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Chapter One: Rounding up the Bakers
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Maeve Rowan O’Sullivan had always known herself to be set apart, even before the famine parted her family from the sodden green of County Cork and set them down on Boston’s salt-lashed wharves. The old country clung to her—its language in her father’s tongue, its music in her mother’s lullabies—but she was something new in America, something forged in the blue fire of cities and the endless hunger of ships’ steerages. Her parents, both canny and resourceful, had made good: her father as a timber foreman, her mother as a nurse. They’d sent their clever girl to the Ursuline nuns and, later, the Normal School, where she’d learned to read Latin, sew a straight seam, and parse the geometry of city streets.

But it wasn’t teaching or nursing or any of the other respectable professions for which they’d prepared her that called to her. Instead, it was the memory of those hungry years, and the taste of black bread, heavy with rye and desperation. The memory of want, even after the family had found its footing, never left her. In her spare time, she haunted the kitchens of neighbors and bakeries along Dock Square, learning to knead and leaven and coax softness out of the hardest flour. She told her parents, one rainy spring, that her plans were simple: she would become a baker, and with her own hands she would feed the hungry of whatever city she landed in next.

They laughed, at first—her mother shaking her head, her father muttering about the folly of a trade when she could have run a school or a ward. Yet Maeve was stubborn, and soon enough her baking outshone every Church bake sale and charity dinner in the South End. She took on apprentices, starting with the shy daughters of other immigrants, and paid them in bread and coin. She kept her ears open for stories of children skipping school for want of a morning crust, or of widows stretched thin by rent and the price of coal. 

When she’d saved enough, she announced her second plan: she would strike out for the growing towns to the west, open her own bakery, and use it as a front for a food pantry. She would not leave alone. Instead, she would gather a dozen young women—orphans, strays, or simply girls with more dreams than prospects—and build a new kind of family around her oven.

Her parents argued. Her father talked of the dangers, the loneliness, the men in those parts who wouldn’t much care for a woman giving away bread. Her mother pressed a rosary into her hand and whispered that she would pray for her every day. But true to their word, as soon as the word “go” was spoken, they sold off their smallest flat, packed her trunks with linen and flour sacks, and wrote letters to every priest and alderman they knew out west, vouching for their daughter’s character.

The girls came from everywhere. Rosie, red-haired and quick with her fists, from the docks. Lillian, whose Cantonese mother had died in the fever epidemic, from a boarding house on Kneeland Street. Midge Blackwood, the fix-it girl, from a sawmill town north of Boston. Some were barely out of pigtails; others old enough to have seen a city’s ugliest side. 

Maeve housed them in her parents’ attic, and in the cramped kitchen they learned to work together, each girl in charge of a loaf or a task. When it was time to leave, the neighbors came to see them off, arms full of handkerchiefs and advice. They called themselves the Baker’s Dozen, because they were thirteen in number.

There were tears, of course. Maeve’s mother embraced her for a long time, then insisted on pinning a locket under her daughter’s collar, just over her heart. Her father, less sentimental, pressed a folded sheaf of cash into Maeve’s hand and muttered, “Don’t trust anyone who smiles too much. Write home every Sunday.” Each of the girls got a small package for the road—a bar of soap, a set of thick stockings, a pocket New Testament or, in one case, a battered violin.

So it was that thirteen women and girls, none of them much over twenty-five, boarded the train in Boston, trailing steam and chatter and the smell of fresh rye bread behind them. No one knew what awaited them out west. But in the cramped compartments of the railcar, with wind-tangled hair and flour already dusting their skirts, they leaned together as a single hopeful creature, ready to bake and battle their way to a place of their own.
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Chapter Two: The Journey
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It was a strange and beautiful thing, Maeve thought, to climb aboard a train in the damp shadow of Boston and, by the simple passage of days, emerge blinking into a world entirely remade. The Pacific Railway was little more than a rumor back east—an impossible ribbon of steel, patched and hammered together by men who could hardly speak to each other, let alone to the distant women who bought their tickets with the last of their hope. Maeve spent the early hours leaning from the window, watching the familiar brick and timber fade to pine forests, then to stony hills, and finally to the wide, yawning emptiness of the great American prairie. 

