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In 1875, Miss Cassandra Dunne was a well-regarded teacher in Boston, celebrated nearly as much for her scientific curiosity as for her outspoken beliefs on women’s rights and the education of girls. Her classrooms brimmed with energy, chalk dust, and lively debate, but Cassandra’s dreams were bigger than what the city’s neighborhoods and privileged boys’ schools could hold. She longed to bring knowledge to those who needed it most, to children whose futures had not already been secured by lineage and wealth.

For months, she pondered her next steps in the dim light of her tiny rented room, the ink pot on her desk slowly draining as she penned applications to schools in distant territories. Her friends tutted at her ambitions and her father, a clockmaker, tried to convince her to remain in Boston, where she might be safe and even—though he would never admit it—find a suitable husband. But Cassandra’s heart was set westward, toward adventure and possibility.

The moment her decision was made, she scoured the newspaper advertisements for opportunities. That was when she found it: A peculiar posting in the Boston Transcript, placed by Mr. Samuel Avery of Dry Creek, Nebraska Territory. The advertisement, though brief, revealed a mind as sharp as her own: “Widower seeks woman of robust intellect to assist in rearing spirited daughter and to establish school for community’s children. Prospects excellent. Philosophy: Progress through partnership.” Cassandra’s pulse quickened at the words. She wrote him a letter at once.

Their correspondence was brisk, efficient, and bracingly honest. Samuel told her he was both a merchant and, by necessity, a rancher, and that Dry Creek’s only school had burned down some years before. He described his daughter, Ruby, as “an inquisitive child, hungry for knowledge, but prone to mischief.” Cassandra described her teaching methods, her love for Darwin and Mary Wollstonecraft, her intolerance for bigotry of any kind, and her fondness for the violin. Over a dozen letters, they built a camaraderie that seemed, to Cassandra, almost miraculous. A partnership, indeed.

She accepted his proposal, though it was not quite a proposal in the romantic sense—at least, not at first. What Cassandra desired most, for herself and for all women, was the freedom to choose her own fate. Samuel Avery, in his plainspoken way, offered not only that freedom but also a promise: “You will find in Dry Creek much that is wild and unfinished,” he wrote. “But you will also find a canvas for your ideas, and a place for your talents to flourish.”

Three weeks later, clutching her one good hat and the battered suitcase containing all her worldly possessions, Cassandra boarded the westbound train at Boston South Station. The journey was long, and the seats stiff, and the food grew worse with every transfer through the patchwork of rail lines and muddy depot towns. But Cassandra was rarely bored, for every window revealed a changing world—factories giving way to forests, forests to endless plains, and, finally, the strange, wild expanse of Nebraska’s rolling hills and vast sky.

Dry Creek itself was little more than a smudge of buildings huddled along a dirt road. It had a general store, a livery stable, a saloon, and a few houses—one of which, Samuel had assured her, would be her own. The townsfolk watched her arrival with curiosity, some with open suspicion. But she stood tall in her worn traveling dress, determined not to show fear.

Samuel met her at the station, hat in hand. He was taller than she expected and younger, with a clear gaze and hands rough from work. Ruby stood at his side, her braids askew and her cheeks smudged with dust, gripping a battered copy of Gulliver’s Travels. There was a shyness in the little girl’s eyes, but also something defiant—Cassandra knew she would be a challenge and a joy.

The first days were a blur of introductions and logistics. Samuel had arranged for Cassandra to board with the local widow, Mrs. Bixby, until her own cottage was repaired. The schoolhouse was currently a shell, its roof caved in from a storm the year before, but the townsfolk had scraped together a temporary space in the church’s back room. Cassandra wasted no time in assessing her new pupils—a motley collection of ranchers’ sons, farm girls, and, of course, Ruby Avery—each with their own strengths and stubbornness.

She established routines, organized lessons, and coaxed laughter from children who had grown too accustomed to silence. In the evenings, she and Samuel would take long walks through the fields, discussing the future of the school, of the town, and sometimes, tentatively, of themselves. There were moments of friction—Cassandra’s insistence that girls be given equal instruction, Samuel’s gruff resistance to “radical notions” about discipline—but more often there was a surprising alignment in their values.

With each passing week, Cassandra felt herself knit into the fabric of Dry Creek. The air was cleaner than Boston’s, and the nights quieter, but her work was infinitely harder and more rewarding. She wrote letters home, assuring her father she was safe and happy, though she left out the part about almost being trampled by a runaway pig on her second day. She even found time to teach Ruby the violin, though the child preferred scientific experiments involving mud and insects.

By the time the first snows dusted the prairie, Cassandra’s school was the pride of the town. The townspeople, once skeptical, now greeted her with warmth and even gratitude. Ruby was thriving. And as for Samuel—well, their partnership had begun to take on a warmth that neither had dared to describe in words, but which spoke clearly in the way he waited for her each morning, or the way their hands brushed as they passed chalk and slate over the dinner table.

It was not the life Cassandra’s mother had imagined for her, nor the one Boston society would have prescribed. But it was hers, every bit of it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


The townspeople, however, were not so quick to embrace modernity, no matter how kindly Cassandra and Samuel presented it. At the Avery kitchen table, each evening became a council of war—Samuel reading aloud the latest gruff letter from the town council, Cassandra countering with strategies for persuasive rhetoric and compromise. Their “radical” ideas—teaching girls and boys together, holding class debates, sending home essays written in the children’s own words—spread through Dry Creek like gossip at the mercantile. 

The trouble began quietly enough, with a single sheet of paper tacked to the side of the church: “Now enrolling all children, regardless of age, gender, or creed. Excellence for Every Mind.” The words, in Cassandra’s brisk upright hand, stood out against the raw pine. By the time she’d made her way down the muddy lane to the mercantile, the flyer had already set the little town abuzz. 

At the bakery counter, Mrs. Shanahan peered over her spectacles and whispered to her neighbor; a pair of farmhands paused in the doorway, making no pretense of hiding their smirks. One of them muttered, “Won’t last a week,” loud enough for her to hear.

By noon, the real crisis had begun. Cassandra saw a cluster of ranch wives—two in sunbonnets, one with her baby tied to her hip—standing sentry beside the post office. They watched her with a shared suspicion usually reserved for outbreaks of disease. “She wrote it herself, they say,” she overheard. “That Eastern
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