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  For Will Atkins




  







  




  The shore is smooth, the air cool and balmy, the surf sparkling surges upon the sands with the sound of music. Fair ladies with gallant gentlemen in high buggies meet

  buggies and pass them freighted in kind. It is romance-inspiring, this driving by the sea.




   




  Galveston Daily News




  May 24, 1868




   




   




  Tell all the Truth but tell it slant—




   




  Emily Dickinson




  







  PROLOGUE




  The Vigil




  October 1899




  There wasn’t nothing good about funerals. The very notion of them was a disturbance. I’ve told my kin, when my time comes, don’t lay me out for people to look

  at. Just close the coffin and bury me quick. But these Catholics had other notions. They stretched a funeral like nobody else could.




  That was how it was for Bernadette. She was laid out in the middle of her parlor with three sawhorses holding up the coffin. It was the second day of October, still full daylight and plenty

  warm, but Sister Camillus had lit three white candles. They were on a tall metal stand near the foot of the coffin. At the other end, a stand held a crucifix. That was what they called it. A

  crucifix. I didn’t like it, Jesus wearing a crown of thorns, His hands and feet nailed to the cross, and His bare ribs showing. It wasn’t seemly. I wished someone would move that thing

  but nobody did.




  A few hours before the vigil started, the neighbors showed up in their wagons. That set the dogs barking, and my two brothers had to go out and herd them into the barn. The neighbors came from

  up and down Galveston Island, and they came wearing black. The women were in their mourning dresses with their corsets pulled extra tight for the occasion. I’d done the same. The men wore

  suits, and their white collars were starched to stand up even when they took to tugging at them, sweat dribbling down the sides of their faces.




  The neighbor women brought baskets of food filled with platters of shrimp and oysters. They brought pans of corn-bread, bowls of purple-hull peas, and more cakes than I had room for on

  Bernadette’s kitchen table. They talked in low tones – ‘Ain’t it sad?’ ‘Don’t it break your heart?’ – the feathers on their hats

  bobbing as we put out the food. It was supper time but nobody ate. It didn’t seem right with Oscar standing by the coffin, his green eyes dulled with sorrow. There was no getting away from

  seeing him, the kitchen being the other half of the front room. Couldn’t keep from seeing the neighbor men, either, them clumped around Oscar. They turned their hats in their hands as they

  mumbled condolences; Daddy kept pinching the crown in his. My brothers weren’t much better but the married men were the most skittish. Their gazes skipped around until they found their wives.

  Don’t die, I could see the men think. Don’t leave me with our little ones, me not knowing what to do, me having to give them away or remarry quick. Don’t let me be like Oscar,

  widowed with a four-year-old boy.




  It was hurtful to watch.




  It didn’t take long for the men to drift away from Oscar and go out to the front veranda. That was where the neighbor children were. The boys sat on the wide-planked floor with their

  black-stocking legs poked between the railing posts so that their feet could dangle and swing. The little girls sat on the steps that led up to the veranda, their hair in braids and tied with

  ribbons. I saw them from the front kitchen windows, and I didn’t blame the men and the children for staying outside. There, the breeze whisked away the sweat. Outside, they could look at the

  sky with its high-riding puffed clouds. The house sat up on five-foot-high stilts and from the veranda, a person could see the rows of tall sand hills that were a quarter of a mile from the front

  of Bernadette and Oscar’s house. The Gulf of Mexico was on the other side of the sand hills and far off, at the horizon, a trail of steamships and schooners waited to come into

  Galveston’s port.




  On the veranda, the neighbor men shucked off their high collars and went to the dairy barn, some of them taking their children with them. At the barn, I figured the men did what came natural.

  They worked. They filled the water troughs, and they cleaned out the stalls. They worked so that Oscar wouldn’t worry overly about his milk cows.




  Likely Oscar wasn’t thinking about nothing else but Bernadette. As Mama said, he wasn’t but a shadow of himself since she took sick a week ago.




  When the vigil started, the Baptists mostly left and went on home. I wanted to do the same; I wanted to breathe air that wasn’t filled up with sadness. But Bernadette had been my friend

  since she and Oscar got married, and a person didn’t run out on friends.




  Neither would I run out on Oscar. My family had known him since he came to our end of the island. We were practically next-door neighbors, our house being only a mile and a half away. My

  brothers, Frank T. and Wiley, worked for Oscar and hauled milk to Oscar’s city customers. So I stayed for the vigil, and Mama did, too. Sister Camillus got down on her knees on the braided

  rug by the coffin, her all swallowed up in nun’s clothes so that only part of her face showed. She had her white rosary beads in her hands. Oscar was there, too, kneeling and holding a black

  rosary, it looking small in his broad hands that were scarred and nicked from hard work.




  I could hardly look at him. He was peaked pale, the sun washed out of his cheeks. But his necktie was knotted just so, and he was fresh shaved. Down on his knees, he kept his shoulders back and

  his bearing upright. He stayed that way all through the rosary praying – ‘Hail Mary, full of grace’ – each word sliding into the next. There was no end to that rosary; it

  called for a prayer for each bead and that thing was one bead after the next. But Oscar stayed steady. Likely he did it for Bernadette. It would hurt her hard to see him slump with sorrow.




