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Chapter One: The Beginning
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When Molly Flanagan was a girl, her father Patrick liked to say that it was easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for an honest Irishman to get ahead in County Galway. He’d say it with a half-smile, as though he actually found the prospect amusing—or perhaps the smile was for Molly herself, a quiet encouragement not to let the world grind her down. Her mother Mary would roll her eyes and call him a pessimist, but even she wore a hush of worry at the corners of her mouth.

The Flanagans were neither poor as church mice nor rich as the Protestant gentry. They owned two cows, a clutch of chickens, and a patch of rented land whose soil yielded more stones than potatoes. Patrick could thatch a roof or mend a fence with the best of them, and Molly helped him whenever she could, her small hands learning the clever tricks of the trade. But the real learning happened in the dusk when Mary would read to her by lamplight—tales of the world beyond, of ships and new lands, of fortunes won and lost with the tides. They’d go until Molly’s eyes drooped and her head swayed, and she’d dream of wide rivers and golden cities and noisy places with people of every imaginable kind.

When word came that passage to America was now possible—so many ships leaving Cork, and even the poorest could scrape together the fare with a little luck and a lot of hunger—it was not a difficult decision. The Flanagans left behind their cottage, their neighbors, and their buried kin. The old priest made the sign of the cross and gave them a loaf of soda bread wrapped in a cloth. The whole village stood in the road to watch their cart lurch off into the mist.

The ship was called the Erin’s Hope, though Molly had her own private doubts about whether hope was the right word. The steerage was a warren of narrow bunks and dank air, the food little more than gruel and hardtack, but her father’s hands were always warm, and her mother sang quiet songs to stave off the boredom and fear. On days when the deck was dry enough to permit it, Molly would sneak up top to stare at the endless blue and imagine the continent waiting for her on the other side. She told herself that if she could just make it through this, she could make it anywhere, and for the most part, she believed it.

They landed in New York City, which was louder and dirtier and lovelier than any place Molly had ever dreamed. The air was thick with the smell of coal smoke and horse manure and salt water. The streets bustled with people—some like them, others nothing like them. The Flanagans found a tenement in Five Points and set about making a new life. Patrick took work with a crew of canal diggers, Mary found laundry to wash, and Molly, at age ten, was expected to mind the flat and do what she could for the family purse. She carried water up four flights of stairs, tended to the ailing boarders, and learned to cook a passable pot of stew from three potatoes and a bone. The neighborhood was a jumble of German, Italian, Chinese, and Black families, all crammed together, all chasing their own sliver of the American promise.

The promise, of course, had fine print. After only two years, Patrick Flanagan was killed in a horse trolley accident. A wheel slipped on a patch of ice and crushed him against a brick wall, leaving Mary a widow and Molly an orphan in all but name. The rent man didn’t care for grief, and within a month, they were turned out of their rooms. Molly and her mother moved through a succession of poorer and poorer dwellings, until at last Mary succumbed to pneumonia and left Molly alone at fourteen.

Molly lasted a week in their last cold-water flat before a neighbor woman, Mrs. Novak, took pity and let her sleep on a pallet by the stove. Mrs. Novak’s household was already overflowing with kin, and Molly understood the favor was temporary. She promised herself she would not stay longer than necessary. She scavenged for work where she could—in a bakery kneading dough before dawn, or in a rag-picking yard sorting threads and teeth from soiled shirts, or on the streets hawking matches to whatever passing soul seemed least likely to shout at her. She learned to keep her head down and her hands quick. She learned not to trust the men who loitered on corners, or the women who smiled without moving their eyes. She learned to count her coins in her pocket before she left a shop, and to sleep with her shoes on.

One morning, Molly caught her reflection in a shop window and saw a stranger. Her face was gaunt, the skin raw from wind and soap, her hair tucked under a cap of rags. She missed her mother’s touch most at times like this, when her body felt more like a tool than a thing to be cared for. She had a moment of wild longing for the Galway cottage, for the steady presence of her father, but she would not allow herself to cry. She pressed her lips together and kept moving.

