roots. Throwing back her head, she laughed like a mad woman. Along with loose morals, Angela had inherited the Belle cackle. If Satan’s mistress had a sense of humor, she would cackle like a Belle. Dr. Montgomery simply stared at her. Since they hadn’t studied demonic possession at Harvard, he was at a loss.


“Do somethin’!” she hissed at him.


Pulling off his coat, he carefully laid it over her bare knees. Angela looked up at him as if he had lost his mind. Granted, she had never given birth to a baby before, but she suspected there was more to it than that.


He had only caught glimpses of her before, but even at a distance she put him to the test. Dark hair, sloe eyes, and a mouth he could not look away from. Adam was a man who worshipped the modern holy trinity—church, country and class. But at that moment, kneeling in the dirt, conviction faded. His eyes moved over her and a heat began to rise from him. He wanted this woman, to take her fully, to have her as his and his alone.


“I thought you was a doctor,” she panted, snapping him out of his fog.


Honestly, he had forgotten.


“I’ll go get my bag,” he muttered, starting to stand.


“What in hell’s bells is in the damn bag?”


The answer, frankly, was his courage. But now did not seem the best time to reveal this.


Medicine did not come naturally to Adam. He had no instinct for it. He had been in Leaper’s Fork for over a month, but still had not seen a single patient without the old doctor standing by his side. The smell of iodine made him nauseous, blood made his knees weak, and in emergencies he froze stiff as a corpse. In a nutshell, the sick made him sick.


Adam became a doctor for the same reasons he did everything in life—upward mobility. The fact that he had not been born into the upper class annoyed him immensely. While his stepfather was from money, his mother was not. He had never met his real father, and didn’t feel guilty about being relieved that he was dead. If he had lived,Adam Montgomery would have been grinding sausage the day Angela Belle’s water broke in his flower bed.


A butcher’s son has four ways of climbing out of the slaughterhouse—business, law, medicine, or marriage. Adam did not have the teeth for law or the backbone for business. Medicine and marriage were his only way up. He had no problem using human suffering as his ladder. He just wished it wasn’t so messy.


But Angela Belle had very little tolerance for the observers in life, even when she wasn’t giving birth to a zeppelin. Reaching up with her muddy fingers, she grabbed him by the front of his starched white shirt and pulled him down into her face.


“You can do this!” she said through gritted teeth. “I know you can do this!”


And so, filled with the faith of a woman, Adam rolled up his sleeves and pretended to be a man.


“Push!” he ordered, when the time came.


“I can’t!” she cried, shaking her head back and forth in his lilies of the valley.


“Of course you can!” he thundered.


There was no doubt in Adam Montgomery’s mind that Angela Belle could knock the moon off its orbit if she put her mind to it. She was, after all, the pushiest woman he had ever met.





CHAPTER 6


ANGELA’S BABY had chocolate brown eyes and soft black curls. She was the color of toasted almond and smelled like a candy bar. When Angela held her, the child melted into her arms. It was all Angela could do to keep from licking her.


Despite everyone’s concerns, mothering came as natural to Angela as breathing. She hauled the baby around with her wherever she went, and thought nothing of plopping a breast out and feeding it on the courthouse steps.


Watching Angela feed her baby was as close to veneration as most men in town would ever get, but the women viewed it from a different angle. Ann Lester called an emergency session of the Christian Women’s Charity to discuss the blasphemy over finger sandwiches and fruit tea.
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