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Chapter One: Beatrice (1900)

 

The oysters arrived packed in ice from the bay that very morning, their shells still crusted with salt and smelling of the sea. I stood in my kitchen directing Della as she shucked them, watching her dark fingers work the knife with practiced efficiency while I mentally reviewed every detail of the evening ahead.

"That's three dozen, ma'am," Della said, wiping her hands on her apron. "You want me to start on the shrimp?"

"Yes, please. And remember to save the shells for the bisque."

I consulted my menu one final time, though I had long since committed every dish to memory. Raw oysters on the half shell to start, followed by gumbo, then baked Gulf red snapper with lemon butter sauce, roasted quail with wild rice, a salad of fresh greens, and finally my grandmother's recipe for pecan pie with fresh cream. Six courses, each designed to showcase the bounty of our island home while demonstrating the refinement expected of Edmund Whitmore's household.

Tonight's guests were not friends. They were transactions.

Mr. Harold Pennington owned the largest cotton warehouse on the Strand, and his wife Ida was known throughout Galveston society for her exacting standards and sharper tongue. The Ashfords (William and his perpetually silent wife Margaret) controlled significant interests in the railroad connecting our island to the mainland. And then there were the Sterlings, whose banking connections Edmund had been cultivating for months with an intensity that bordered on desperation.

I did not know why my husband needed these people so badly. I only knew that he did.

"The flowers look beautiful, Mrs. Whitmore." Della nodded toward the dining room, where I had arranged roses from our garden in crystal vases. Pink and cream blooms, colors that would complement the ivory damask tablecloth and the gold-rimmed china we reserved for the most important occasions.

"Thank you, Della." I smoothed my hands over my apron, surveying the controlled chaos of preparation. "I'll go upstairs to dress soon. Please ensure the ice delivery arrives before four o'clock."

My reflection in the hallway mirror revealed a composed woman of twenty-eight, her dark hair pinned neatly despite the humidity that crept through every window of our home. I had inherited my mother's fine-boned features and my father's determined jaw, a combination that Edmund had once called "arrestingly handsome" during our courtship six years ago.

I could not recall the last time he had offered me a compliment.

Upstairs, my gown waited on its form: deep blue silk that brought out the color of my eyes, with pearl buttons and a modest bustle that was fashionable without being ostentatious. Edmund preferred that I present an image of prosperity without extravagance. Wealthy enough to be impressive, sensible enough to be trustworthy. Everything about our lives had become a carefully constructed performance, and I was merely the most visible prop.

As I began the elaborate process of dressing (corset, petticoats, gown, hair) I listened for the sound of Edmund's return from his office on the Strand. He had left that morning with barely a word, distracted by matters he declined to share with me. This had become his habit over the past year: secrets held close, explanations withheld, a gradual withdrawal that left me feeling more like a housekeeper than a wife.

The grandfather clock in the foyer chimed five times before I finally heard the front door open and close.

"Beatrice?" Edmund's voice carried up the stairs, sharp with impatience.

"I'm nearly ready," I called back, fastening the last of my pearl buttons.

I descended to find him standing in the parlor, still in his business suit, running one hand through his graying hair. At forty-two, Edmund remained a handsome man, tall and broad-shouldered, with the confident bearing of someone accustomed to commanding respect. But there were shadows under his eyes that hadn't been there when we married, and a tension in his jaw that seemed permanent now.

"The Penningtons will arrive at seven," I reminded him. "You'll need to dress."

"I'm aware of the time, Beatrice." He didn't look at me as he said it, instead rifling through papers on his desk. Something in his manner made my stomach tighten with unease.

"Is everything all right? With the business?"

Now he did look at me, and something flickered in his eyes. Irritation, perhaps, or warning. "Everything is fine. Concentrate on the dinner. That's your concern, not my affairs."