  Leastways, Andre didn’t have to suffer through all the praying. The nuns saw to that. The day before Bernadette died, her burning up worse than before with malaria and retching up watery

  bile, two of the nuns came and took him to St. Mary’s. ‘He shouldn’t be in the house,’ Sister Camillus had told Oscar. ‘It’s worrying Bernadette. She can hear

  him crying for her.’




  I hadn’t liked them taking him, not one bit. Andre had cried, I wouldn’t say different. He asked for his mama, his little face puckered with puzzlement. But I was there seeing to him

  while Mama and Sister Camillus took turns nursing Bernadette. I washed his face in the mornings, saying how we had to scrub all them freckles of his. I helped him into his nightshirt at bedtime and

  made him say his prayers. When I cooked breakfast, dinner, and supper in Bernadette’s kitchen, Andre played under the table with his building blocks. ‘Miss Nan,’ he’d say,

  his black eyes with long eyelashes fixed on me. ‘I made me a fort. See?’




  ‘Ain’t that something?’ I’d say. When he cried for his mama, wanting to go into the bedroom to see her, I took him to the beach. There, he dug holes in the sand, his four

  dogs winding around him and dropping sticks for him to throw. When it was about time to go home, me and him picked the yellow sea daisies that grew in the sand hills. They were Bernadette’s

  favorite. We filled up a canning jar with them and when we got home, I’d knock on the closed bedroom door. If Mama or Sister Camillus said it was a good time, Andre took the flowers to his

  mama. As sick as she was, her eyes lit up when that little boy with his sun-browned cheeks and stand-up-straight cowlick came into the room.




  That was how it was during the first four days of Bernadette’s sickness. Then she got worse and Andre went to St. Mary’s that was down the beach about a half-mile. St. Mary’s

  was an orphanage filled from corner to corner with children. The nuns were good to the orphans, I wouldn’t say different. And Bernadette was partial to the nuns. ‘They took me

  in,’ she said about them. ‘I won’t ever forget what they did for me.’ But it wasn’t the same for Andre. He had a home. I expected Oscar to buck the nuns about taking

  Andre while Bernadette was sick. Oscar thought the sun rose and set on that little boy, and Andre was the same way about his daddy. But Oscar let the nuns take him.




  That was what ran through my mind during the vigil. Andre at the orphanage, waiting for his daddy to come get him. That vigil went on and on, all them beads to be prayed over. When it finally

  ended, the Catholics weren’t ready to quit. The funeral mass was the next day at St. Mary’s. The chapel was so crowded with neighbors that the orphans had to sit squashed together. Some

  city people were there, too, done up in high-quality clothes. The women’s hats were showy with big bows and long feathers, and the men had barbershop shaves. I figured they all were

  Oscar’s customers, and I didn’t pay them much attention. My mind was on Andre.




  I saw him right off when me, Mama and Daddy, and my brothers came into the chapel before the service started. He was with Oscar in the front row, them two sitting pressed as close to each other

  as they could get. I could have cried if I was given to doing such. Bernadette’s coffin wasn’t more than a few yards from them.




  Daddy made us sit in back, saying how we weren’t Catholics. Mama didn’t like it. ‘We’re nearly kin,’ she’d whispered.




  ‘Nearly kin ain’t the same as being,’ Daddy whispered back.




  ‘Well,’ Mama said. ‘Maybe.’ She sat down and the hymn-singing started, but I didn’t know the words. Next, the priest showed up and all through the kneeling and

  praying, I thought how proud Bernadette would be, her little boy being brave, not a peep out of him.




  From the day he was born, she fussed over him. She called him mon cher ’tit chou. That was Cajun talk for my little sweetheart, Bernadette had told me. She was from the swamps

  over there in Louisiana. But now Andre was a poor motherless child. That was what the neighbor women called him when the service was finally over and we walked together to our wagons and buggies

  that were parked off to the side of the chapel. Oscar couldn’t raise him alone, they said. No man could. Then somebody said, ‘The nuns’ll take good care of Andre, leastways until

  Oscar remarries.’




  I kept my mouth shut. The neighbors didn’t know. They weren’t there on the day Bernadette died like I was. I’d been washing her parlor windows, keeping the house up like she

  would, when Mama came out of the bedroom. ‘Nan,’ she’d said, ‘Bernadette wants to see you.’




  It took everything I had to walk down the hall and into the bedroom. The room had a bad sour smell, Sister Camillus and Oscar sat on either side of the bed, and I hardly knew Bernadette. She

  laid on her side, slick with feverish sweat and pasty-colored. Her lips were cracked and bloody. She was nothing but skin and bones other than her belly, swelled with the baby she was expecting

  come Christmas. Oscar got up so I could take his place.




  I took Bernadette’s hand. It was burning hot and her black eyes glittered. ‘I’m here,’ I said, pressing her hand to my cheek. Across from me, Sister Camillus’ brown

  eyes bored into mine. She didn’t like me, plain as day. Bernadette licked her lips. Then she came right out and told me to look after Andre.




