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In honor of my three cats, Harry, Hermione, and Soup who continue to inspire my cat tales and in memory of those who came before them who remain in my heart and on my pages. 

It was Ginny Dixon’s wedding day. She was taking her vows at the Seashell Inn, her family-owned bed and breakfast in Cape May, New Jersey. Her mother was helping her brush out her long, honey blonde hair and sweep it up into a bun. She sat in front of the pedestal vanity that once belonged to her great-great-grandmother, Virginia Vance Granger, who’d lived at the inn when it first opened in 1888.

“You are such a lovely bride, Ginny,” her mother said as she added the pearl encrusted comb to Ginny’s hairdo. The comb was the traditional “something old.” It was found in a trunk in the inn’s attic along with Virginia Granger’s diary. Her mother thought it appropriate for Ginny to wear it as she walked down the aisle.

“Thank you, Mother,” Ginny said, gazing into the oval mirror, her cheeks flushed pink and her greenish blue eyes alight with excitement. “I can hardly believe I’m getting married today. I love Charles so much. Since we met at the inn, it’s the perfect spot to exchange our vows.”

Charles Balfour had checked in as a guest at the inn a year ago and had met Ginny over breakfast. He was a single businessman traveling to a conference in Atlantic City who decided to treat himself to a short vacation on the New Jersey shore afterward. That decision was fortuitous when Ginny agreed to show him the Victorian style town and beach area. Like a storybook romance, it was love at first sight for both of them.

“Let me help you into your gown, honey. The wedding guests and your groom will be here shortly,” Mrs. Dixon offered.

Ginny checked the grandfather clock next to her canopy bed. Its pendulum hands indicated it was twelve- thirty, just a half hour to the ceremony.

Growing up in what was known as a Victorian gingerbread house or a “Painted Lady,” Ginny had a special appreciation for the past. She’d begged her mother to let her read her great-great grandmother’s diary, but her mother had kept the book from her until now, promising Ginny she could read it on her wedding day.

She stood up as her mother helped her slip the antique silk and lace wedding gown over her head. The neckline and sleeves were beaded with pearls, and the veil flowed a few feet behind her. This beautiful garment had been lovingly preserved and passed down through generations of her maternal family to her, the only Dixon daughter.

Ginny surveyed herself in the full-length mirror propped outside her closet. She smiled at her reflection, for an instant envisioning her great-great grandmother whose portrait stood on her wall. The resemblance between the two women, almost one-hundred-thirty years apart, was striking.

Her mother smiled. “If Virginia Granger could see you now, she’d be happy that you were wearing her gown.” “I’m sure Grandma is, too,” Ginny said. 

“I’m surprised she’s not up here with you, helping me prepare.” “You know your grandmother. She’s more excited than me and happy to greet the guests while we have our mother/daughter time together.”

Ginny felt this was the right moment to ask. “Speaking of our time together, Mother, you said that I could read the diary on my wedding day. Can I see it now?”

Mrs. Dixon’s expression changed. Her wide smile thinned, and her light gray eyes darkened. “I’ll be sure to give it to you later, Ginny, but people may already be arriving. There isn’t much time for you to read it.”

Ginny recognized her mother’s attempt at delay. “I just want to skim it. Please, Mother. It will mean a lot to me. Since I was a little girl when you found Virginia’s trunk with her hair comb, diary, and other belongings, I’ve wanted to know what the diary said. I can’t understand why you’ve kept it from me all these years.”

“Sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to make a mystery out of it. If you insist, I’ll go get it right now. You keep prettying yourself up.”

Ginny’s mother returned a few minutes later holding the yellowed journal filled with Ginny’s ancestor’s words.

“I’ll leave you alone while you read it, but don’t take too long. You don’t want to keep Charles waiting.” She winked and closed the door behind her.

Opening the delicate book, Ginny handled the pages carefully afraid they might tear as she turned them. She was awed by how neat Virginia’s script was. She imagined her as a young woman on that very bed or at the roll top desk using a quill pen dipped in ink to record her daily experiences.

Ginny lay back on her bed, taking care not to wrinkle her gown, and immersed herself in the world of nineteenth-century Cape May. The words on the paper became images that played out a story in her mind.

