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Chapter One
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She cinched the rope around her trunk with determined fingers and sat hard on the lid to snap the clasps into place. The braided rug scraped her ankles where her stockings had already gone threadbare. A faint scent of stewed cabbage hovered in the air: Mrs. Zhivana downstairs cooked for boarders, and Sally supposed she'd miss the old woman's muttered prayers and sloshing of soup pots—or perhaps not, given how many dinners she'd had to choke down through gritted teeth.

She pulled her only nice shawl tighter across her chest and pressed her brow to the window. It was just past dawn. Lamplight flickered on the next block, but the streets below were empty but for a rag picker shoving a barrow through reeking slush. She'd grown up believing cities were meant to be dazzling, even magical. Maybe New York was, in some boarding house she couldn't afford, but not in this leaky, cracked little corner of the Lower East Side.

Sally folded and put in one area of her rented room, all of the things she would leave behind, just in case someone else could use them. It wasn’t much, but she hated to waste things.

A knock sounded at the door, sharp and quick. Sally startled, snapped to attention, and tamped down the fear that some policeman had come looking for her. Only Mrs. Zhivana, trembling on her cane and wrapped in a heavy scarf, poked her head in.

"You are packed? Is good. Come," Mrs. Zhivana said. Her vowels were stone-heavy, and Sally felt warmth sneak into her cheeks realizing she'd miss this, after all.

"I am packed," Sally said, dragging her trunk into the corridor, even as the edge caught on the threshold and nearly toppled her.

Mrs. Zhivana reached for Sally's shoulder with gnarled fingers. "Write me. From Arizona. Maybe you grow oranges, yes?"

"Oranges?" Sally laughed and set her trunk down hard at the top of the stairs. "I don't even know what they eat in Arizona."

Mrs. Zhivana shrugged, then cupped Sally's face and kissed each cheek: Brisk, brusque as ever. "You don't die of hunger. Is goat cheese, I am sure."

Sally grinned, and the feeling shocked her. Heaven help her, she was leaving.

They creaked down the stairs together. Sally let the old woman cling to the crook of her arm, and though she told herself it was to help Mrs. Zhivana, she clung back just as hard. The street was cold and furred with fog. Out on the stoop, the trunk seemed to triple in weight, perhaps weighed down with the life she was leaving behind.

A dray cart waited, horse stamping and blowing frosty clouds through its nose. The driver, a boy no older than Sally herself, watched from under a rakish cap, mouth pulled into a taut line. All her few worldly possessions fit into the trunk, but it felt like a final, staggering burden—a thing she might abandon and take to her heels, were it not for the shiver of hope somewhere in her ribs.

Mrs. Zhivana helped boost the trunk up, her hands blue and trembling. Then they stood for a long while, silence growing between them as the city awoke in slow bursts of noise and color.

"You write," Mrs. Zhivana insisted again, and shoved a twist of paper into Sally's pocket before she could protest. A faint odor of stale gin and cloves drifted from the bundle. Sally blinked hard, refusing to cry. She mounted the wagon bench and forced herself to gaze straight ahead. 

The city spun away behind her, blocks slipping past like pages in a story she would never finish reading. The driver said nothing, just snapped the reins and whistled. Sally gripped the bench until her knuckles ached, feeling the cold creep up her wrists.

By dusk, she was at the train depot, trunk jostled to the platform. Engine whistles shrieked like wounded things. Sally had never seen so many people in one place, and the mess of them pressed her breathing thin. She found her ticket in her pocket, the ink smudged and uneven, and clutched it in her mittened hand.

West, it said. To Tucson, via Chicago and all points between.
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Chapter Two
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The train loomed dark and enormous, its iron belly hissing, but inside there was warmth, smells of burnt coffee and boiled ham, and that peculiar staleness of unwashed wool. Sally stowed her trunk beneath the hard bench, sat tall, and refused to look back as the engine coughed to life.

She watched the city dwindle, the brick tenements and rag pickers swallowed by distance, and for a strange, giddy instant she was almost tingling with possibility. Arizona. The word didn't quite feel real, not yet.

She dozed and woke, dozed and woke, stomach hiccuping with nerves, staring at the blurred landscape. Snow gave way to brown earth, and the faces around her changed. There were fewer hats, more tanned skin, voices sliding toward a different rhythm. Sally scribbled a letter to Mrs. Zhivana on the back of a church handbill, but it felt inadequate, somehow. She tore it up and started again, writing what she meant to say: I am on my way.

She thought of her husband—a word she still couldn't say in her head without a muffled laugh. They'd exchanged three letters, his penmanship tidy and manly, the sentences odd and blunt. She couldn't conjure a clear image of him, only the vague impression of a heavy coat, a swipe of sandy hair, a jawline firm enough to mean business. She wondered if he would be the kind who smiled easily, or if he would keep all his secrets buttoned up in his vest.

The days blurred, each station like a pause for breath. In Missouri, a woman with three babies offered Sally a chunk of biscuit and a tight smile. In Kansas, a group of farmhands jawed about rail rates, barely noticing her. Sally kept to herself, watching the country unfold like a slow miracle.

When she finally arrived in Tucson, the air tasted of dust and sun, sharp enough to burn her throat. She fanned herself with her ticket stub, peering for any sign of her name. A clatter of boots approached; a man in a canvas duster and battered hat scanned the platform, lips moving as if reciting a prayer. He stopped cold in front of her.

"Sally Bertinelli?" He said it with a question mark that seemed to hang between them.

She stepped forward, tried for a steady voice. "That's me." Her accent curled out, softer than his.

He took off his hat, hair flattened beneath. His eyes were steady but his mouth seemed unpracticed in kindness. "Name's Ransom," he said, as if it were a fact that brooked no argument. "Welcome to Arizona. Hope the train wasn't too rough on you."

She realized in a flash that she was staring. She tucked her hands behind her back and shook her head. "I'm sturdy," she said. "You must be my..." The word caught, tumbled inside her mouth. Maybe it was her lack of sleep, or the suddenness of everything. "My future. I think."

Ransom barked a single syllable of laughter, surprised by his own sound. "Well. Let's get your trunk. Place is a ways out of town."

He lifted the trunk with one hand and motioned her ahead. She had a sudden quick thought of his strength and if he needed to protect her in an awkward situation. As they picked through the crowd, he walked beside her rather than in front, careful to keep pace with her steps. She noticed the crease in his trousers, the brush of dust on his cuffs, the way he darted nervous looks over his shoulder, as if he expected someone or something to challenge his good luck.

Outside, the sun was blinding. Beyond the station, the road flattened out into nothingness, sage and scrub stretching all the way to the bones of the far mountains. Sally took a deep breath and felt the oddest lightness fill her. The sky alone was bigger than every block in New York.

Ransom loaded the trunk into a waiting buckboard and unspooled the reins. "Still want to go through with this?" he asked, not unkind.

"I have a ticket here," she said. "I'm not turning back."

He nodded, mouth twitching. The horses clopped on, and Sally let the heat of the day fill her bones. She looked out at the wild, empty space and thought: Maybe she would learn to eat oranges, after all.
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