  ‘Now you stop that talk,’ I told her. ‘Ain’t nothing all that wrong with you. Just a little fever, that’s all.’




  Bernadette shook her head. She knew different. The priest had been there that morning. ‘Nan,’ she said. ‘Please.’




  ‘Bernadette,’ Sister Camillus said. ‘Dear.’




  ‘Forgive me, Sister.’ She swallowed hard like her throat wasn’t working right. She said, ‘Please. Nan.’




  ‘You’re going to get better,’ I said. ‘I just know it.’ But Oscar, standing beside me, likely couldn’t take it no more. ‘Promise,’ he said to me,

  that word coming out hard. ‘Say you will,’ he said. So I did, squeezing out the words, tears in my voice.




  I thought about my promise when we left the chapel. Most of the neighbors went on home – chores were calling – but some of us lined up our buggies and wagons, one after the other,

  and went up the island to the cemetery in the city. We traveled along the beach road, the tide being low and the sand by the water’s edge packed down hard. To our right, the gulf sparkled

  like cut glass in the afternoon sun. Me, Mama, and Daddy were crowded up in the buggy while my brothers, Frank T. and Wiley, followed behind us in the wagon. The surf was a soft roar, and we

  didn’t say nothing, sadness likely wearing us all down.




  The sand crunched under the buggy wheels, and up in the sky, long strings of pelicans floated on currents of air, their wings spread wide. Oscar was partial to pelicans and liked to count them.

  I hoped that he saw them as he rode with Sister Camillus on the buckboard of the wagon that carried Bernadette. Andre wasn’t with them. He’d been left behind at St. Mary’s; could

  be somebody thought he’d had enough. When we got to the cemetery and the priest found more to say before Bernadette was lowered into the grave, I hoped Oscar thought about pelicans, all light

  and airy up in the sky. Maybe they’d make him remember who Bernadette had been before she took sick.




  It’d be easy for him to let the nuns keep Andre. It’d be easy for him to send Andre to his kin up in Ohio. That was where Oscar was from. Most men would do one or the other: a man

  couldn’t raise a child alone. Most would forget the promise I’d made, me not being kin. But when the priest finally ran out of prayers, when it was all over, the gravediggers waiting

  under the tree for us to leave, Oscar came over to me.




  ‘I’m bringing Andre home,’ he said. ‘Later today.’




  ‘He’ll be purely glad,’ I said.




  The next morning, well before dawn, I let myself into the dark house and took up caring for Andre.




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  Dayton, Ohio




  January 1900




  Gossip. Breathless whispers. Circles of women in parlors perched on the edges of settees, the pointed gray tips of their shoes showing from beneath their dark skirts, their

  wide-brimmed hats casting shadows. Teacups in hand, they leaned close to one another. This was how I imagined them.




  ‘Did you hear?’ they must have said.




  ‘No. What?’




  ‘Catherine Wainwright was seen with Edward Davis. In Columbus. At the theater.’




  ‘Together? So far from home? Just the two of them?’




  ‘Her hand was on his arm.’




  I pictured the women gasping, drawing back, stunned to silence. It was January in Dayton, Ohio. Flames leapt in parlor fireplaces, the burning wood cracked and popped, startling the women. In my

  mind’s eye, I saw them glance at their wedding bands, thinking of their husbands and then thinking of me, Catherine Wainwright.




  ‘But Edward Davis’ wife?’ someone surely said. ‘Does she know?’




  ‘The doctor had to be called.’




  The women fluttered their hands. They had drawn close again, the circle tightening.




  ‘Poor Alma Davis,’ they must have said. ‘She’s so very frail.’




  ‘And the children, those two sweet little girls.’




  Whispers swirled, rushing from house to house. My mother came to the Algonquin Hotel where I lived on the fourth floor, her face covered with a black veil. As soon as she stepped into my sitting

  room, she raised her hand and slapped me. ‘Your cousin’s husband,’ she said. ‘How could you?’




  My cheek stinging, I kept my gaze fixed on her dark blue hat, its ostrich feathers seeming to quiver with outrage.




  She said, ‘Do you know what this is doing to the family? Your uncle is furious. This is his daughter’s life you’re destroying. As if she hasn’t suffered enough. And my

  husband, the shame is unbearable. No doubt his clients know and as for the clerks, well, one knows how those people can gossip. The humiliation, Catherine. Look at me. Do you know what you have

  done to your cousin? To me?’




  There was nothing to say to that. My mother said, ‘Do something. Now.’




  Darling Edward, I wrote. I must see you.




  The surge of gossip condemned me. The women, some of whom had been childhood friends, stopped speaking to me. They were the leading citizens; their fathers and husbands were

  Dayton’s innovators. Their families owned and managed the paper mills, the factories, and the foundries. They were the producers of fine stationery, computing scales, and sewing machines. At

  the milliner’s, these women lifted their chins and looked past me. At the dressmaker’s, they turned away, lips pressed tight. Although my father had been a designer of bridges, I had

  not been part of this circle of women for years. I had moved from Dayton when I was eighteen and returned only a year ago. I had not married; I was a pianist and practiced for hours on end. On

  those occasions when I did join the circles of women for tea or for discussions about literature, I had little to add when conversation turned to domestic matters and to the rearing of children.