♥♥♥
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Virginia loved the smell of saltwater in the air as it drifted over the beach. She loved watching the beautiful ladies accompanied by finely dressed gentlemen from Philadelphia or New York arrive in horse-drawn wagons from the Western Railroad Depot. This was summertime on Cape May Island, Eighteen hundred and eighty-eight, ten years past the great fire that had consumed over three- hundred sixty-five acres of the seaside resort that rivaled Newport and Atlantic City. A more intimate, less showy Cape May had emerged from the ashes. Virginia, nineteen- years old then, was proud to be a part of this Cape May. Although her family originally came from Philadelphia, they had moved to the Cape when she was seventeen. Her father had purchased a parcel of beach land and had commissioned Architect Button to build what was now the Seashell Inn.

As with every venture in Archibald Vance’s life, whether by his own initiative or someone else’s, whether by design or accident, the Seashell Inn prospered and became the place to stay on Cape May Island. From its aqua and coral guest rooms, each with its own private veranda view of Sunset Beach, to its magnificent Grand Lobby with its famous seascapes and gilded furniture, the Seashell Inn attracted guests from all over the Eastern seaboard. If her father regretted anything, it was that he could not share this special place with his wife. Clara Vance had died giving birth to Virginia. As much as the loss of his wife had been painful, Archibald had bestowed all of his affections on his daughter, giving her everything she asked for, answering any and all of her slightest whims. Nothing was too good for his Virginia. As a child, this caused irritation among other children in the neighborhood, as well as the family servants, whom Virginia considered jealous and inferior to herself—a notion supported by her father through his deeds. As she became an adult, this manifested itself in unkind and often unethical treatment of others.

When she was sixteen, for instance, Virginia had attended a ball in Philadelphia where she had noticed another girl wearing a dress very similar to her own. Although her clothes were handmade of the finest silks and brocades, she could not tolerate anyone upstaging her. To add insult to injury, the other girl had a two-inch thinner waist. Virginia had bumped “accidentally” into the girl feigning an unstable shoe heel. The fact that she was carrying a glass of cherry punch, which left a dark stain on the girl’s pale ivory chiffon, was also coincidental, according to Virginia. Her father knew better. Moreover, although he realized he was to blame for his daughter’s spoiled behavior, he knew it was too late for discipline. Instead, he decided to start anew and take Virginia away from Pennsylvania, where she had no friends or suitors because of her reputation.

The opportunity that presented itself in Cape May was ideal. It killed two birds with one stone, so to say. Archibald had loved the sea since his brief sojourn in the marines before settling down to city life with Clara Buchanan, the daughter of the heir to the Buchanan’s steel fortune. Since Clara had also been an only child, the money her father had left her upon his death had passed to Archibald and Virginia when Clara died. Yet money had never played a significant part in Archibald’s reason for marrying Virginia’s mother. No matter what others thought, Archibald knew that if Clara had not come from money, he would still have been able to make himself and his family a decent living. He was proving that with the Seashell Inn. It was his own venture, paid for with money wisely invested from the Buchanan Estate. On Cape May Island, he and Virginia could start a new life away from the competitiveness of the city.

The Vance’s had moved to Cape May with two of the servants they had retained from their Philadelphia home: their cook and housekeeper, Mrs. Louise Bender, and her daughter, Jane, who was Virginia’s private maid. Besides Virginia, her father, and the servants, there was one more member of the Cape May household that summer of 1888. This member had joined the family upon their arrival in New Jersey when Virginia had found a small orange kitten on the beach behind the inn. She had named the kitten “Seashell” and convinced her father to let him live with them. Seashell, the inn and the cat, were two years old the day Stephen Granger came to town.

Virginia was brushing her long golden hair in front of her vanity when Seashell jumped onto her bedroom window seat, alerting Virginia to the new arrivals checking into the Inn for the opening of the summer season. Putting down her brush, she joined Seashell at the window. Making his way to the Inn with an entourage of footmen was the handsomest man she had ever seen. Taller than her father who was six feet tall in his stockinged feet, the stranger had dark curly hair, broad shoulders, and wore a fine traveling suit. Virginia had been attracted to men back in Philadelphia, but
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