She had expected the prairie to be as flat and dull as bread left too long to rise, but it surprised her: every morning the light shifted, painting the grass a different color, and the wind was so constant it felt like a living thing, tugging at the train as it roared across the land.

The Baker’s Dozen made the best of their confined quarters, turning the seven-day-long ride into a moveable feast. Rosie organized card games, which soon became rowdy enough to draw complaints from the more delicate passengers. Lillian kept a secret ledger of every unusual accent or language she overheard in the corridors, and entertained the girls by mimicking them with uncanny precision. 

Even the quietest of the girls, a sallow-skinned waif named Josie, found her place, curling up in the luggage rack with a novel and reciting the best parts to anyone who would listen. Whenever the train stopped at a station, Maeve would rush out and barter for apples or jerky with whatever local children had gathered to gawk at the iron horse. By the time they reached Promontory Summit, the girls had acquired a pet chicken, half a dozen new recipes for portable pies, and a sense, for the first time, that they might actually survive this adventure together.

But nothing had prepared them for the Bay Area. The train shuddered into Oakland’s depot and the girls spilled onto the platform, stunned by a sunlight that felt as though it had been washed and hung to dry on a line strung between two oceans. The air was sharp with salt and eucalyptus, and the city itself seemed stitched together from a thousand mismatched scraps: shanties and mansions, Chinese laundries next to French cafés, Black barbershops beside Greek Orthodox churches, and everywhere, the clamor of languages that made Boston seem provincial and tame.

Maeve had grown up with difference—she was Irish, after all, and could spot a slight or a slur at fifty paces—but here, there was simply too much of everyone for the old hierarchies to hold. The girls gawked as they walked, pointing at the women in bright sashes, the men in sombreros or straw hats, the children running barefoot down muddy streets.

Maeve took notes as they wandered, mapping the neighborhoods and marking the corners with the most foot traffic. The plan was simple: find a location that no one else wanted, set up shop, and win over the neighbors with bread so good they’d have to make excuses not to buy it. No one had said it would be easy. The girls spent their first nights in a boarding house above a blacksmith’s, where the walls shook and the smell of coal turned every morning’s loaf a little bit smoky. They walked the city in shifts, each scouting the storefronts and back alleys, asking questions and offering samples of their best rye and oatcakes.

It was on one of these scouting runs that Maeve met Jonah Mercer, a farmer from Marin with a wary smile and the calluses to match. He had come into the city to find help with his harvest and maybe, if luck was with him, a tenant for the empty house his uncle had left behind. Maeve listened as he described the property, just north of San Francisco in a town so small it barely warranted a stop on the ferry schedule. She asked him about the soil, the weather, and, most importantly, the people. He shrugged, said the town was mostly old lumber families, a few retired sea captains, and plenty of drifters from the gold fields who’d stuck around when the boom went bust. 

Maeve tried not to smile too widely when, after only a little haggling, he agreed to rent the house and the adjacent storefront for less than half what they would have paid in the city proper.
By the end of the week, the Baker’s Dozen were packed into the back of a hay wagon, bumping north along the bay’s winding edge, singing over the clatter of hooves and dreaming aloud of their future empire. The houses Jonah had promised were battered but solid, perched on a rise overlooking a marshy inlet and a stretch of trees that reminded Maeve, just a little, of the old country. They set to work immediately, scrubbing the walls and patching the leaky roof, dragging in the battered stoves and shelves that would become, in time, the heart of the bakery.
The neighbors watched from a distance at first, curious but wary. It did not help that the girls were loud, or that they sang as they worked, or that their first act was to paint the front door of the shop a bright, defiant blue. But bread was bread, and when the first loaves came steaming out of Maeve’s oven, the aroma did what words and smiles could not. 