I bit back the response that rose to my lips. Once, early in our marriage, I had pressed him about business matters, genuinely interested in understanding the shipping company that bore his name. He had laughed and called me charming, then changed the subject. Over the years, his deflections had hardened into walls, and I had learned that pressing against them only bruised us both.

"Of course," I said instead. "I'll check on Della's progress."

As I turned toward the kitchen, I caught a scent I didn't recognize, something floral and sweet, utterly unlike my own rose water. It clung to Edmund's coat, faint but unmistakable, and it stopped me mid-step.

Gardenia.

I didn't turn back. I didn't ask. Instead, I continued to the kitchen, where Della was arranging shrimp on a bed of ice, and I pushed the thought down into the place where I kept all the things I couldn't afford to examine too closely.

The Penningtons arrived precisely at seven, as I had known they would. Ida Pennington prized punctuality almost as much as she prized finding fault with other people's homes, and I watched her sharp eyes sweep across our foyer as she surrendered her wrap to Della.

"What a lovely arrangement," she said, gesturing toward the roses. Her tone suggested the opposite.

"Thank you, Mrs. Pennington. From our own garden." I smiled the smile I had perfected over six years of such encounters, warm enough to seem genuine, cool enough to deflect criticism.

Edmund appeared then, transformed into the gracious host he became whenever important guests required impressing. He clasped Harold Pennington's hand with apparent warmth, inquired after Ida's recent trip to New Orleans, and guided them toward the parlor where drinks waited on a silver tray.

Watching him, I marveled at the performance. This was the man I had married: charming, solicitous, attentive. This version of Edmund laughed easily and listened intently, making each guest feel like the most important person in the room. I had once believed this was his true self, that the private coldness was merely the natural reserve of a serious businessman.

I no longer believed that.

The Ashfords arrived next, Margaret's silence a blessed relief after Ida's cutting observations. William Ashford shook Edmund's hand with the measured assessment of a man evaluating a business proposition, which I supposed was precisely what this dinner represented.

"Beatrice, you look lovely as always," William said, his compliment perfunctory but not unkind. "Edmund is a fortunate man."

"We are fortunate to have such distinguished company tonight," I replied, the words emerging smoothly and practiced.

The Sterlings completed our party. Thomas with his banker's reserve and his wife Catherine with her genuine warmth. Of all our guests, Catherine was the one I might have called a friend under different circumstances. She had lost her mother young, as I had, and there was an understanding in her eyes when she greeted me that suggested she saw more than others did.

"Your home is beautiful, Beatrice," Catherine said, and meant it.

"Thank you. Shall we go through to dinner?"

The dining room glowed in the light of two dozen candles, their flames reflected in the polished mahogany table and the crystal stemware arranged at each place setting. I had spent hours on this table, adjusting the placement of every fork and flower until the effect appeared effortless.

Edmund took his place at the head, with me at the foot, our guests arranged according to precedence and strategy. I had positioned Ida Pennington near enough to Edmund that she would feel honored, but far enough from me that I could avoid her commentary during the meal.

The oysters emerged first, glistening on beds of crushed ice, accompanied by mignonette sauce and fresh lemon. I watched our guests consume them with appropriate appreciation, noting how Edmund leaned toward Harold Pennington, speaking in low tones about shipping rates and warehouse space.

"These are exceptional," Thomas Sterling declared, holding up an empty shell. "From the bay?"

"Harvested this morning," I confirmed. "One advantage of island living: the freshest seafood in Texas."

"Among many advantages," Edmund added, catching my eye with a look that commanded agreement. "Galveston is perfectly positioned for commerce. The deepest natural harbor on the Gulf, access to rail and river transportation, and a climate that permits year-round operations."

I recognized this speech. He had rehearsed it in his study, pacing before the windows while I pretended not to listen. Whatever Edmund needed from these men, he needed it badly.

The gumbo followed, thick and rich with a hint of spice, then the snapper with its delicate flesh and golden-brown skin. Della moved through the courses with quiet efficiency while I monitored the conversation, redirecting when topics grew dull and smoothing over moments of tension.