  Now I had given the women of Dayton cause to rise up against me. In mid-January, the first note arrived in my mailbox at the hotel.




  

    

      Dear Miss Wainwright,




       




      There has been a change in plans. I regret to inform you that I must cancel your performance at our dinner party. There is one more thing. I regret to inform you that my child no longer

      requires piano lessons.




       




      Cordially,




      Mrs Olive Parker


    


  




  More notes followed, each one nearly verbatim to the first. The women were not cordial and they showed little regret. No one smiled at me or had a kind word. No one asked for my version of the

  truth. Instead, behind my back, they whispered, and I did not have to be with them to hear what they said.




  ‘This is what happens when a woman goes to college.’




  ‘And never marries.’




  ‘And works for a living.’




  ‘And lives in a hotel.’




  January became February. The clouds were gray and low, and the snow was ankle deep. My income dwindled with each canceled performance and lesson, the undercurrent of gossip shattering my life.

  The family, even distant cousins, all sided with Edward’s wife. I stopped attending services at First Presbyterian, and invitations to family occasions ceased. In my sitting room, I turned on

  every incandescent lamp and tried to read my favorite novels, but the stories that once enthralled now unnerved me. Alone and with time on my hands, I imagined the whispers, rushing and

  lapping.




  ‘Did you hear?’




  ‘No. What?’




  ‘Catherine Wainwright has been throwing herself at Edward Davis for years. Since Alma first became ill.’




  ‘But she was living in Pennsylvania when that happened to poor Alma. In Pittsburgh, wasn’t it?’




  ‘Philadelphia, I believe. Edward Davis traveled there for business, but that wasn’t enough, not for Catherine Wainwright. He’s the reason she moved back to Dayton.’




  Dearest, I wrote to Edward, bills collecting on my desk. Together we can weather this. But I must see you.




  I dined alone at the hotel dining room. There, crystal chandeliers cast flickering spectrums of blue, yellow, and red onto my white linen tablecloth. Only a few of the

  residents – elderly widowers and bachelors – acknowledged me with smiles and brief greetings. I was just as restrained: two of the men had slipped notes under my door, their suggestions

  shocking me. The waiters in their black wool suits and long white aprons ignored me. I was the last to be served, and my meals arrived cold. It seems there has been an oversight, the hotel

  manager wrote at the bottom of my hotel bill. We have yet to receive payment for the past month.




  I refused to take my meals in my sitting room. I refused to hide. My friendship with Edward was not ugly and vile. We were companions; we enjoyed one another’s company. Divorce was out of

  the question; I had silenced Edward every time he considered it. His wife had suffered a paralyzing stroke minutes after the birth of their second child, and she could not be abandoned.




  Now, our secret exposed, I was shunned and forced to dole out my savings, draining the last of my inheritance from my father. I paid bits and pieces of the bills that came from the hotel, the

  dressmaker, and the milliner. I took walks as though the wind that blew from the river was not cold and brittle. I passed the churches on Third Street and the shops on Main. Wearing my navy wool

  coat trimmed in fur, my hands in a muffler, I stepped around thin patches of ice, the bare elm trees stark against the gray sky. On First, Wilkinson, and Perry Streets I felt the women watching

  from their parlor windows. Let them see me, I thought, my shoulders back and my bearing rigid. Through my years as a pianist I had learned never to show dismay at mistakes, never to wince, never to

  frown, but to continue on as if nothing had happened.




  On the first of March, I went to my mother and asked for a loan.




  ‘Marriage,’ she said, her eyes hard with disapproval. The etched lines around her lips deepened. ‘Do as I had to.’




  I heard the accusation in her voice. I was an only child and my father had doted on me. He was proud of my career. Prior to my return to Dayton, I was a pianist with an all-woman ensemble in

  Philadelphia and on occasion, he sent generous gifts of money to supplement my income. When he died from a weak heart four years ago, my inheritance, small as it was, angered my mother. She

  considered that money to be hers, not mine. Two years later, her money dwindling, she remarried.




  Now, as she wrote a bank check to cover one month’s expenses, she said, ‘You’re twenty-nine, soon to be thirty. You should have married years ago. You should have children by

  now. You should have a husband to look after you.’ She held out the check, and all at once, her voice softened. ‘Catherine, please. Find someone to marry. For your sake. Do it

  quickly.’




  I wrote to the other two women in my ensemble telling them that I missed them and the music. If you need a pianist, I can be there within the week. They had been furious when I left a

  year ago. Now, they did not respond.




  My thoughts in turmoil, I was unable to sleep, and my complexion turned sallow. I searched through my storage trunks and sorted old correspondence. I wrote letters to former suitors and to

  friends who lived in the East. Such good times we had, I penned in letter after letter. It would be lovely to see you again. Every day, I waited for the mail. I am

  married, former suitors wrote. A visit would be nice, friends wrote. But the children keep me so busy these days.




