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Chapter One
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In bustling Boston, Nora struggles to provide for her seven-year-old daughter, Clara. Juggling multiple jobs as a laundress, baker, and housekeeper leaves her exhausted and longing for a better life, one where she can focus on her own family rather than working herself to the bone for others. 

Desperate for change, she stumbles upon a mail order bride advertisement in the back of a newspaper. The idea of marrying a man with his own house and small ranch appeals to her dreams of stability and self-sufficiency. After exchanging letters with an eligible bachelor named Henry, Nora feels hopeful. Henry offers her a chance at the life she desires and even sends money for train expenses and travel funds. 

Encouraged but cautious due to warnings from friends to be careful until she knows him better, Nora packs her single trunk and embarks on the journey west.

The train rattled and swayed as it chugged westward, each mile carrying Nora further from the only life she'd ever known. She clutched her worn leather handbag in her lap, fingers tracing the cracked edges as she gazed out the window at the changing landscape. Boston's crowded streets and sooty buildings had given way to rolling hills and vast open spaces that stretched toward the horizon.

"Mama, are we almost there?" Clara's small voice broke through her thoughts. Her daughter sat beside her on the wooden bench seat, her favorite doll clutched tightly against her chest.

Nora smoothed a hand over Clara's golden curls. "Not yet, sweetheart. We still have another day of travel."

Clara sighed dramatically, slumping against her mother's side. "I'm tired of sitting."

"I know." Nora reached into her bag and pulled out a small paper-wrapped package. "Look what Mrs. Blackwood gave us before we left." She unwrapped two sugar cookies, the sweet scent immediately bringing a smile to Clara's face.

As Clara nibbled her treat, Nora pulled Henry's last letter from her pocket. The paper had grown soft from repeated readings, the creases well-worn. His handwriting was neat and precise, much like the way he described himself—orderly, hardworking, and honest. He'd written about his small ranch outside a town called Willow Creek, how he'd built the two-bedroom house himself, and how the nearby stream provided fresh water year-round.

The train whistle blew, startling her from her thoughts. Outside the window, the sun was beginning to set, painting the sky in brilliant oranges and pinks. What would Henry think when he saw her? Would he be disappointed? She smoothed her skirt nervously, wishing she had something nicer to wear when they finally met.

"Mrs. Thompson?" A man in a conductor's uniform paused in the aisle beside her seat. "We'll be stopping in Clearwater in about twenty minutes. There's a small hotel there where passengers can rest for the night before we continue tomorrow."

"Thank you," Nora replied, gathering their few belongings.

As the train slowed, Clara pressed her face against the window, eyes wide with wonder. "Mama, look! Cowboys!"

Sure enough, several men on horseback rode alongside the train as it approached the station. Nora's stomach fluttered with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. In just one more day, she would meet the man she had agreed to marry. A man she knew only through his letters and the photograph he'd sent—a serious-faced gentleman with kind eyes and a neatly trimmed beard.

"Will Papa Henry have horses?" Clara asked, still watching the cowboys as they dismounted at the station.

Nora smiled at her daughter's quick adoption of the name. "Yes, I believe he mentioned having two horses and a mule."

The train lurched to a stop with a hiss of steam and screech of brakes. As passengers began to file into the aisle, Nora took a deep breath. One more night, one more leg of their journey, and then they would begin their new life.
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When the train finally hissed and jolted to its last stop, Nora tried to marshal her nerves as she gathered her battered trunk and nudged Clara gently awake. The station was little more than a wooden platform and a squat building with faded paint and a sign that read “Clearwater”—not the final destination, but within a day’s ride of Willow Creek. Even at sunrise, dust already hung in the air, and a single mule tied to the rail out front watched the new arrivals with an air of suspicion.

Nora stepped cautiously onto the platform, squinting against the slanting light and scanning the sparse crowd. Several men in wide-brimmed hats and battered boots clustered near the station entrance, shifting their weight and watching the train with idle curiosity. One of them, a man of solid build with sun-browned skin and a closely trimmed beard, spotted her, hesitated, then strode forward with a purposeful gait. His blue chambray shirt was neatly buttoned and his boots—though scuffed—were polished with care. He carried himself with quiet confidence, and his eyes, when they met hers, held none of the scrutiny she’d braced for, only a gentle warmth and a hint of nerves.

“Mrs. Thompson?” he asked, voice steady but softer than she expected. “Nora?”

She flushed, awkwardly shifting the handle of her trunk. “Yes. And this is my daughter, Clara.” She nudged the sleepy girl forward.

Clara, clutching her limp cloth doll, gave a shy wave. The man bent down so he was eye-level with her. “Pleased to meet you, Clara,” he said. “My name’s Henry. I hear you like horses.”

Clara’s eyes widened, and some of the travel-weariness melted away. “Do you have any?”

The man—Henry—smiled, showing a small gap between his front teeth. “I have two. Both gentle, if you mind your carrots and sugar lumps.”

Nora let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. Henry rose, straightened his hat, and reached for her trunk. “If you’re ready, I’ve hitched a wagon out back. It’s a bit of a ride, but I brought blankets. Didn’t expect it to be so chilly this morning.”

They walked together toward the waiting wagon. The wheels were caked with dust, but a thick quilt was spread across the wooden seat, and a jar of hard candy sat against the back of the seat. Henry set their luggage in the back, then offered Nora a hand up, treating her with a courtesy she hadn’t experienced in years. Once she and Clara were settled, he clucked to the horses, and the wagon jolted forward, the town dropping away behind them as they rattled toward Willow Creek.

At first, the ride was awkward—the scrape of wagon wheels and the clatter of hooves filled the silences—but Henry did his best to put them at ease. He asked Clara about her favorite foods, her doll’s name, and whether she liked to read. He told Nora about the weather (“unpredictable, but the stars make up for it”), the nearby creek (“best fishing in three counties”), and how he’d built his house with his own hands, plank by plank. 

Sometimes his sentences trailed off, as if he worried he was bragging, but Nora didn’t mind. She was grateful for the distraction and studied him as he talked—his large, work-worn hands, the way he punctuated his stories with a glance her way, as if checking for approval.

They arrived at the ranch by late morning. Nora’s first impression was that it was...well, smaller than she’d pictured, but tidy and clearly cared for. The house was a modest two-bedroom, white paint peeling at the edges, with a patch of garden staked out in front and a rickety porch swing that seemed to beckon her to sit. Smoke curled from the chimney, and a dog with mismatched ears barked a greeting as they pulled up.

Henry helped them down, then led them on a quick tour— “This here’s the barn; those are your chickens, if you want ’em; I built the coop last summer”—before ushering them inside. The house was sparse but clean, every surface scrubbed and smelling faintly of woodsmoke and lye soap. Nora set down her bag and tried to picture this as home. 

She liked the way sunlight dappled the kitchen table, and the little shelf of books near the window. Clara wasted no
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