This was my role: to create an environment where Edmund could work his charm unimpeded. I had become expert at it, anticipating needs before they arose, filling silences before they became awkward. If our guests left tonight impressed with Edmund Whitmore's hospitality, it would be because I had orchestrated every detail of their experience.

He would not thank me for it.

During the quail course, I noticed Edmund's attention drift toward the doorway, his expression shifting into something I couldn't read. Following his gaze, I saw nothing unusual, just the darkened hall beyond the dining room's candlelit warmth.

"Is something wrong?" I asked quietly when the conversation swelled around us.

"Nothing." He returned his attention to William Ashford, resuming his pitch about partnership opportunities with renewed intensity.

But I had seen it, a flicker of something in his eyes. Fear, perhaps. Or guilt.

The salad course came and went, and then Della presented my grandmother's pecan pie to murmurs of appreciation. I accepted compliments with practiced grace, deflecting praise toward the quality of Texas pecans and the bounty of our island home.

When the ladies retired to the parlor to allow the gentlemen their cigars and brandy, Ida Pennington cornered me near the fireplace.

"Your husband seems quite intent on impressing my Harold tonight," she observed, her tone sharpened with suspicion. "One might wonder why."

"Edmund values Mr. Pennington's expertise in the cotton trade," I replied smoothly. "He's always seeking to expand his knowledge."

"Hmm." Ida's eyes narrowed. "I've heard rumors, you know. About difficulties with the shipping company."

My heart stuttered, but I kept my expression serene. "Rumors are the currency of idle minds, Mrs. Pennington. Surely you don't traffic in such things."

She smiled, showing too many teeth. "Of course not, dear. I'm merely looking out for your interests. A wife should know where she stands."

I excused myself to check on the coffee service, my hands trembling slightly as I escaped to the kitchen. What rumors? What difficulties? Edmund shared nothing with me about the business, treating my questions like the idle curiosity of a child. But if others were whispering about problems, perhaps my unease had foundation after all.

The gentlemen rejoined us eventually, wreathed in cigar smoke and the satisfied air of concluded negotiations. Edmund caught my eye and nodded almost imperceptibly, a signal that the evening had gone well, that I had performed my role adequately.

I smiled and rang for more coffee.

The last carriage departed at half past ten, and the house settled into silence. Della had gone home hours ago, and I moved through the dining room alone, surveying the wreckage of our successful performance. Half-empty wine glasses, crumpled napkins, the lingering scent of cigar smoke and expensive perfume.

Edmund had disappeared into his study the moment our guests departed, closing the door behind him without a word of thanks or acknowledgment. I had grown accustomed to this, the way he shed his charming persona the instant it was no longer required, leaving me alone with the cleanup and the silence.

I began stacking dishes, though I knew I should leave them for Della to handle in the morning. The mindless work soothed me, gave my hands something to do while my thoughts circled like vultures over the evening's unsettling details.

The gardenia scent on Edmund's coat. His distracted manner before the guests arrived. That flicker of fear (or was it guilt?) in his eyes during dinner. Ida Pennington's poisonous hints about rumors and difficulties.

And beneath it all, the question that had been growing in my mind for months: What was Edmund hiding?

I paused at the window overlooking our garden, where the roses I had cut that morning still bloomed in the moonlight. My mother had loved roses. She had taught me to arrange them, to prune them, to coax beauty from even the most stubborn stems. She had also taught me to pay attention, to notice the small details that others overlooked.

"Trust your instincts, Beatrice," she had told me once, shortly before the fever took her. "A woman's intuition is her most valuable possession. Never let anyone convince you otherwise."

I was seventeen when she died. My father, Senator Henry Harrington, had retreated into his work and his grief, leaving me to manage a household far too young. When Edmund Whitmore had appeared two years later (charming, successful, eager to marry) Father had encouraged the match with relief rather than scrutiny.