  I considered the elderly sagging widowers and the whiskery rotund bachelors who lived at the hotel. Marriage to any one of them would be the final humiliation and the very idea of it repulsed

  me.




  I wrote to Edward.




  

    

      March 18, 1900




      My dear,




       




      You and I have spoken often of touring the art museum in Cincinnati, and I long to see it now. It would be so lovely to meet you there. We would arrive, of course, on separate

      trains.




       




      Yours,




      Catherine


    


  




  His response came five days later. Catherine. This is impossible. Find a new life for yourself. Go abroad, see the grand concert halls in Europe.




  Stung, I told myself that these could not be Edward’s words. Someone had dictated his response. He was caught in a maze of gossip as was I. His hands were tied, he could not see me, not

  now. The gossip would fade; it was a matter of time. I understood that we could not continue our friendship; I knew it was over. All I wanted was one final hour with Edward to say goodbye. And then

  what? I thought, but could not answer.




  I kept to my practice schedule as if all were well and as though I had upcoming engagements. I played mid-mornings and early afternoons on the Sohmer baby grand in the empty

  ballroom at the hotel. My fingers, though, were clumsy and awkward. Even Beethoven, Mozart, and Chopin had deserted me.




  In the bottom of one of my trunks, I found eleven letters from Oscar Williams, someone whom I had known since I was a child. He was a few years older than I, and his father had delivered coal to

  our furnace in the basement. After school and during the summers, Oscar worked with his father, the two of them driving through the alleys of Dayton, their wagon piled high with coal. ‘I like

  how you play the piano,’ Oscar told me once, ducking with shyness. He had stopped me on the lawn at Central High School as I was leaving with a few of my classmates. Oscar was tall and lanky,

  and his eyes were a deep green. My friends teased me and called him the coal man’s son but I was flattered by his compliment and by the admiration in his voice. There was something else, too.

  In spite of his shyness, he was direct and without guile, qualities that set him apart from most of the boys who escorted me home from school or who signed my dance cards at cotillions.




  Several months after Oscar had stopped me on the lawn, I realized that I hadn’t seen him at school. I made roundabout inquiries. Oscar’s father’s cough had worsened and

  he’d died from a lung disease. Oscar was now the coal man and supported his mother and his younger sister and two brothers. During the spring of 1887, though, he found the time to attend my

  public recital. Just as I had walked out onto the stage at Music Hall, I saw Oscar slip into the back row. After, he waited for me in the lobby. ‘Listening to you takes me someplace

  else,’ he said. ‘Someplace new.’




  The coal man, I reminded myself. He was charming in an unpolished way, but he was not like the young men with whom I kept company. His suit was too small. His white shirt, although clean and

  pressed, was worn at the cuffs. Coal dust was ground into the skin around his nails.




  The summer of 1888, between finishing high school and starting at the music conservatory, I caught glimpses of Oscar at the Saturday evening concerts held at Lakeside Park. He was often alone,

  while I was usually with other young women, my former classmates from Central High. Alma, my cousin who would marry Edward a few years later, was one of these friends. Oscar would tip his hat to me

  and I’d nod, my smile faint as my friends teased. ‘Unrequited love,’ they said about him. ‘He’s always admired you. But . . .’ That one word was enough to

  dismiss Oscar Williams. We came from homes with pillared entrances and tall arched windows. Our fathers wore starched collars and their shoes were polished to a high gleam. Oscar was not one of

  us.




  That September, I received a letter from him, surprising me.




  

    

      Dear Miss Wainwright,




       




      I have left Ohio and am Making my Own Way as a Hand at the Circle C Ranch. It is 22 miles south and west of Amarillo, Texas. It is Hot here and Flat. There is Not Much in the way of

      Trees. Some of the Fellows here are Mexican. They are Teaching Me the Tricks of the Trade. Anything is better than hauling and shoveling Coal.




       




	  

      Sincerely Yours,


	  Oscar Williams


	  



    


  




  I had not intended to respond. In five days, I was to leave for Oberlin College in northern Ohio, but out of politeness I wrote him a brief note.




  Our correspondence continued for several years with months of silence between letters. I graduated from college and joined the ensemble in Philadelphia. Oscar left Amarillo, moved to Galveston

  – There is Water on all Sides, he wrote – and found work on a dairy farm. Eventually he bought the dairy and when that happened, he proposed marriage. That was six years ago,

  and my response had ended our correspondence. Now, in a fit of panic and unable to sleep, I wrote to him.




   




  

    

      March 30, 1900




      Dear Mr Williams,




       




      It is with fond memories that I think of you. My goodness, you have been in Galveston, Texas, for so many years now. Have you forgotten your Dayton friends? I trust that all is well with

      you and that your dairy business thrives.




      I have returned to Dayton to enjoy the company of my mother. She is well, as am I. I do, however, eagerly await the balmy days of summer. Do you recall Lakeside Park? And the concerts by

      the river? The newspapers report that the concerts will resume in early June. I wonder if the bands will be the same as the ones that once delighted our hearts.




