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Chapter One
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Jennie Hawkins always considered herself an average woman, but lately she’d started to suspect she was more restless than most. The only daughter of a Boston bootmaker, her days were as routine as clockwork—rise early, take tea with Mama, mend stockings, help tend the store, listen for Papa’s footsteps at the stroke of six. Sometimes, Jennie would catch herself watching the horizon from her attic window, imagining it was the rolling tide rather than baked city rooftops. She craved something that wasn’t the same every day, something sunlit and wild.

The world was changing quickly in 1881, and Jennie, who read every periodical she could lay hands on, knew that the West was the place to be. Land! Adventure! Freedom! Even the advertisements for “Sturdy New England Ladies” to become mail-order brides for lonely prospectors and ambitious farmers fired her up. It seemed like the most unlikely, most exciting way to launch herself out of the life she’d always known. Better a leap than a slow wither, she reasoned.

After weeks—then months—of stewing over the idea, Jennie answered a posting from one Maxfield Lundberg of Santa Barbara, California. “A man of character, seeking a practical, even-tempered companion for a life of mutual respect and modest prosperity.” There was a seriousness to his penmanship, and after the first exchange Jennie realized how bluntly honest Max was, never promising anything he couldn’t deliver. He described the farm he’d cleared with his own hands, the scrubby almond trees, his love for the salt air, the satisfaction of an aching back after a hard day. He admitted to being plain featured but “durable as an ox.” Jennie found herself grinning at his letters, then daydreaming about them.

When Max sent a photograph, which was not quite as severe as he’d suggested, Jennie made up her mind. Over the next weeks, their letters grew longer, wittier, and bolder, as they shared secret hopes and the smallest details of their daily routines. Jennie confessed her love of strawberries, her clumsy attempts at poetry, and a secret wish to see the Pacific Ocean. Max described sunsets so orange they hurt the eyes, and the inexplicable pleasure of watching fruit blossom overnight. It was as if a new person, bold and open-hearted, emerged from the safe cocoon of each envelope.

By the time Max wired funds for her ticket and promised to meet her at the Santa Barbara train depot, Jennie’s mind was made up. Her mother fretted and her father sulked, but Jennie’s resolve surprised them both. With her belongings tucked into two battered trunks and her best hat trimmed with blue ribbon, she boarded the westbound train one rainy morning, waving through the glass at her parents’ anxious faces until they were just blurs.

The journey was cramped and dirty and full of odd, fascinating people. Jennie shared a compartment with a widow who snored like a mill saw and a pair of giggling sisters headed for Oregon. At every train stop, the air grew warmer and the food grew stranger. Dust coated her cuffs and the straw in her hat wilted, but Jennie hardly noticed. She read and reread Max’s letters until she nearly had them memorized, her fingers tracing the worn edges for comfort.

As the train rattled through mountain passes and olive-green valleys, Jennie’s excitement was tempered by a twinge of panic. What if Max found her too plain, or too sharp-tongued? What if she missed Boston, or worse, what if she missed her parents? But then the air would shift with the scent of wild sage or roasting coffee, and the thrill would surge up again, stronger than the doubts.

When the conductor announced the approach to Santa Barbara, Jennie felt her heart thump twice as hard. She dabbed her wrists with rosewater, straightened her cuffs, and tried to smooth her windblown hair. Outside the window, the California sun glared gold across the foothills and the town huddled by the blue rim of ocean—so bright and different it hardly seemed real.
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If Jennie had envisioned her cross-country journey as a leisurely holiday—reading, polite conversation, scenery rolling past like painted scenery—she was quickly disabused of the notion. On the third morning, while she was watching the sunrise through the sooty window, a mustached man in a rattling suit of checks took the liberty of sitting beside her uninvited. He introduced himself as Mr. Amos Cudlip, a “capital investor” from Illinois, and immediately began regaling her with tales of his business acumen and prodigious appetite for beefsteak.

Jennie tried to hint, then outright say, that she was on her way to meet her fiancé in California, but the man only laughed and said, “Let the poor fellow stew a while! No sense in being in a rush, is there?” When she attempted to move compartments, Amos followed, insistent as a burr on a coat hem. For nearly a day, she endured his oily compliments and the constant drift of cigar smoke from his breath, until the conductor—an eagle-eyed man with a fatherly disposition—took pity and assigned Jennie a seat near a pair of elderly nuns.

If that had been the end of excitement, it might have made for a good story to write home, but the real danger struck at dawn on the Arizona border. The train was rounding a snake-bend in the hills when a volley of gunshots rang out from up ahead. Jennie, half-awake, saw the conductor sprint past her car, shouting for everyone to get down—train robbers! 

Within moments, two masked men burst into the aisle. Jennie pressed herself flat to the floor, heart thrumming so hard she thought it might shake loose. The robbers were after the mail strongbox but seemed happy to relieve passengers of their valuables along the way. Amos Cudlip, suddenly less forward, cowered beneath a bench, whimpering. The nuns prayed at a fever pitch, their voices rising in terrified Latin.

As one of the bandits passed by, Jennie’s battered trunk caught his eye. He kicked open the latch, scattering her neatly folded chemises and knitting supplies across the aisle. Oblivious to her dignity, she flung herself at the robber’s boots and begged him not to take the blue-ribbon hat her mother had made. Maybe it was the desperation in her voice, or maybe it was the sight of her chasing after the spilling yarn, but the man only laughed and tossed the hat back to her before moving on. 

The entire episode was over in less than half an hour, but her hands trembled for hours afterward. The nuns pressed rosaries into her palm and called her “brava, brava,” which struck Jennie as highly ironic, because she’d never felt less brave in her life.

After that, Jennie barely slept. Every clatter of the rails sounded like the return of the bandits. Her dreams were a jumble of masked men, lost hats, and the haunting certainty that nothing—absolutely nothing—about her future could be predicted from this point forward.

By the time the train limped into the tidy Santa Barbara depot in the violet dusk, Jennie’s nerves were singed raw. She smoothed her curls one last time, clutched her blue-ribbon hat, and prepared herself for both the new world and the man waiting in it.
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