Sometimes I wondered what my mother would have seen in Edmund that I had missed.

The study door opened, and Edmund emerged, his expression unreadable in the dim hallway light.

"Still awake?" he asked, as if my presence in my own home required explanation.

"I was tidying up." I gestured toward the dining room. "The dinner went well, I think."

"It did." He moved past me toward the stairs, offering nothing more.

"Edmund." The word escaped before I could stop it. "Is everything all right? With the business?"

He paused on the bottom step, his back to me. For a long moment, he didn't speak, and I found myself holding my breath.

"Everything is fine, Beatrice," he said finally. "Go to bed."

He climbed the stairs without looking back, and I heard our bedroom door close with quiet finality.

I stood in the empty dining room, surrounded by the remnants of our elaborate pretense, and felt the truth settle over me like a shroud. Something was wrong, terribly wrong, and my husband had no intention of sharing it with me.

I was his wife, his partner, the woman who managed his household and entertained his business associates and presented the image of prosperity he required. But I was not his confidante. I was not his equal. I was merely another piece of the facade he had constructed so carefully.

And tonight, for the first time, I found myself wondering what lay behind it.

Outside, the Gulf wind stirred the roses in my garden, carrying the salt-sweet scent of the sea. Summer storms were building on the horizon, as they always did this time of year. In a few weeks, the weather would turn, bringing the seasonal threats that every islander learned to watch for.

But the storm I sensed gathering had nothing to do with weather.

I extinguished the candles one by one, leaving the house in darkness, and climbed the stairs to the bedroom where Edmund already slept (or pretended to sleep) with his back turned toward my side of the bed.

I lay awake for hours, staring at the ceiling, listening to his breathing and the distant crash of waves against the shore. My mother's voice echoed in my memory, urging me to trust my instincts.

Something was coming. Something was wrong.

And I was utterly, completely alone in this gilded cage of a marriage, with no one to tell me what to do about it.


Chapter Two: Julia (Present Day)

 

The "Welcome to Galveston Island" sign appeared through my windshield just as the afternoon sun broke through the clouds, casting golden light across the causeway bridge. I had been driving for nearly four hours, my eight-year-old Honda Civic packed with boxes of books, two suitcases of clothes, and the last of my mother's china wrapped carefully in newspaper.

I rolled down the window and let the salt air fill the car, breathing deeply for what felt like the first time in months.

This was it. My fresh start.

The GPS guided me down Broadway Avenue, past grand Victorian homes and towering palm trees that swayed in the Gulf breeze. Galveston had always fascinated me, ever since I first read Erik Larson's account of the 1900 hurricane in graduate school. The deadliest natural disaster in American history, a city nearly wiped from existence, and yet here it stood, rebuilt and defiant. There was something deeply compelling about a place that refused to stay buried.

I found parking near the address Mitch Sutton had provided, a restored brick building on Broadway that housed the Galveston Historic Preservation Foundation. My hands trembled slightly as I checked my reflection in the rearview mirror, smoothing down hair that had gone frizzy in the humidity.

"You belong here," I told myself, a mantra I had been repeating since receiving the fellowship acceptance letter three months ago. "You earned this."

The words felt hollow, as they always did. Imposter syndrome, my therapist called it. The persistent belief that I had somehow fooled everyone into thinking I was competent, and that any moment now, someone would discover the truth.

I grabbed my bag and headed inside.

The Foundation office was cool and quiet, decorated with historical photographs of Galveston through the ages. I recognized several images from my research: the Strand in its heyday, the Beach Hotel before the storm, the devastating aftermath of September 8, 1900. Bodies stacked like cordwood. Buildings reduced to splinters. A city brought to its knees.

"You must be Julia."

I turned to find a man emerging from a back office, extending his hand with a warm smile. He was tall, with dark hair going gray at the temples and kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. Late thirties, maybe early forties. Something about him felt immediately trustworthy, though I had learned to be cautious about first impressions.