During these years, Molly accrued a pocketful of English and a passable New York accent. She also gathered rumors, which were traded in the neighborhood like coins. The best jobs, it seemed, were out West. In the territories, even a girl alone could find work as a cook or laundress, and there were men in need of wives by the dozen. The tales had the shimmer of myth— “fattened cattle,” “gold in the rivers,” “land free for the taking”—but as with all rumors, there was a kernel of truth. If nothing else, the West offered distance from the city that had swallowed her parents. It also offered the faint hope that she might, someday, start a family of her own.

For nearly three years, Molly hoarded every penny she could spare. She learned to mend and alter dresses, a skill that brought her in contact with the city’s seamstresses and the genteel women who visited them. Some of the seamstresses were Irish too, and took her under their wing. There were days when Molly could almost believe she belonged among them, their laughter and gossip a balm for her loneliness. At night, she sewed extra by candlelight, letting her fingers work until they tingled and bled.

By eighteen, she’d amassed enough money for a ticket to Chicago, which would be about a quarter of the length of her journey. She would have to stop along the way for a few weeks at a time, and earn money for the next leg. The journey would take a few weeks total by train, and there would be stops along the way—places with names like Omaha, Cheyenne and Salt Lake. 

Mrs. Novak wept when she left, and the seamstresses gave her a bundle of food and a small silver cross. She accepted their gifts with gratitude but did not look back.
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Chapter Two: The Journey Forward
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The train ride was both marvel and ordeal. The first leg, to Chicago, was uneventful—she sat in the “Ladies’ Car” and watched the landscape blur into a smear of towns and farms. The women in her car kept mostly to themselves, their faces pale and blank as the fields in winter. The men in the smoking car hollered and played cards, but Molly kept her head down and her eyes on her stitching. She did her best to avoid making conversation, for fear that a wrong word might expose her as someone vulnerable, traveling alone. When the conductor called out “Chicago,” Molly gathered her small bundle of possessions and stepped onto the platform, her legs unsteady from the hours of sitting.
Chicago was bigger than she’d imagined, the air thick with soot that made her eyes water. The station bustled with men in dark suits, women in fashionable dresses, and laborers hauling crates. Molly clutched her shawl tighter around her shoulders and made her way through the crowd, searching for the boarding house she’d been told about.

“Watch yourself, miss,” a porter called as she narrowly avoided colliding with a cart of luggage.

The streets were a maze, and twice she had to stop and ask directions from women who looked respectable enough. By the time she found Mrs. Whitaker’s Boarding House for Ladies, her feet ached and her stomach growled with hunger.

Mrs. Whitaker herself answered the door—a thin woman with pinched features and eyes that assessed Molly’s worth in seconds.

“You’ll be the Irish girl, then,” she said, not unkindly. “Room’s two dollars a week, paid in advance. No gentlemen callers, no spirits, no coming in after nine.”

Molly was starving so she didn’t make any arguments about the rules of the house.
“Yes, ma’am,” she said, reaching into her pocket for the coins she’d counted at least a dozen times on the train. “I won’t be any trouble.”
The room was hardly bigger than a closet, with a narrow bed, a washstand, and a small window that looked out onto an alley. But it was clean, and it was hers, for now. Molly sat on the edge of the bed and allowed herself a moment of relief before unpacking her few belongings and arranging them to her satisfaction.

She’d need to find work quickly. The money she had left wouldn’t last more than two weeks, and she still had more than half her journey ahead. According to her calculations, she needed to earn at least twenty dollars before moving on.

The next morning, Molly rose before dawn and set out to find employment. She tried three dress shops before finding one where the owner, Mrs. Benson, needed an extra hand.

“Can you do French seams?” Mrs. Benson asked, squinting at Molly through spectacles.

