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The Bennett family had rooted themselves into the salted, unyielding soil of Good Hope, Massachusetts, for as long as the county seat had kept records and probably some decades before. Their house, perched on a wind-blasted hill above the town, had once been a proud, white-painted beacon. By the time Sarah Bennett reached twenty-three, its shingles curled like old birch bark and drafts whistled through the beadboard walls, promising that neither house nor inhabitants would outlast another hard winter.

Sarah’s earliest memories were of cold: Of chapped knuckles and woolen stockings hung above the stove to dry, of her father’s voice echoing in the kitchen as he quarreled with the wind about how little firewood he’d chopped. As a girl, she’d scurried between the chopping block and the hearth, dragging kindling with raw, purpled fingers, feeling as if the air itself resented her presence. 

Now, she was alone in those tasks—her siblings buried in the family plot; her mother’s once-capable hands curled uselessly in her lap. The days blended into each other, a gray cotton wadding of monotony secured at either end by the sunrise and the iron clang of the supper bell.

Yet, there were small rebellions, pockets of memory she clung to: The time she’d run barefoot through last year’s hay, her hair wild and trailing in the indigo dusk, or the time she’d stolen saltwater taffy from a peddler and ate it whole behind the barn, giggling with sticky delight. Such moments, though, felt like dreams from another life, one that belonged to somebody braver and less burdened by duty.

Sarah’s mother, Mary, had been struck with rheumatism in her thirties and rarely moved from the stove’s side. In the winter, the old woman huddled in her rocking chair, wrapped in layers of wool, her face pale and stern as a Puritan angel. She measured Sarah’s worth in the neatness of her stitches, the thrift of her stews, the purity of her white shirts on the line. “The Lord will provide,” Mary would say, pursing her lips as Sarah scrubbed at stubborn stains or laid out the bread dough for the week. 

But Sarah saw little evidence of Providence, only the slow decay of love and hope as the family dwindled.

Her father, once the broad-shouldered master of the house, had turned inward after his sons died in the influenza epidemic. He grew silent, speaking only to grumble about the price of flour or the moral failings of the new Methodist preacher, who sang hymns with too much flair. He’d take his meals in the barn with the animals, returning home at dusk smelling of sweet hay and loneliness. 

Sarah tried to fill the yawning gaps left by her brothers, learning to mend fences and trap muskrats, but the weight of expectation pressed in on her from all sides. She was expected to sew, to cook, to tend to her mother, to do it all with the humility and grace of a saint. If she ever doubted her future, she would merely glance at the cemetery hill, where three generations of Bennetts slumbered beneath lichen-spotted stones.

Marriage, for Sarah, was not a possibility but a theory—something that happened to other girls, the ones with pink cheeks and charming giggles and fathers who still attended Sunday socials. Sometimes, on the path to school, she’d see the town’s eligible bachelors huddled together, hats in hand, glancing her way before resuming their muted talk. She knew the rumors that circled her: Too tall, too serious, too sharp-tongued for a wife. It didn’t sting so much as amuse her, though in private she would try to soften her gait and practice a simper before the spotted glass in her attic room.

On good days, she found solace in the small library above the general store, where the town’s few books lined up like sentries against tedium. Sarah devoured novels and penny dreadfuls, learning of worlds where women rode horses bareback and solved mysteries and sometimes, just sometimes, escaped their families altogether. She kept her favorite volumes hidden beneath her mattress, smuggling them out in the evenings to read by the dying fire while her mother dozed and her father snored in the parlor.

As her twenty-fourth birthday loomed, Sarah saw her future narrowing to a chilly point: She would inherit the saltbox house, tend to her invalid mother, and, once her parents finally wore themselves to dust, live out her days as the town’s last Bennett, a spinster remembered only for her awkward walk and stubborn chin. The thought settled over her like the first fall frost—inevitable, irreversible.

On one of her rare afternoons off, after washing the final white shirt for the day, Sarah ducked into the post office to check for a letter from her cousin in Boston. The postmaster, a man with a bristly mustache and the patience of a stone, handed her a thin parcel with a bemused expression. "This one's from California," he said, as if announcing a letter from Mars.

Sarah hesitated, then tore open the envelope. The paper was rough, the words slanted awkwardly, but the ad at the top caught her eye: "One, Two or Three Rooms?" The rest of the page was a curious mixture of advertisement and confession. It came from a logger in a place called Ridgeville, deep in the Northern California forests. The man wrote of his plans—he was building a cabin and wanted to know how many rooms his future wife would require for the children they would have together. He offered descriptions of the land, the trees, and the sky, all in short, urgent sentences.

Sarah read it three times, sitting on a crate outside the post office, the wind tangling her hair. She’d seen enough want-ads for wives—most were thinly veiled pleas for housekeepers or livestock—but something about this logger’s letter was different. It was less desperate, more... practical. And yet, there was a kind of hopefulness to it, a belief that two strangers could build something sturdy out of nothing but wood and spite and a dash of faith.

That evening, Sarah sealed herself in her tiny bedroom and wrote a reply under the dim glow of her oil lamp. She tried to sound practical herself, but her words came out bolder than she expected. She told the man she’d need at least three rooms—one for her, one for the children, and one for the books she hoped to bring. She signed her name with a flourish, as if she were already inhabiting the person she wished to become.

For weeks, Sarah checked the post office daily, watching the snow turn to mud and then back again. A letter arrived at last. The logger—his name was Samuel Cullen—had drawn a map of Ridgeville, a list of supplies, and a rough timeline. He would meet her at the Crescent City wharf. He promised to recognize her by her blue dress and her "air of intelligence," a line Sarah read aloud to her mother with a nervous laugh.

The months that followed were a blur of preparation. Sarah’s parents, predictably, objected. Her father forbade her from leaving until the first thaw, but her mother slipped her a small purse of coins and a boiled wool scarf. By the time she boarded the train west, Sarah was determined not to look back.

The journey itself was a study in patience and discomfort. The train was crowded with miners, merchants, and a handful of other mail-order brides, some nervous, some giddy. Sarah found herself sharing a car with a gray-eyed Irish girl who claimed she was headed for a barony in Nevada, and a widow with four daughters, none of whom spoke above a whisper. Sarah wrote letters to herself along the way, chronicling the landscape as it changed from gray rivers to endless plains to jagged, unfamiliar mountains.

In Sacramento, she purchased a new pair of boots and a cake of rose-scented soap. In Eureka, she tasted her first oyster and nearly gagged. At every stop, she re-read Samuel’s last letter, memorizing the turn of his phrases and the way he signed his name: "Yours, come what may."

The final leg of the journey was by steamer, up the wild, fog-choked coast. Sarah stood at the rail as the ship pitched, watching the cliffs rise like ancient teeth out of the mist. She was soaked through by the time the boat scraped against the Crescent City dock. Her hands shook as she gathered her trunk and stepped onto the uneven planks.

Sarah pressed a gloved hand to her hat and squinted into the crowd. There were men everywhere—longshoremen, fishermen, a few well-dressed businessmen—but one man stood apart. He was taller than she’d imagined, with raw, wind-burned cheeks and hair the color of iron filings
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