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Chapter One
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In 1875, Maggie Lawson did not wake each morning with the certainty that the world would grant her a fair shake. She had, at twenty-two, already spent half her life in the service of wealthy East Coast families, not as a nursemaid, nor as a cook, but as a designer of gardens—an occupation that hovered between eccentricity and scandal in a woman. 

Her father, a stonemason, had not approved; her mother, dead these nine years, could only offer her silence. Each day Maggie donned her boots and canvas apron, a badge of rebellion among the ruffles and crinolines of Boston, and each day she proved, a little more, that a woman might coax beauty from the earth as well as any man.

Yet for every rose trellis she coaxed onto a sunless wall, every stony patch she turned into a riot of zinnias, there were two, three, sometimes six clients who could not see past her gender. "A lady gardener? How unusual," the matriarchs would titter behind gloved hands, and the men would glance at her with an odd mixture of curiosity and disbelief, as if she were an especially clever dog. 

Sometimes, Maggie would catch herself staring at her own hands, measuring the dirt under her nails against the expectations of a society that preferred women as hothouse orchids rather than the ones tending them.

She had, on more than one rain-slick morning, thought of giving up. There were easier ways to make a living. Teaching. Sewing. Governessing. All things for which she had neither patience nor interest. She craved the scent of fresh-turned loam, the ache in her arms after a day’s work, the feeling of a plan unfurling—first on paper, then in the world itself. 

It was this craving that kept her from packing away her trowel for good, even when her father’s cough worsened or the bank note glowered from its spot on the mantel.

What finally shifted her course was a small, square advertisement in the back of the Boston Evening Transcript. "WANTED: Lady of Ambition and Character, for partnership in Horticultural Venture, West." There were no names, just a post office box in Sacramento, California. Maggie read it three times before clipping it out and tucking it between the pages of her gardening journal. She thought about it on her walk home, in the haze of late October, when the wind carried the promise of change across the Common.

At first, she dismissed it. She had work here, even if it was piecemeal and thankless. Besides, California was a continent away—she might as well dream of planting gardens on the moon. But the idea rooted in her, slow and steady, until she found herself curious, then hopeful, then restless. Every day she passed the train station, watching new arrivals spill onto the platform with suitcases and hope, and every day she wondered if her own life could be made anew in the same way.

She spent a week drafting her first letter, handwriting careful and deliberate, as if the right words could carry her across the mountains and deserts. She described her skills and her vision, her experience with roses and fruit trees, her determination to succeed. She signed it "Miss Margaret Lawson, Boston, Massachusetts," and on impulse, added a single pressed pansy in the envelope, a promise of color to come.

Weeks passed with no reply. Maggie found herself checking the post twice daily, to the point where the stationmaster would tip his hat and say, “Not today, Miss Lawson,” before she could even ask. Just as she had resolved to forget the whole thing, a letter arrived in a hand unlike any she had seen. The paper smelled faintly of campfire smoke and pine; inside, the message was brief and direct:

"Miss Lawson,

Your credentials are impressive. I seek not only a business partner, but a companion to build a future with. If you possess true fortitude, come west. You will find many acres and a ready heart waiting.

Respectfully,
Steven Hastings, Hastings Farm, Sonoma County, California"

She read it aloud to her father, who coughed once and said, "Sounds like a madman." But Maggie smiled, her pulse quickening. She wrote a reply that night, confirming her intent, and within days had booked passage on the westbound train.

The weeks that followed were a blur of preparations. She packed her most sensible dresses, her journals, a battered book on botany, and her mother’s silver thimble. She visited neighbors and clients, said her goodbyes in the language of bulbs and cuttings, gifting peonies and tulips to the friends who had believed in her. 

On the last morning, she walked her father to the door, the sky a sullen gray behind him. He pressed a heavy coin into her palm and said, "For luck. Or for a ticket back, if it comes to that." She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat, and promised to write.

The train ride west was unlike anything she could have imagined. The steady clack of the wheels soothed her nerves as the landscape spun from city to country, from autumn’s chill to the brittle gold of prairie grass. At night, Maggie stayed awake listening to the murmured conversations of strangers: Prospectors headed for the Comstock, desperate families, honeymooners, and the odd traveling preacher. 

She shared a compartment with a widow and her son, both of whom regarded Maggie with wary admiration when she told them her plans.

Somewhere in Nebraska, the widow asked, “Aren’t you frightened?”

Maggie considered her answer. She was frightened, a little. But she was more frightened of a life spent wishing she had tried.

“Mostly I’m curious,” she said, and the widow nodded as if this was the only sensible answer.

Beyond Denver, the mountains rose in blue and white majesty, and Maggie pressed her forehead to the window, counting the ridges that stood between her and the coast. She began to picture what her new life might look like—rows of grapevines curling up a hillside, chickens scratching dust beneath a fig tree, laughter echoing across a porch at dusk. 

She wondered if Steven Hastings was tall or short, kind or stern, shy or laugh-out-loud funny. She wondered what he saw in her letters that made him take such a risk.

When the train finally crossed into California, the air changed: Softer, tinged with citrus and dust. On the final leg of her journey, Maggie practiced introducing herself as “Miss Lawson, Horticulturalist,” tasting the words like a rare fruit. She felt, for the first time, that perhaps she would be welcomed for what she could do, rather than dismissed for what she was.

After a lifetime of being the oddity, the curiosity, the woman who dirtied her own hands, Maggie was ready to become something else entirely—a partner, a pioneer, a beloved. As the train whistle sounded for Sacramento, she sat taller in her seat, heart thumping in time with the rails, and fixed her eyes on the horizon.
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Chapter Two
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Maggie’s first impression of Northern California was that everything was too vast for the human mind to reckon with. The sky was a hard blue, so open that she ached for the soot-and-brick ceilings of Boston. The train had barely screeched to a halt before she was gathering her bag and stepping onto the platform—her boots landing in a drift of ochre dust so fine it threatened to swallow her whole.

There were palm trees where she had expected firs, and squat, sun-baked buildings in the place of proper brick. Still, she breathed in the new air and found it heady, with notes of citrus blossom and wood smoke.

Steven Hastings was waiting near the edge of the platform, hat in hand, eyes narrowed against the glare. He was not as tall as she had imagined, nor as thin, but he moved with a deliberate economy—as though even his breaths were measured. He greeted her not with a handshake, but with a nod, and a “Miss Lawson, I presume?” in a voice roughened by years of shouting over wind and livestock.

She followed him through the town’s single-boulevard bustle, then out onto a rutted road that wound through vineyards and pastures. The land itself seemed to change every mile, from tidy olive groves to wild, untamed hills spiked with yellow grass and thistle. Maggie’s fingers itched for her sketchbook.

Hastings Farm was, at first glance, a failed promise. The house—whitewashed clapboard, wide porch sinking
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