"Mitch Sutton," he said as I shook his hand. "Welcome to Galveston. How was the drive?"

"Long," I admitted. "But worth it. I've been looking forward to this for months."

"We've been looking forward to having you. Your proposal was impressive. The committee was unanimous in selecting you for the fellowship." He gestured toward his office. "Come on back. I have some things for you."

I followed him into a small but organized space, walls lined with books and filing cabinets. A large map of historic Galveston dominated one wall, dotted with colored pins marking various preservation projects. Mitch settled behind his desk and retrieved a set of keys and a thick three-ring binder.

"These are yours," he said, sliding the keys across the desk. "The house key and a spare. There's also a key to the storage shed in the backyard, though I'm not sure what's in there. Previous owners left some things behind over the years."

I picked up the keys, feeling their weight in my palm. My keys. To my house. Well, my house for the next year, at least.

"And this," Mitch continued, tapping the binder, "is everything we have on the property. Renovation work that's already been completed, what still needs attention, and information about the house's history." He opened it to a tabbed section near the back. "These are one-pagers on each of the previous owners, going back to the original family. Nothing too detailed, but it should give you a starting point for your research."

I flipped through the pages, scanning names and dates. The Whitmores, 1895 to 1901. The Hendersons, 1901 to 1904. The Castellos, 1904 to 1909. Page after page of families, none staying longer than a few years. The turnover seemed unusual for such a beautiful historic home.

"That's a lot of owners," I said.

Something flickered across Mitch's face, too quick to identify. "Old houses have their quirks. People move for all kinds of reasons."

I wanted to ask more, but he was already moving on, pulling a canvas tote bag from behind his desk.

"Welcome package," he said. "Some local guides, restaurant recommendations, a few essentials to get you started. The house is modestly furnished, just the basics. Bed, dresser, couch, armchair, small kitchen table. The sheets and towels are freshly laundered. There are some dishes and pots and pans in the kitchen, nothing fancy but functional."

"That's more than I expected," I said, genuinely touched by the preparation.

"We want our fellows to focus on their research, not on hunting for furniture." He smiled again, and I noticed the way it crinkled the corners of his eyes. "All bills are covered by the fellowship, including WiFi. The only thing you'll need to provide is food. There's a small grocery store down the street, and a few good restaurants within walking distance."

"Thank you. Really. This is incredibly generous."

"It's an investment," Mitch said. "We believe in the work you're doing. The 1900 storm shaped everything about this island, and yet so many of its stories remain untold. We're hoping you'll help us change that."

His words settled something in my chest, a small loosening of the anxiety I had been carrying for months. Someone believed in my work. Someone thought I had something valuable to contribute.

Maybe my mother had been right after all.

"I'll do my best," I said.

The Whitmore house stood at the end of a quiet street in the East End Historic District, a two-story Victorian with a wraparound porch and tall windows that caught the afternoon light. It had clearly been beautiful once, and with work, it could be beautiful again. The pale blue paint was peeling in places, and some of the gingerbread trim needed repair, but the bones were solid. This house had survived the worst storm in American history. It could survive me.

I parked on the street directly in front of the house and sat for a moment, just looking. This was where I would live for the next year. This was where I would write my dissertation, uncover forgotten histories, and hopefully figure out who I was supposed to be now that my mother was gone and my relationship with Mike was over and my father barely spoke to me.

No pressure.

The key turned smoothly in the lock, and I stepped into the foyer. The house smelled of lemon polish and old wood, with an underlying mustiness that spoke of rooms long closed. Afternoon light streamed through the windows, illuminating dust motes that danced in the air.

"Hello," I called out, feeling foolish. Who was I expecting to answer?

Silence.

I explored the ground floor slowly, orienting myself. A parlor to the left, empty except for the promised couch, armchair, and end table. A television sat on a simple stand against one wall. The dining room held the small kitchen table with its four chairs. The kitchen itself was dated but functional, with white cabinets and a gas stove that looked older than my car.

