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In 1875, Libby Baines was already somewhat of a legend in her New England town, though not for any reason polite society liked to talk about. As a chef, she had a creative flair that bordered on scandal: She made stews with octopus, reimagined the clam as an object of culinary desire, and had once—famously—served raw oysters to the Ladies’ Benevolent Society, sending three matrons into fits of either rapture or horror. 

She wore her hair in loose, salt-wind waves even in church, and the only apron she ever cared to tie on was stained with the evidence of her experiments. It was no wonder, then, that the menfolk, though grateful for her food, regarded Libby as unfit for a sensible marriage, while her friends just looked on, bemused, at her peculiar ambitions.

It was to those ambitions that she clung on moonless nights, when the ocean’s breath crept through the cracks in her garret window and the clatter of lobster pots in the harbor below echoed in her dreams. Libby wanted more from life than another round of the annual chowder contest or the dubious honor of being the first woman in town to pickle eel. She wanted adventure. She wanted to see the world—at least the part of it that lay on the other side of the continent.

So, each morning, after rolling out of her narrow bed, Libby scoured the Boston newspapers for mail order bride advertisements, marking the ones that didn’t sound like thinly veiled requests for unpaid nursemaids or indentured housekeepers. She wrote letters under a false name at first, just to see what would come back, and when the replies trickled in, she sorted them with the same discriminating palate she used for scallops. 

There were lonely ranchers in Wyoming, schoolmasters in need of wives in Colorado Springs, and the occasional preacher with a penchant for “strong Christian stock.” Libby read them all, but none quickened her pulse the way the fisherman’s ad on page three of the Boston Daily Globe did.

He was called Jack, and his letter was brief and to the point: “Seeking practical, self-reliant woman to help with fishery and keep house at coastal homestead. Must like solitude. Good hands preferred. Will pay fare west.” His location—Crescent City, Northern California—sounded impossibly far away and impossibly romantic. The more she considered it, the more convinced Libby became that the ad had been written just for her.

She corresponded with Jack for weeks, trading recipes and stories of childhoods spent on opposite coasts. He was matter-of-fact in his writing, but Libby could sense a keen wit beneath his brusqueness, and a deep respect for the ocean’s wildness. When at last she committed to the journey, it was not without misgivings—her mother, for one, was convinced Libby would be eaten by bears before she reached the Sierras—but Libby’s resolve only hardened. She packed her knives, her best apron, and a locket with her father’s picture, and set out by train, then stagecoach, then a final, bone-rattling wagon ride up the fog-bound coast.

Libby had never been west of the Hudson before, and the trip itself was a revelation. She pressed her face to the train window for hours, watching the landscape change from tenement bricks to rolling hills to the endless, wheat-colored expanse of the Great Plains. At night, in packed railroad cars, she traded stories with other women traveling alone—some hopeful, some desperate—and shared the last of her mother’s preserved cherries with a shy child headed to a mining camp in Nevada. By the time she glimpsed the jagged blue promise of the Pacific, Libby felt both giddy and terrified. She held her own future in her hands, for perhaps the first time.

The morning she arrived in Crescent City, the fog was so thick it seemed to have weight. The dock was lined with fishing boats, their hulls weathered and bright with chipped paint, and the air smelled of salt, smoke, and kelp. Libby gripped the handle of her battered suitcase, heart battering away, and stepped onto the boards, blinking at the briny wind. Somewhere in that mist was the man she’d crossed a continent to meet.
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Libby’s first days in Crescent City were a blur of salt spray and newness, but it was Jack who brought everything into focus. He was just as she imagined, but with an even gentler confidence behind his weathered face and wind-stiff hair. Jack met her at the dock with a basket of smoked fish and a shy smile that deepened into an easy, contagious laugh. They fell in together with the naturalness of two puzzle pieces finally joined—the odd corners of his blunt practicality and her relentless curiosity clicking into place. 

Their courtship was neither dramatic nor drawn out. Instead, it was marked by a kind of quiet exhilaration, the way the air tingled just before a thunderclap. Jack showed Libby the best tide pools at low tide, where the anemones made shy fists and the crabs scuttled sideways in the sand, and she marveled at his ability to read the weather by the shape of a cloud or the taste of the morning wind. 

He was a man of few words, but those he spoke were always measured and often surprising; more than once he startled a laugh from her with a perfectly timed observation about the world, or about her, that made her want to lean in and hear more. 

They spent their afternoons walking the driftwood-littered shore, sometimes talking of everything and sometimes of nothing at all. Jack was no stranger to loneliness, she could tell, but with her he seemed to rediscover the pleasure of company. He taught her the names of the seabirds that circled the harbor—marbled godwits, black oystercatchers, the swooping, red-beaked cormorants that looked like harried clerks in a hurry to get home. 

He showed her how to collect razor clams at the edge of the surf, digging with quick, practiced hands while she marveled at the strange slipperiness of the creatures and the way their shells snapped shut like miniature books.

Libby repaid him in steaming bowls of chowder and delicate urchin roe omelets, preparing each dish with the devotion of a love letter. She experimented with the unfamiliar bounty of the Pacific, transforming seaweed into crisp salads and coaxing sweetness from the tiniest shore crabs. When she baked, the scent of her bread drew half the town’s children to their stoop, and more than once Jack shooed away a bold seagull trying to sneak a taste from an open window. 

Their meals together were raucous, filled with laughter and stories, and sometimes—when the fog pressed in thick against the windowpanes—a comfortable, companionable silence.

Jack’s friends in the harbor were quick to notice the change in him. At first, they eyed Libby with a mixture of suspicion and fascination—she was, after all, the only woman in town who wore a blue kerchief and talked back to the dockmaster—but it didn’t take long for her to win them over. 

She hosted impromptu dinners for the fishermen, serving up platters of fried smelt and baskets of steaming biscuits, and soon found herself the recipient of every odd bit of gossip and every oversized catch that drifted through the port. Even the old men at the wharf, who claimed to have seen every kind of stranger, tipped their hats to Libby as she passed.

Their courtship unfolded in a hundred small kindnesses. Jack built her a shelf for her cookbooks out of driftwood planks, his big hands careful with the brittle bindings. Libby, in turn, sewed him a new shirt from the remnants of flour sacks, hiding a tiny red heart in the lining where no one else would see. When Jack took her out beyond the breakers in his battered dory, Libby clung to the boat’s edge, terrified but exhilarated, and he pretended not to notice her white-knuckled grip. 

Later, she would tease him about his “heroic fisherman routine,” and he would blush, then shrug, and admit that he liked having her along for the adventure.

It was only a matter of weeks before everyone in Crescent City assumed they would wed, and even less time before Jack and Libby decided that yes, indeed, they would. The notion seemed as natural and inevitable as the tide. 

They were married by the harbormaster, who kept a Bible in his desk drawer for just such occasions, and set up house in Jack’s low-slung shingled cottage at the edge of the bluffs. The building was battered from years of coastal storms but filled with the
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