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Florence Burningham had spent nearly every waking hour of her twenty-seven years surrounded by the clatter of kitchenware, the hiss of steam, and the comforting aroma of browned butter. By the time she’d scraped together enough funds to open her own café—a snug, brick-fronted establishment tucked between a cobbler’s and a laundress’s on 77th Street—she’d baked ten thousand biscuits, whisked a hundred thousand eggs, and memorized the finicky palate of every grocer, constable, and boardinghouse matron north of 42nd. 

In the spring of 1875, her café opened with a fanfare of flyers and a menu so proudly hand-lettered that it made the society pages.

The Grand Opening was a triumph. Ladies from the charity guild lingered over custard tarts longer than was strictly proper. Laborers found excuses to “fetch a loaf for the missus” and left grinning, cinnamon-smudged. It was not only the best launch a chef could hope for, but a validation of every penny and blister spent to get there. 

For two shining weeks, Florence was the toast of the tenements, flush enough to set aside a few dollars each night and to imagine a future lined with reliable heat, new shoes, and maybe—just maybe—a second location, someday. 

Then one April night, as Florence was rolling up the oilcloth tablecloths and humming “Swanee River,” the fire started. She never learned exactly how—perhaps a spark from the coal stove, perhaps a careless flick of a match by the newly hired dishwasher, or, as the policeman suggested with sly sympathy, perhaps a business rival’s grudge gone criminal. 

It didn’t matter. By dawn, all that remained was the cloying reek of smoke, a skeleton of scorched timbers, and Florence’s prized baking crockery reduced to glazed puddles in the ash.

She spent the next week in a fog of disaster. The insurance agent called it “an act of God,” which made Florence wonder what exactly she’d done to offend Him so thoroughly. She loitered by the blackened shell, poking at the rubble in vain, as if her scones and dreams might rise again. 

Passersby offered condolences in the form of burnt loaves and limp handshakes, but nobody offered work. Even her friends from the market began to avert their eyes, as if her bad fortune was contagious.

It was only when she received a sharp-edged letter from her landlord, demanding payment or surrender of the lease, that Florence finally admitted it was over. She had no money. She had no prospects. She did, however, have a stubborn streak that had carried her through worse. 

By the time the sun set, she’d stuffed her few belongings into a battered trunk, pawned her mother’s cameo for train fare, and written to the Ladies’ Reclamation Agency for Women: “I am robust, neat, and able to cook for a family or an army. Please advise if there are reputable opportunities out West.” 

Within a fortnight, a reply came from a Mrs. Shelley, whose thick and perfumed stationery hinted at a life untouched by fire or want. Mrs. Shelley explained the process: Reputable men—ranchers, merchants, or lawmen of some standing—would pay a fee to be matched with enterprising women who were not afraid of hard work. 

Florence’s qualifications, especially her culinary expertise, made her a sought-after prospect. But one name in particular stood out: Marcus Rivers of Sagebrush, Colorado, a widower with a stone house, two thriving sons, and an express need for “a hearty woman to run the domestic sphere.”

The first letter from Marcus was brief and businesslike. He introduced himself as “a practical man, not much for words, but appreciative of a good pie.” He described the landscape—dry, endless, “mostly sky”—and the daily routine of his household. 

Florence’s reply easily doubled the length of Marcus’s first letter, and betrayed every bit of her nervous excitement. She began with a cheerful recitation of her credentials—she could whip eggs into a cloud, bake bread with a crust that could survive a tornado, and mend a shirt in less time than it took to boil a potato. 

Then she listed her last three favorite recipes for hearty meals, annotated in the margins with observations like “Don’t substitute rye for cornmeal unless you want to scare the chickens” and “Add a dash of vinegar to cut the dust in dry months.” 

She confessed, early on, that she’d never been west of the Hudson, and admitted to a lifelong skepticism about mountains: “I picture them as giant heaps of dirty laundry, only less friendly.” She wrote about her father’s long-ago dream of gold prospecting in Nebraska and her mother’s horror at the notion (“She always said you could die just from the wind in those places”). 

Through it all, her self-deprecating humor sparkled. She recounted the best and worst customers of the café, including Mrs. Dempsey, who’d once threatened to report her for her “radical interpretations of pudding.” She described her failed attempts at horseback riding (“The horse and I parted ways on the topic of steering”), and included a sketch of her favorite kitchen knife—a blunt-nosed, workhorse blade that had outlasted three landlords and at least one suitor.

Beneath the jokes, though, Florence let slip her uncertainty about what exactly was supposed to happen next. She’d never set foot on a real ranch, had never seen a cattle drive or a prairie fire or even a proper herd of cows. Was she meant to cook three meals a day for the whole crew, or just the family? 

Did men out west expect their wives to bake their own bread, or was store-bought acceptable in emergencies? How did anyone keep flour dry when the wind blew sideways? She acknowledged the risk of utter humiliation, but ended her letter with a modest proposal: If her bread rose to the occasion, she would expect only a fair trial.

As their correspondence continued, a rhythm developed. Marcus wrote on Sundays, after church and chores. Florence replied on Tuesdays, between pie commissions for a neighbor and dinner shifts at a soup kitchen. Their letters, though written hundreds of miles apart, began to wind around each other: his blunt questions softened by her wit; her anxieties calmed by his steady, if spare, reassurances.

She wrote about her failures and successes in the kitchen, and he confessed that his own culinary skills began and ended with coffee and boiled bacon. There were, she noticed, no overtures of romance—just the promise of a partnership, two survivors pooling their practical talents.

But with each letter, Florence felt her resolve growing. She could almost see the wobbly handwriting become steadier, feel the prairie wind in the way Marcus described the open air, and taste the future in the tang of each envelope’s glue. 

By midsummer, when the city’s heat became oppressive and her funds had dwindled to nothing, Florence decided it was time. She would go west, and she would start again.

She spent her last evening in New York making a batch of crullers for the women at the boardinghouse, wrapping them in waxed paper and tying them with twine. She left her key under the doormat, as instructed, and took her single trunk to the station. The ride was long, bumpy, and punctuated by odd characters and train food, but Florence kept herself occupied by drafting letters to Marcus in her head.

She arrived in Sagebrush, Wyoming, with flour on her skirts, a suitcase full of kitchen gadgets, and hope, flickering but undimmed. 
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