       




      Sincerely yours,




      Catherine Wainwright


    


  




  April, and more bills. I sought distraction and several times a week, I found myself at the public library. There, I wandered the stacks of books or sat in the reading room

  with a book on my lap. One morning, I rode the trolley that Edward took to his office at Barney & Smith Railcar Works on Keowee Street. I sat in the middle of the trolley car, surrounded by men

  in business suits, my chin up but my heart turning at the sight of Edward as he boarded, so handsome in his dark blue pinstripe suit, his mustache freshly trimmed. When he saw me, shock, then fear

  flashed across his face. For a moment, I believed he was going to turn around and get off the trolley but there were people behind him boarding. Without looking again at me, he walked down the

  aisle and sat somewhere behind me.




  I considered moving to Cincinnati or to Columbus. I could place notices in the newspapers seeking pupils who wanted to study the piano. Mothers would invite me to their homes and interview me in

  their parlors as we sipped tea served in bone china. ‘Why did you leave Dayton?’ each one would say. ‘And what about your references? My husband insists, you understand.’

  Their smiles would be sweet as if references were not important to them.




  A letter came from Oscar Williams. His penmanship was precise even if his grammar was not.




  

    

      April 22, 1900




      Dear Miss Wainwright,




       




      I was Surprised to hear from You. I figured You had Forgotten me. I figured you were Married.




      Do You still play the Piano? I recall your Music and how it was like Nothing I Heard before. As for Me, I have 33 Jerseys, most good Milkers. 2 Men work for Me. My farm is a half of a

      mile from The Gulf Of Mexico Sand hills. A Mile Behind us is Offatts Bayou, big as a lake. West Bay feeds into it.




      I have a Good piece of Land and the Saltgrass is Hardy. Fresh Water is Plentiful. I have a Son. He is 5. My Wife died the first of October.




       




      Sincerely Yours,




      Oscar Williams


    


  




  A dairy farmer. A widower with a child. Someone I had not seen in years. I set Oscar’s letter aside. Morning after morning during April, I rode the trolley, the oaks and elms along the

  avenues budding and leafing as the air turned mild. Edward came to expect me, searching for me when he boarded. Our eyes would meet for the briefest of moments but that was enough. Tomorrow, I

  thought. He’ll speak to me tomorrow. But every morning, he looked away.




  I reread the letter from Oscar Williams. Six years ago, his marriage proposal had shocked me. Surely he understood that I had maintained the correspondence out of kindness. I had a career. My

  ensemble played in concert halls and in the homes of Philadelphia’s leading citizens.




  Now, he was the only person whose letter was not cold or indifferent. I pushed aside the unpaid bills on my desk and composed my next note.




  

    

      May 1, 1900




      Dear Mr Williams,




       




      I am saddened by the news of your wife. Please accept my heartfelt condolences. Surely it is an unspeakable loss, and I fear that my expression of sympathy does little to ease your

      sorrow. But, Mr Williams, it lightens my heart to hear that you are not alone. You have a son and my goodness, so many cows. However do you manage it all? I greatly admire your many

      accomplishments.




      Yes, I still play the piano. It is kind of you to remember.




       




      With affection,




      Catherine Wainwright


    


  




  His response came three weeks later. It was brief but filled with details about his dairy farm. The Barn sits on a Raised up bed of Oyster Shells and dirt. It can rain hard here. It is big

  enough for Five more Cows. Then, My boy’s name is Andre.




  By the end of May the note from the hotel manager carried a different tone. I was four months in arrears. If I did not settle my account immediately, I was to vacate my rooms by the end of

  June.




  I responded to Oscar’s letter and expressed interest in his barn and in his son. I sorted through my jewelry and sold two necklaces and a pair of earrings to a jeweler whose speculating

  glances further humiliated me. I considered asking my mother for another loan but that would call for begging. It would mean she could dictate what I must do and whom I must marry. I considered

  again moving to Cincinnati or to Columbus but my courage had slipped. As unforgiving as Dayton was, I could not imagine being alone in an unfamiliar city, my money almost gone. I made arrangements

  to move to a boarding house where I would share a room with another woman. I wrote again to Oscar. Whatever is it like to live on an island in Texas?




  Near the end of June, I received the letter I had been waiting for and yet dreading.




  

    

      Dear Miss Wainwright,




       




      I am not a Rich Man but I am not Poor either. My Dairy is Fair sized and I am free of Debt. Miss Wainwright, will You consider Marrying Me? My Son is in need of a Mother. I am in need of

      a Wife. I will make You a good Husband and Provider. But there is Something You should know. Galveston is not like Dayton. And there is Something else. Me and my Boy are Catholics. I converted

      and my Boy was baptized one. But I will not push It on You.




       




      Sincerely Yours,




      Oscar Williams


    


  




  I held the letter, trying to put together the images of a farmhouse, a small child, and a life of rituals far removed from my own. I tried to put shape to Oscar, but with the arrival of his

  offer his image had blurred, reminding me how little I knew him.




