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Chapter One
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Judith Sachs had lost track of how many years she'd spent as a servant in the grand Boston house, how many times she'd soothed her sore hands in cold water after an endless day of cooking, cleaning, and chasing after children. 

Six children, if anyone was keeping score, and she certainly was. Every day, she roused before the sun, her stomach hollow and fists already balled against the morning cold, and set about scrubbing the floors and peeling potatoes and minding the littlest ones who screamed for attention. 

Her life was a symphony of chores, punctuated by the clatter of dishes and the shrill whistle of her mistress when something needed fixing. She’d heard stories about bright futures and the promise of fortunes, but for Judith, the limits of her world were the kitchen door and the city block she passed through on her rare half-day off each Sunday.

On the worst days, when every muscle burned and her head ached from lack of sleep, Judith found herself pressing her forehead to the small, fogged window above the scullery sink. She watched the city just beyond reach: the street vendors in the market, the flower girls with their bursting baskets, the newsboys darting between carts, their arms full of bundled hope. “Let me out,” she whispered, a silent plea nobody ever heard.

One day, after a morning spent lugging wet laundry up and down two flights of stairs, Judith reached her breaking point. Her mistress had scolded her for overcooking the mutton, her master had spilled coffee across a clean tablecloth, and the twins had dumped a pitcher of milk onto the nursery carpet. Judith paused on the back landing, cloth bundle clutched to her chest, and suddenly the prospect of simply walking away crystallized in her mind. She could leave. It was as simple and impossible as that.

That night, she stole through the servant’s entrance into the city’s darkness, carrying just a change of dress, a battered copy of Ivanhoe, and the few coins she’d managed to squirrel away. Every step away from the familiar streets made her chest tighter and her breath sharper, but she didn’t slow down until the first light of dawn crept over the rooftops. 

She wandered aimlessly, dazed and uncertain, through neighborhoods that smelled of brine and horse sweat and baking bread, until her feet carried her to a cobbled square in the heart of the city.

For hours, Judith drifted in a fog of exhaustion and exhilaration, unsure how to begin anew. The city was a churning, indifferent thing, and without a reference or a friend to vouch for her, she doubted she could find honest work. Hunger gnawed at her belly, and for a moment she was tempted to turn around, beg forgiveness, and return to her former life, but the thought of that kitchen and those endless stairs steeled her resolve.

It was in a baker’s window—her nose pressed to the glass, eyes lingering on the plump, flour-dusted rolls—that she saw the advertisement. Handsome script, inked with care and tacked between announcements for boarding houses and lost pets: “Frontier Widower Seeks Lady of Character and Industry for Matrimony. Prospects Good. Passage West Provided.” 

Judith read the words through twice, then a third time, her mind racing. She’d heard tales of mail order brides, women who crossed the continent to marry strangers and begin again. The idea sounded reckless and terrifying, but also—just possibly—magical.

She tore the address from the flyer and found herself at a public reading room, clutching a borrowed pencil and trembling as she composed her reply. She wrote of her cookery skills and her willingness to work, and, with a sudden surge of honesty, confessed her longing for a life that belonged to her alone. She signed the letter with a flourish and sealed it with her last penny in postage.

The days that followed stretched out in a haze of anticipation. Judith scraped by on odd jobs—mending, sweeping stoops, selling her own labor by the hour. She told no one her real name and slept in different lodgings each night, even as she wondered if she’d ever hear back. 

Every morning she visited the post office, heart shrinking with disappointment when the box was empty. But then, a week later, the reply arrived. A plain envelope, addressed in a bold, unfamiliar hand. Inside, a train ticket westward, a short note of welcome, and a promise that her new husband-to-be would meet her at the station in St. Louis.

Judith read the note three times on the street, tears slipping down her wind-chapped cheeks. She had no idea what waited for her, but she had a ticket to something other than servitude, and that was enough.

She boarded the train two days later, her entire life reduced to a battered satchel and the hope that she’d find a place in the wide, wild west.
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The train hissed and lurched, pulling Judith westward across endless rippling plains and jagged blue ranges, each mile putting more distance between her old life and whatever waited at journey’s end. She spent the long hours peering out soot-smeared windows, marveling at the sweep of land that stretched unbroken to the horizon and the strangeness of the people aboard: Men in battered hats and women in homespun, children darting up and down the rocking cars like small, howling ghosts. 

Her ticket had been stamped in careful, blue-black ink: “St. Louis to Seaview, California, via Central Pacific.” The words on the paper were crisp and dignified, and the route itself looked grand in the way only a telegraph operator with neat penmanship could make it seem. 

Judith clutched the ticket in her palm, the filigreed letters already smudging in the sweat of her hand, and tried to imagine each new mile as an adventure. The railroad brochures had spoken of soaring mountain passes and sparkling rivers, but the first few days proved less a journey of romance and more an exercise in endurance.

The train compartments were drafty and filled with the constant rattle of coal and metal. Judith shared her car with a rotating cast of travelers: livestock men with their boots propped up on the seat backs, mothers gathering their broods into tight, squirming bundles, and old men who dozed with their mouths open and snored like misaligned engines. The air was thick with boiled eggs, pipe smoke, and the tart smell of unwashed flannel.

At every new depot, the passengers would surge out onto the platform, hungry for fresh air or a bite to eat, then trickle back in when the conductor’s whistle pierced the din. Judith braved the occasional stop for a dried apple turnover or a cup of watery coffee, but mostly she watched the landscape roll by: Endless gold grass, black-tailed deer startled by the train’s thunder, the occasional far-off settlement with a spired church and a handful of shingled roofs. 

Sometimes a river, sometimes only dust. She pressed her nose to the window and tried to picture California, whatever that might be.

The rhythm of the rails lulled her into a kind of waking dream, but when night fell, the cars turned cold and the benches grew hard. Judith soon learned to sleep with her satchel lashed to her ankle and her chin tucked on her knees, wary of pickpockets or the too-curious children who roamed the aisles in search of mischief. There was a comfort, too, in the sameness of the days: wake, wash at the tiny basin, braid her hair, stare out another window while the world swept past.

Her thoughts returned, again and again, to the advertisement she’d answered and the man waiting for her at the far end of the line. She practiced saying his name under her breath—Harry Johnson, always just “Harry” in his letters—imagining it belonged to someone tall and kind, someone
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