The binder Mitch had given me indicated that the kitchen and bathrooms had been updated in the 1970s, which explained the avocado-green tile in the half bath off the hallway. Some things were better left to future renovation phases.

I climbed the stairs to the second floor, running my hand along the worn banister. Three bedrooms and a full bath. The master bedroom at the front of the house had been set up for me, with a queen bed covered in a simple white quilt and a dresser that looked like it had seen better decades. But the sheets smelled clean, and the mattress seemed comfortable enough when I sat on its edge. A small laugh escaped my lips, giddy and unexpected. This was real. I was really here, in my own space, with a year stretching ahead of me full of nothing but research and restoration and the work I had dreamed about since graduate school.

The second bedroom was empty except for some built-in shelving. I could use it as an office, I decided. Plenty of room for my books and research materials.

The third bedroom was at the back of the house, smaller than the others, with a single window overlooking the backyard. I stepped inside and immediately noticed the temperature drop. The rest of the house had been warm, almost stuffy from being closed up, but this room was cold. Not unpleasantly so, just noticeably different. Perhaps a draft from the window, or some quirk of the old house's construction.

I made a mental note to check the weatherstripping and continued my exploration.

Back downstairs, I began unloading my car, making trip after trip until my boxes were stacked in the parlor and my suitcases sat at the foot of my new bed. The physical work felt good, grounding. I had spent too many months sitting in libraries and apartments, trapped in my own head. Here, at least, I had tangible tasks to accomplish.

As I carried the last box inside (my mother's china, precious and irreplaceable) I heard a sound from somewhere in the house. A soft creak, like a footstep on old floorboards.

I froze, listening.

Nothing.

"Old houses settle," I said aloud, my voice too loud in the empty space. "That's all it is."

I set the box down carefully and returned to the parlor, where I had left the binder. Settling onto the couch, I flipped to the section on previous owners and began to read.

The Whitmores had built the house in 1895. Edmund Whitmore, a shipping merchant, and his wife Beatrice. No children listed. Edmund had sold the property in 1901, just a year after the great storm. Beatrice's name did not appear on the sale documents.

I turned to the next page. The Hendersons had purchased the home in 1901 and sold it in 1904. No reason given for the sale. The Castellos followed, lasting until 1909. Then the Murphys, the Kleins, the Watsons. Family after family, each staying only a few years before moving on.

Mitch's words echoed in my mind. Old houses have their quirks.

What kind of quirks made a dozen families abandon a beautiful Victorian home?

Another sound reached me, this time from upstairs. A soft thump, like something falling. I told myself it was the house settling, or perhaps a branch brushing against a window. I told myself I was being ridiculous, letting my imagination run wild after a long drive and an emotional few months.

But I didn't go upstairs to check.

Instead, I pulled out my phone and texted Paige: Made it. House is gorgeous and creepy. Probably haunted. Will send pics tomorrow.

Her response came almost immediately: If you find a ghost, befriend it. You need more friends.

I laughed despite myself. Paige had been telling me for months that I needed to stop isolating, to let people back in. She wasn't wrong. Since my mother's death and the breakup with Mike, I had pulled away from almost everyone. Paige refused to let me disappear entirely, and Karla still texted me articles and research leads, but I had stopped being the friend who reached out first, who made plans, who showed up.

But that was the old Julia. The Julia who was stuck.

This Julia was going to be different. This Julia was going to immerse herself in work she loved, finish her dissertation, and figure out how to live again. This Julia was going to stop hiding from her grief and start building something new.

I looked around the empty parlor, at the boxes waiting to be unpacked and the walls waiting to be filled with evidence of my presence. Somewhere above me, the house creaked again, a long, slow groan of old wood adjusting to the cooling evening air.

"Just you and me," I said to the empty room. "Let's see what secrets you're hiding."

