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Chapter One
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Jennie Hennessy’s days stretched long and gray in the clamorous warren of Samuelson’s Shirtwaist Factory, where she stitched seams and dreams with equal fervor. From dawn’s first bleak light until evening’s bell, Jennie’s fingers darted, piecing together blousy muslins and fine calicos for women who would never notice the hunch in the shoulders of the girls who made them. 

The year was 1875, and New York’s air tasted of soot and hope and salted peanuts from the street carts. By twenty-two, Jennie had mastered the art of silent yearning: She longed for something bigger than the threadbare boardinghouse she called home, bigger than the tight-lipped forewoman’s ledger and the city’s indifferent pulse.

Each Sunday, in the rare hush of her own company, Jennie read newspapers borrowed from the proprietor’s wife, savoring every word of the ‘Wives Wanted’ columns. Her eyes lingered longest on an ad placed by one Paul Hogan, a rancher out in California: “Seeking partner, sturdy and clever, for life and enterprise. Will collect personally during upcoming business. Honest prospects. Room for ambition.” 

Unlike the others, his ad didn’t prattle on about chastity, musical accomplishments, or willingness to milk goats. Instead, it spoke of partnership, and in his careful handwriting Jennie glimpsed a possibility as wide as the Western sky.

Still, fear gripped her heart in those hours after dinner, when the women of the house gossiped about menfolk and marriage. Jennie had written Paul once, then twice, and their correspondence grew lively—Paul’s letters full of wit and weather reports, sketching out a ranch where wildflowers grew in the pasture and the pantry always held at least two jars of jam. “A person can build something here if she’s of a mind to,” he wrote. 

Jennie’s own letters brimmed with questions about the land and the people and the kinds of hats women wore out west, but always she hedged her words, not wishing to sound desperate or odd.

It wasn’t the distance that frightened her. It was the risk of stepping into the unknown with a stranger, of leaving behind every familiar misery for a new and untested happiness. Jennie knew she would say yes, eventually, but she wanted to hear Paul’s voice in her head one more time before she set her fate.

She worked overtime for the train fare, skipped meals to tuck away coins in the lining of her sewing bag. The day the final letter arrived; Jennie lingered over his promise: “I will come for you in June. We’ll meet at the post office and talk over a cup of coffee. Be ready.” She folded the paper into a square so small it nearly vanished in her palm.
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Chapter Two
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Jennie’s final week in Manhattan felt like a fever dream. Each shift at the factory grew more surreal, the roar of the machines muffled behind thoughts of wildflowers and endless blue. She counted her hidden coins obsessively, darning every hem of her meager wardrobe, then undoing and redoing the stitches at night just to keep her hands occupied. The other girls eyed her bundles and whispered, but Jennie said nothing, afraid that speaking her plans would make them evaporate.

When the telegram at last arrived— “Arriving 13th. 8:20am. Will wear green tie. Yours, Paul Hogan”—Jennie’s head swam. She read it over toast at the boardinghouse table, too stunned to taste the bread. The landlady’s daughter, sharp and bored, read it over her shoulder and nearly choked on her tea. “A green tie! What’s he, some kind of dandy?” Jennie couldn’t muster a clever reply.

She spent the night before in a fitful sleep, dreaming of a train that left her behind, of a man in a green tie who turned out to be her old foreman, laughing in her face. Morning broke gray and sticky, with the city already sweating. Jennie donned her sturdiest boots and the calico dress she’d saved for special, stuffed a sweater and the sewing bag with her money in the lining, and walked to the agreed upon post office at a pace she hoped looked purposeful.

At the far end, a man stood by the telegraph desk, tall and awkward in a rumpled suit, with a green silk tie knotted so tight she wondered how he breathed. He was older than she’d guessed, maybe thirty, with wiry hair combed flat and hands too big for his coat sleeves. Their first meeting was a comedy of missteps. Paul spilled coffee on himself while shaking her hand, and Jennie babbled about the weather until he finally interrupted: “You don’t have to say yes, you know. You could just come see the country.” There was the faintest smile at the corner of his mouth, so she smiled back and said, “I might.”

Jennie found that the train depot was a churning sea of hats and handkerchiefs. She pressed herself against the wall, clutching her satchel so hard her knuckles ached. 

They sat together on a bench for two hours before the train. Paul spoke in bursts—about the ranch, about the neighbor’s goats, about the time he shot himself in the foot and tried to sew up the wound with horsehair. Jennie listened; still so nervous she became convinced her voice would disappear if she tried to use it. When he asked about her own people, she gave vague answers, unwilling to let New York’s hard edges reach all the way to California.

The train ride was an epic in itself, a rattling, sooty odyssey. Paul offered her the window seat, but Jennie alternated between staring at the countryside and studying his hands. In the tight berth they shared, conversation faltered and revived in waves. Paul seemed determined to fill the silence, and Jennie caught herself laughing more than once at his stories of Western blizzards and the peculiarities of ranch chickens. But every time she remembered the purpose of their journey, her stomach twisted into a knot.

At night, when the train rocked them both toward sleep, Jennie wondered if she was making the biggest mistake of her life—or, the only real choice she’d ever had. She rehearsed the words she would say if she needed to turn back, but each morning the view outside the window grew more alien and beautiful, and the thought of returning to the factory grew dimmer.

On the third day, as the train slowed for a layover, Paul went to fetch sandwiches and returned with a fistful of wildflowers he’d bought from a platform girl. “Not much compared to what you’ll see,” he said, handing them over with a sheepish pride. Jennie pressed the bouquet to her face and, for the first time, let herself picture a future where she belonged.
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Chapter Three
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The journey’s end came quicker than Jennie expected. She barely had time to smooth her hair and brush the cinders from her dress before the train’s brakes screeched and the world outside the window transformed from green blur to sun-bleached, unfamiliar stillness. The station platform was a splintered afterthought—three boards and a sign sinking sideways in the dirt—but beyond it, the land rolled out for miles, rippling with grass and dotted with cattle, more breathtaking and feral than anything Jennie had ever imagined. 

Paul led her off the train with a steadying hand, and for the first time Jennie noticed how he paused to let her catch up, how his fingers hovered protectively at her elbow but never quite pressed. “Just wait till you see it up close,” he said, mischief in his eye. “It grows on you.” 

The wagon ride from the depot to Paul’s ranch took the better part of an hour, and Jennie spent most of it speechless, her thoughts snared by the unsettling beauty of the landscape and the uncertainty of what waited at journey’s end. 

Ranch hands in battered hats tipped their brims as the pair rattled by. A cluster of women and children stood clustered around a well, their faces openly curious. By the time the homestead came into view—a haphazard sprawl of whitewashed buildings, laundry flapping from every line, and a barn bigger than any church in New York—Jennie’s nerves had begun to fray. 
















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