“Yes, ma’am. And I can do beadwork too, if needed.”

Mrs. Benson handed her a piece of silk and a needle. “Show me.”

Molly’s fingers trembled slightly, but she forced them steady as she demonstrated her stitching. The seam came out neat and nearly invisible.

“You’ll do,” Mrs. Benson said. “Six days a week, eight till six. Fifty cents a day.”

It was less than she’d hoped for, but Molly nodded. “When can I start?”

“Right now, if you’ve a mind to. I’ve got three wedding dresses need finishing by Saturday.”

For the next three weeks, Molly worked until her fingers were raw and her eyes strained in the dim light of the shop. She took her meals at a cheap eating house around the corner, saving every penny she could. At night, she fell into her narrow bed too exhausted to dream.

On her day off, she ventured to the train station to inquire about the next leg of her journey.

“Omaha’s your next stop,” said the ticket agent, a man with thinning hair and ink-stained fingers. “That’ll be eight dollars, one way.”

Molly counted out the money carefully. “When does it leave?”

“Tuesday morning, six o’clock.” He pushed the ticket across the counter. “Be here early. Train don’t wait.”

Back at the boarding house, she packed her few belongings and said goodbye to Mrs. Whitaker, who surprised her with a small package of bread and cheese for the journey.

“You’re a good worker,” the older woman said. “There’s plenty would take advantage of a girl traveling alone. Keep your wits about you.”

The train to Omaha was more crowded than the previous one, and Molly found herself squeezed between a plump woman with three small children and an elderly man who smelled of tobacco and peppermint. The children squirmed and fussed, their mother constantly shushing them with weary resignation.

“First time west?” the woman asked, bouncing a fretful toddler on her knee.

Molly nodded, reluctant to say more.

“Going to meet your husband?” The woman’s eyes flicked to Molly’s bare ring finger.

“No, ma’am. I’m hoping to find work in California.”

The woman’s eyebrows rose. “All by yourself? That’s brave. Or foolish.” She lowered her voice. “My sister went out that way last year. Says there’s good money to be made, if you don’t mind the rough sorts.”

Molly thought of the “rough sorts” she’d encountered in New York and doubted the West could offer anything worse. “I can manage,” she said.

The journey stretched on, the landscape outside the window gradually changing from lush farmland to rolling prairies. Molly watched as towns grew sparser and the sky seemed to expand, bigger and bluer than she’d ever seen it. Despite her exhaustion, a small flutter of excitement stirred in her chest. This was what she’d saved for, what she’d dreamed of—a fresh start, far from the crowded tenements and bitter memories.

When the conductor called out “Omaha, next stop,” Molly gathered her things and prepared to disembark into yet another unfamiliar city, her journey west only half complete. 

Omaha proved to be a dustier, rougher version of Chicago, with fewer tall buildings and more open sky. As Molly stepped onto the platform, the late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the bustling station. Her legs felt wooden after so many hours of sitting, and her stomach grumbled in protest.

“Watch yourself there, miss,” a porter called as she nearly collided with a stack of crates.

Molly clutched her small bag tighter and moved carefully through the crowd. Men in worn boots and wide-brimmed hats dominated the station, their voices louder than she was accustomed to. The women were fewer, most dressed in practical, mud-hemmed skirts that spoke of harder lives than those in the eastern cities.

A gust of wind blew dust into her face, making her eyes water. She blinked rapidly and pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. The air smelled different here—drier, with hints of livestock and prairie grass.

“Need directions, ma’am?” A boy of perhaps twelve stood before her, cap in hand. His face was smudged with dirt, but his eyes were keen.

“I’m looking for Mrs. Dawson’s boardinghouse,” Molly said, fishing in her pocket for the scrap of paper where she’d written the address.

The boy nodded. “Three blocks that way, then left. Yellow house with a porch. Can’t miss it.” He glanced meaningfully at her bag, then back to her face
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