The house, of course, did not answer.

But as I sat there in the fading light, I could have sworn I felt something watching me. A presence, faint and distant, like the memory of perfume lingering in an empty room.

I shook off the feeling and went to find the grocery store Mitch had mentioned. I had a long year ahead of me, and I was going to need more than imagination to get through it.

I was going to need answers.


Chapter Three: Beatrice (1900)

 

The household accounts did not balance.

I sat at my escritoire in the morning room, the ledger open before me, running my finger down columns of figures I had copied from Edmund's study while he was at his office. This was not a task he assigned to me. In fact, he had made it clear that financial matters were his domain, not mine. But after last night's dinner party and Ida Pennington's poisonous hints about "difficulties," I found I could no longer ignore the unease that had been building in my chest for months.

The numbers told a troubling story. Our household expenses had increased significantly over the past year, yet I could not account for the difference. We employed the same number of servants. We hosted the same number of events. Our food and wine purchases remained consistent. So where was the money going?

Several entries made no sense to me at all. Large sums paid to names I did not recognize, for services never described. A payment to someone called R. Hartley for "consultation." Another to J. Dobson for "materials." Edmund's handwriting, his initials beside each entry, but no explanation of what these men had provided.

I set aside the ledger and rubbed my temples. Perhaps there were legitimate explanations. Perhaps these were business expenses that simply appeared in the wrong book. Edmund managed so many things I knew nothing about. He had always insisted this was for my own protection, that a lady should not trouble herself with the vulgar details of commerce.

But increasingly, I wondered if his protection was actually concealment.

The mantel clock chimed eleven, reminding me that I had a luncheon engagement. I closed the ledger and returned it to its hiding place behind my stationery box. Edmund need not know I had been examining our accounts. If I was wrong, there was no reason to create conflict. And if I was right... well, I would cross that bridge when I came to it.

Catherine Sterling's home on Broadway was smaller than ours but decorated with exquisite taste. She had an eye for beauty that I admired, a way of arranging spaces that made them feel both elegant and comfortable. Today her parlor held eight ladies of Galveston society, gathered around a table laden with finger sandwiches and petit fours and a crystal bowl of punch that sparkled in the afternoon light.

"Beatrice, you look lovely," Catherine said as she greeted me at the door. "That color suits you beautifully."

I had worn a day dress of soft green muslin, chosen specifically because it required no elaborate preparation. After my late night and troubled morning, I had little energy for fashion.

"Thank you for having me," I said. "Your home looks wonderful."

The other ladies were already assembled: Ida Pennington holding court from the best chair, Margaret Ashford silent as always beside her, and several others whose names I cycled through with practiced ease. We were the wives of Galveston's business elite, bound together by social obligation and the invisible rules that governed our world.

"Beatrice, dear," Ida called out as I entered, "we were just discussing the charity bazaar. You must tell us about the linens you're donating. I hear they're quite extraordinary."

I settled into an empty chair and accepted a cup of tea from Catherine's maid. "Just some pieces from my grandmother's collection. Handmade lace, mostly. I thought they might fetch a good price for the orphanage fund."

"How generous," Ida said, in a tone that suggested generosity might be masking something else entirely. "Edmund must be doing very well to allow you to part with family heirlooms."

I felt the barb beneath her words but let it pass. "Edmund has always supported my charitable work."

The conversation drifted to other topics: the summer heat, the upcoming concert series, the new fashions arriving from New York. I participated when required, laughed at the appropriate moments, expressed opinions that would offend no one. This was the performance of my life, the role I had been trained to play since girlhood. The perfect society wife, gracious and charming, never revealing the turmoil beneath.

But today the mask felt heavier than usual. I watched these women (some of whom I had known for years, none of whom I would call true friends) and wondered if any of them felt as hollow as I did. Did Margaret Ashford's perpetual silence conceal the same loneliness I carried? Did Catherine Sterling sometimes lie
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