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Claudia Evans was not the sort of woman who sat quietly waiting for life to hand her gifts. At twenty-five, she had already outlived both her parents, survived two years as a governess with a humorless New England family, and educated herself in Latin, mathematics, and botany, despite what society insisted was proper for a woman. 

Claudia Evans lived in a world that prized docility, needlework, and a well-modulated voice above all other qualities in a woman. She had none of these. What she did possess was a mind that turned endlessly, a hunger that could not be satisfied with the four approved poets and a clutch of etiquette handbooks that made up most young ladies’ curriculum. 

So, she plotted her escape, nibbling at forbidden texts while her charges napped and the lady of the house connived at her own embroidery. 

Darwin lived at the bottom of her trunk, his dangerous ideas wrapped in a petticoat; she read him at midnight, hand shading the lamp, while frost made ghosts of the windowpanes. She debated the local ministers in the square—at first with a kind of breathless terror, and then, as the weeks wore on, with a confident, gleaming satisfaction. 

They called her unnatural for quoting Latin, or for suggesting that the world might be older than a few thousand years. She replied with a smile and a list of her own references, each one more infuriating than the last. 

But Philadelphia in the winter of 1875 was stubborn. Ice glazed the Schuylkill, and the city’s damp cold seeped into Claudia’s bones. The household where she worked was silent as a tomb, the children dull and listless from endless days indoors. Claudia paced the halls after dark, conducting imaginary lectures to an audience of marble busts. For every book she read, she found herself further removed from the world she actually inhabited. The ache grew acute in evenings when the city’s social calendar was at its peak, and she watched the other young women preen and giggle, all destined for secure futures with men who prized obedience over knowledge.

Her own future, she realized, was as blank and relentless as the white landscape outside the parlor window. She tried to imagine alternatives—teaching, perhaps, at one of the handful of schools that would deign to hire a woman, or writing for one of those crusading lady’s journals her uncle so despised. 

But even these meager ambitions were out of reach unless she could persuade someone to take her on. She had applied, of course, to the university, forging a letter of introduction and using her uncle’s name as though it still carried weight. The rejection came back so quickly, she suspected they had not even read the application.

On Sundays, she would attend lectures at the Athenaeum, always standing at the back, never acknowledged by the men who filled the seats. Once, she cornered the speaker after a talk on Mendelian heredity, only to have him blink at her as if she were a figment of the gaslight. She went home and copied out her own notes, determined that some trace of her curiosity would survive her own obscurity.

Even the simple routines of her day became reminders of what she was denied. In the kitchen, the cook mocked her Latin pronunciation; at the market, the vendors scowled when she asked for the names of unfamiliar herbs. Sometimes Claudia wondered if the city itself was conspiring against her, every brick and cobblestone intent on reminding her of her place.

There were few prospects for a woman of her disposition. The universities would not have her, and the men who might have tolerated her opinions expected a dowry she could not offer. Her last hope vanished with the death of her uncle, who left her nothing but a trunkful of crumbling scientific journals and a feeble recommendation.

Claudia began to sense that she was, in the eyes of the world, superfluous. She spent her evenings hunched over correspondence, writing to editors and academics, offering to translate, to copy, to do anything at all. The rejections came back by post, polite but firm.

It was only after reading a notice in the back of the Atlantic Monthly, thin type sandwiched between advertisements for patent medicines and miracle corsetry, that Claudia realized the West might have more to offer than the East ever would. 

The notice was for a marriage broker in Chicago, specializing in the urgent needs of lonely ranchers, businessmen, and dreamers across the territories. Claudia found herself torn between laughter and a desperate curiosity. She tore the notice from the magazine, and two days later she composed her first letter to the broker—succinct, direct, and honest. 

She told the truth about her lack of family, her love of botany, her stubbornness, and her refusal to join the ranks of the docile.

Within a week, Claudia received a reply. The broker had a client—a Mr. Alan Jenkins, recently established as an avocado farmer outside Los Angeles. Jenkins was described as “hardworking, sober, and possessed of a good moral character.” 

Claudia had never tasted an avocado, nor met anyone who had. The idea of it—of growing such an absurd, foreign fruit—struck her as both frivolous and wildly romantic. The broker included a brief character sketch from the client himself, neatly penned in a careful hand: “I seek a partner who values honesty, invention, and the beauty of a well-kept grove. My own failings are a tendency to work too late and a habit of reading after dark.” The letter was signed “Respectfully, Alan Jenkins.”

Claudia set to work learning everything she could about avocados. She studied their origins in dusty library books, wrote letters to California nurseries, and even spent her last coins on a sample fruit from a grocer who had no idea how to serve it. She ate it with a spoon, marveling at its buttery texture and pale green hue. She imagined herself among trees heavy with such fruit, beneath a sky that did not press down so hard.

Over the next two months, Claudia and Alan exchanged letters, each more personal than the last. He confessed his doubts about the farm, his longing for intelligent conversation, and his hope that she might find the West as full of promise as he did. Claudia, in turn, shared her dreams of a laboratory under the sun, of cataloguing the flora of strange new lands, and of waking each morning with a purpose other than survival. 

They argued about the merits of French perfume versus the scent of orange blossom, and debated whether destiny was a force or a fiction. Though they had never met, Claudia began to feel the stirrings of something she refused to name.

By the time the arrangements were finalized, Claudia’s resolve had solidified. She packed her father’s microscope and her mother’s wedding ring, along with two dresses and a sturdy pair of boots. At the train station, she said goodbye to no one, for there was no one left. The journey west was cramped, noisy, and liberating. Claudia kept the final letter from Alan tucked inside her bodice, its neat handwriting growing softer with each rereading. She memorized his words until they felt like her own.

When the train at last pulled into the Los Angeles depot, Claudia stepped onto the platform, blinking in the sudden sunlight. There, among the throng of laborers and prospectors, stood a tall figure with sunburned cheeks and an awkward smile. Alan Jenkins held a bouquet of wildflowers in one hand, and in the other, a single avocado, polished to a shine.

Claudia squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and walked forward.
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