  I reread Edward’s correspondence, touching his cursive script with my forefinger, tracing each letter on the linen stationery. I enjoyed our conversation, he had written two

  months after we’d met during the Christmas season of 1895. His penmanship was slanted, the j and i not dotted, but the t crossed with a brief dash. I will be in

  Philadelphia next month, he’d written in April of 1897, his wife a confirmed invalid by then. Perhaps you might accompany me to the art museum there. Three years ago, that

  invitation both shocked and thrilled me. Now, I saw his words as his wife might. He had pursued me. Surely, if I reminded him of those letters, he would be willing to provide for me.




  The silk drapes at my sitting-room window rustled in the mild summer breeze. Below, the street was busy. Several buggies passed by, and on the sidewalks, women wearing feathered hats carried

  shopping baskets. At the opposite corner, two men in business suits and derbies stood talking. All of them were going about their day, occupied with their lives, their worries and problems perhaps

  nibbling at their thoughts as they searched for solutions.




  Blackmail. I had fallen to that. Edward would despise me. Just as I would despise myself.




  I read Oscar’s letter again. He offered escape from my debts, from my mother’s rejection, and from certain poverty. He offered escape from myself.




  The next morning, I sat at the baby grand in the empty hotel ballroom, the keyboard covered. My face was drawn and my eyes ached from lack of sleep. I had sent my answer in yesterday’s

  late afternoon post. Yes, Mr Williams, I responded. I will marry you.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  Galveston, Texas




  The wind gusted. The train rocked. Sea spray splattered the windows. I gripped the armrests of my seat as we skimmed above choppy white-capped waves. I had understood that

  Galveston was an island but until now, I had not realized just how unattached it was to the rest of Texas.




  The train’s ventilation system had stopped and the car was stuffy and warm. The woman who sat across from me opened her silk fan, unfolding a painted picture of snow-covered mountains.

  ‘We’re crossing West Bay,’ she said to me as she waved her fan before her round, glistening face. Her words were drawn long with a Southern accent. ‘Our bridges are the

  longest in the world. Three miles if they’re an inch.’




  My father had designed bridges and if this were one of his, I would have faith in its piers and bracings. Instead, I kept my gaze on my lap, unable to look at the other rickety wood train

  trestles that ran parallel to us, the waves breaking against their thin wood piers.




  ‘Smelling salts,’ the woman said. ‘That’s what I suggest if this is your first crossing.’




  ‘I’m fine,’ I said.




  The train shimmied. Low murmurs filled the car, the passengers reassuring one another. My seat was second class, and I rode with my back to the front of the car. The woman facing me swayed. The

  man on the other side of the aisle held himself still as if his least movement might tip the train. Feeling ill, I closed my eyes.




  I had left Dayton three days ago with Oscar Williams’ last letter in my cloth purse. He had not referred to the wedding nor had he mentioned where I would stay. Instead, there were details

  of train schedules and railroad routes. The journey from Dayton to Galveston called for changing trains in St. Louis, Little Rock, and Houston. In each station, I was surrounded by strangers while

  I spent long hours sitting on benches waiting to make my connections. After eight months of being shunned, I was disconcerted by the suddenness of being in such close quarters with so many people.

  I held a novel open on my lap but the words ran together, and I couldn’t recall the sentences I had just read. On board, the trip was a series of frequent stops and delays at small-town

  depots. Beyond the exchange of brief pleasantries with my fellow passengers, I kept to myself and watched the blur of farmlands, the river crossings, and woods that existed along the railroad

  tracks. Each mile traveled took me farther west and then south from Dayton. Each one brought me closer to a life so different from what I knew.




  I opened my eyes. We were still crossing the bay – three miles, I thought – and now a crowd of steamships, tugboats, and schooners had come into view.




  ‘The last time I crossed the bay, it was storming,’ the woman across from me said. She wore a wedding band and her fingers were plump. ‘Gracious, that was quite the adventure.

  But today, we have blue skies and as for this breeze, why it’s little more than a puff.’




  ‘How fortunate,’ I said. I imagined the train tumbling off of the trestle, the car sinking and filling with water. The window, streaked with grimy water, was locked closed. I’d

  have to unfasten the locks and pull the window down. I might escape, but I didn’t know how to swim. Even if I did, my heavy plum-colored skirt would wrap and drag around my legs.




  ‘Nearly there,’ the woman said, putting on her gloves.




  The train floated above small islands of tall rippling grass and low dense bushes. We crossed over shallow reedy marshes where long-necked white birds stood motionless. The train sloped down. We

  bumped off of the trestle and onto land held firm by the occasional grove of listing short bushy trees.




  I leaned as far back in my seat as my bustle and the brim of my hat allowed.




  The train slowed, passing rows of storage sheds, warehouses, and grain elevators where Negro men unloaded wood crates from unhitched railroad cars. We passed along a wharf, the train running

  parallel to steamships and sailing ships held secure to the docks with massive ropes. Cranes hoisted containers from these ships, the straining men slick with perspiration.




  I was in Galveston, Texas, a thousand miles from home.