By the second Sabbath, half the town had lined up for a taste of the Boston bread, and a few lingered after, asking shyly if Maeve would consider teaching their daughters to knead or their sons to sweep up the crumbs. Maeve said yes to everything, knowing that it was not just loaves she was selling, but a way of belonging.

The girls settled into a rhythm. Midge rebuilt the garden fence, Lillian took charge of the bakery’s accounts, and Rosie, when not arguing with the delivery boys, found time to befriend a woman who ran the Chinese laundry next door. Maeve knew there would be trouble, that there always was when too many strangers landed in a place that thought itself settled. But she also knew that the best way to weather such storms was with a full belly and an open table, and she meant to fill both.

As weeks passed, the bakery took on a life of its own. They named it “The Baker’s Dozen,” with the words painted in neat gold lettering across the blue door. It meant thirteen of one thing and there were thirteen women and girls in it. Maeve found herself rising before dawn each morning, the routine as familiar to her hands as the shape of her own face. She’d stoke the ovens first, watching the coals glow orange in the darkness, then mix the day’s first dough while the rest of the house slept on.

On this particular morning, she paused at the window, watching fog roll in from the bay. It crept between the buildings like something alive, muffling sound and turning the early risers into wraiths. The sight of it still startled her—so different from Boston’s sharp, industrial haze.

“You’re up early, even for you,” came Lillian’s voice from the doorway.

Maeve turned, unsurprised. Lillian was always the first to join her, hair neatly tucked beneath her cap, eyes already alert despite the hour.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Maeve admitted, returning to the dough beneath her hands. “Too much rattling around up here.” She tapped her temple with a flour-dusted finger.

Lillian nodded, reaching for an apron. “The ledger’s looking better this week. If we keep this pace, we might actually turn a profit by Christmas.”

“And the other books?” Maeve asked quietly.

They kept two sets of accounts now—one for the paying customers, another for the bread that disappeared into the pockets of hungry children or the baskets of women whose husbands had abandoned them to the gold fields. It wasn’t charity, Maeve insisted. It was insurance against the day any of them might need the same kindness.

“We’re managing,” Lillian said, her voice careful. “But if you keep feeding every stray that wanders by, we’ll need to raise prices on the fancy loaves.”

Maeve sighed, slapping the dough harder than necessary. “Do what you must. But not the rye bread. That stays as is.”

The door creaked open again, and Rosa entered, her thick braid still mussed from sleep. Unlike the others, she didn’t bother with pleasantries in the morning. Instead, she went straight to the heavy sacks of flour stacked against the wall, hoisting one onto her shoulder with practiced ease.

“Jonah’s back,” she announced, depositing the sack beside the mixing table. “Saw him riding in as I was fetching water. Says he’s got news from up north.”

Maeve felt a flutter of something in her chest—not quite worry, not quite anticipation. Jonah had become a regular fixture at the bakery, stopping by with fresh eggs or news from the outlying farms. His presence was... complicated. Useful, certainly. Pleasant, even. But there was something in the way he watched her work that made her hands clumsy and her tongue too sharp.

“Did he say what kind of news?” she asked, keeping her voice neutral.

Rosa shrugged. “Just that he’d be by after you’ve opened. Looked serious.”

“When doesn’t he?” Lillian murmured, and Maeve shot her a warning glance.

By the time the sun had burned away the fog, the bakery was alive with sound and motion. Midge had fixed the temperamental oven door, cursing it with the colorful vocabulary she’d picked up at the sawmill. Josie read aloud from yesterday’s newspaper while kneading bread, her voice rising dramatically at accounts of a stage robbery near Sacramento. The younger girls giggled as they shaped rolls, dusting each other with flour when they thought no one was looking.

The bell above the door jingled, and Maeve looked up to see Jonah filling the doorframe, hat in hand. His sandy hair was windblown, his face ruddy from the ride.

“Miss O’Sullivan,” he said, with that half-nod that passed for greeting in these parts.

“Mr. Mercer,” she returned
























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