  The high arched granite walls and the turrets of Union Station shaded the platform, where I stood beside my two traveling trunks and column of hatboxes. People swirled around

  me, some of them hurrying up the stairs to catch the train on the other side of the platform, while others greeted passengers who had just arrived. Negro porters maneuvered through the crowds

  pushing dollies weighed down with trunks and bags. Up and down the tracks, trains hissed and black steam poured out of smokestacks. The air was thick and sultry, and smelled of oil, metal, and

  brine. I searched the faces of the men, but none of them were familiar, not even those whose glances lingered on me. I will Meet your International and Great Northern Train, Oscar had

  written in his last letter. I will be on the platform at Union Station, Galveston, Texas the Morning of August 29, 1900. Perhaps it was my hat that confused him, the upper portion of my

  face hidden in the shadow of the brim. Or perhaps it was the vagueness of memory. It had been twelve years since we’d last seen one another.




  I left my trunks and my hatboxes, and walked along the platform looking for any man who was alone, then looking for one accompanied by a small boy. The heat was oppressive and rank from so many

  unwashed people, their wool clothes splotched dark with perspiration. Black-haired unshaven men in mussed shirts and trousers herded their families around the platform, the women in brown and gray

  dresses and head-scarves, some of them carrying babies while other children clung to their skirts.




  I returned to my trunks and hatboxes.




  The crowd on my side of the platform began to thin. A few tracks over, passengers boarded a train from the opposite platform. I straightened my hat; a young man jostled me. ‘My apologies,

  ma’am,’ he said without looking at me.




  I found Oscar’s letter in my cloth bag and checked the date. August 29, 1900. Today. I smoothed loose strands of hair into place and pinched each earlobe, securing my black

  crystal dropped earrings. To my right, a girl with her hair tied back with a yellow ribbon held a child, shifting him from hip to hip. Farther down, a man in a suit and hat stood near the edge of

  the platform smoking a cigarette while checking his pocket watch, the chain looped from his vest.




  My white shirtwaist was damp from the heat, and I longed for a drink of cool water. I found my handkerchief in my cloth purse and patted my forehead. Something must have happened to Oscar;

  something had delayed him.




  The girl with the child left. Two men jumped down from the platform and began to unhitch the engine car from the train I had arrived on. Their faces were red and streaked with perspiration as

  they worked, the metal hitch screeching, grinding, the bolts loosening.




  Oscar had changed his mind. Someone from Dayton had written to him; he had heard the ugly rumors about me. Perhaps his sister or one of his brothers had told him. I had seven dollars, enough for

  a few nights in a modest hotel. I could find a rooming house and make the money stretch a week. I would have to sell my earrings, a gift from Edward. In Dayton, I could not bear the thought of

  parting from them, but now, if Oscar had abandoned me, they were all I had.




  I dabbed at my forehead with my gloved fingers.




  At the far end of the platform, the man with the pocket watch looked my way, the cigarette between his lips and his head tilted slightly as if asking a question. He was cleanshaven and his face

  was brown from the sun. The brim of his bowler hat was wider than most, but I was able to see that his hair was light brown. Like Oscar Williams’. But this man was bigger than I remembered

  him to be; this man was broader. He was tall, though, like Oscar.




  I looked away, then back. He slid the watch into his vest, dropped his cigarette onto the platform, and put it out with the toe of his boot. He began to walk my way, his footsteps loud on the

  platform.




  Relief rushed through me. I averted my eyes, needing to reclaim my poise, and all at once, I heard the parlor room whispers. ‘The coal man.’ ‘The dairy farmer.’

  ‘Catherine Wainwright has gotten what she deserves.’




  He was just a few yards off. A beating sound pulsed in my ears. I felt myself teetering. The instant I spoke to him, the person I was, Catherine Wainwright the pianist, would disappear.

  Something began to shift and splinter inside of me. I turned away and as I did, I was once again in Dayton. The oaks were leafing and the air was mild. I was on the trolley, and Edward had walked

  past me.




  ‘Miss Wainwright?’




  The dairy farmer. The man who had written that his son was in need of a mother and he was in need of a wife. The man who said he would be a good husband and provider. The man who had once

  attended my piano recitals.




  I turned to face him. He had taken off his hat and held it to his chest. I forced a smile and looked up past the brim of mine. ‘Mr Williams,’ I said, putting out my gloved hand.

  ‘I am so very pleased to see you once again.’




  We stood on the station platform, neither of us saying anything, our glances flickering over and around the other. I had seen the surprise in his eyes when I greeted him. I was

  thirty now, not a girl of eighteen. Oscar had changed, too. Lines fanned out from around his green eyes. His face was fuller, the gauntness of his boyhood gone. He wasn’t handsome, not like

  the men I was accustomed to with their hair parted just so and who wore their tailor-made suits with ease. Oscar’s jacket was tight through the chest and the cords showed in his neck. The sun

  had weathered his skin. This man did not earn his living by sitting at a desk. Oscar worked outside, and he worked with animals. He relied on his strength.




  ‘Mighty hot,’ he said.




  ‘My yes,’ I said. ‘I quite agree.’




  ‘How was the trip?’




  ‘Very pleasant, thank you. The scenery was lovely.’




  ‘These here are yours?’ he said, referring to my two trunks and stack of hatboxes. His voice did not match my recollection. It was deeper, and there was a draw, his years in Texas

  telling.
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