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In 1875, Cassandra Beaumont lived in a city where every street was choked with soot and the sky was never truly blue. The relentless clang of trolley bells and the shouts of peddlers below her boarding house window made her long for quiet, for sunlight, for a patch of earth that remembered its own color. 

After her parents passed, Cassandra had worked her way through a queue of ever-dreary seamstress jobs, keeping her head down and her hands busy, but the money was never enough to buy her more than scraps of fabric or keep her from the landlord’s frown.

On the rare Sunday morning when she wandered past city gardens—tiny, fenced-in squares tucked between brick buildings—she would linger, fingers wrapped around the iron bars, watching little children chase butterflies among the weeds. 

She imagined herself one day tending a garden of her own, with everything bright and untamed: Golden sunflowers, red poppies, and white daisies growing together without anyone telling them not to. Her longing was so fierce it made her ribs ache.

But dreams like these belonged to girls with dowries, not to orphans with calloused palms. Cassandra knew her options, and none of them included California—unless, as her friend Lila slyly suggested, she was willing to “give up and ship out as somebody’s wife.” 

Lila had read about it in the Women’s Weekly: An agency that matched respectable, educated ladies with Western men in need of wives. Cassandra had laughed at first, but as she stitched late into the night, her mind kept wandering west.

After a week of sleeplessness, she wrote to the agency, careful to mention her “good health, cheerful disposition, and skill with both needle and cookpot.” She left out the nights she cried herself to sleep and the fact that she had never seen a live chicken, let alone cooked one. 

The answer came in a thin, businesslike envelope that smelled faintly of pipe tobacco and adventure.

Her future husband’s name was Robert—Robert Eli Cartwright, a blacksmith and widower with a ranch on the edge of a town she’d never heard of. His letter, attached to hers by a pin, was brief but sincere. He admitted to being lonely, a poor hand at cooking, and in need of “a firm yet gentle woman’s touch.” There was a scrawled postscript: “My late wife loved gardening. The house has a patch for flowers—though it’s mostly weeds now.”

Cassandra folded the letter and tucked it into her bodice, heart pounding with something dangerously close to hope. For the next four weeks, she exchanged careful letters with Robert, each one crossing the country with promises and confessions. He wrote of the gold-flecked hills, the friendly neighbors, the river that glittered in the spring. She wrote of her desire for a happy home, of her willingness to work hard, of her belief that love could grow anywhere, given the sun and time.

The day before her departure, Cassandra packed her entire life into two carpetbags and the battered trunk her parents had brought from England. Lila braided her hair and made her laugh, then hugged her so tightly it nearly cracked her spine. The two friends walked arm-in-arm to the train station, where the platform was crowded with men and women chasing different kinds of fortune. Cassandra clung to her ticket, feeling extravagantly rich, and swore to herself that she would not look back.

As the train pulled away from the city, Cassandra watched the world unfold. The buildings gave way to fields, the air slowly sweetened, and the sky widened until it seemed possible to breathe again. With every mile, she felt the weight of the old life slough off. 
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Cassandra’s train ticket had cost her most of a month’s wages, but she cherished it like a passport to a new world. The journey was her first real escape from the city since she’d arrived as a child, and she treated every detail of the trip as something to be studied and remembered. 

She sat pressed against the window, watching the scenery change from sooty brick to open pasture, her cheek occasionally resting against the cool pane just to reassure herself it wasn’t a dream. 

Her fellow passengers were a motley cast—miners returning from failed strikes, mothers wrangling children, two well-dressed men who argued about politics until their voices grew hoarse and the conductor threatened to separate them. 

In the seat next to Cassandra, a matron with a severe bun and a brooch shaped like a sparrow kept glancing at her hands, as if questioning what sort of woman travelled so far on her own. 

On the second morning, Cassandra bought a gardening book from a battered wire rack at the station in St. Louis. The cover was faded and the spine had been mended with twine, but inside, the color plates of peonies and climbing roses dazzled her. 

She read it cover to cover in a single afternoon, hunched over the pages while the train rattled across the prairie. Some of the Latin names made her lips stumble, but she circled the common ones: Foxglove, hollyhock, columbine. She traced her finger over a black-and-white sketch of a trellis smothered in sweet peas, imagining it painted in real color behind her someday kitchen window.

At a stop in Topeka, the matron finally spoke. “Are you moving on, dear, or returning home?” Her voice was softer than Cassandra expected. 

“Moving on,” Cassandra replied. “All the way to California.” 

The woman’s eyes widened, just a little. “That’s a long journey for a young lady. Do you have relations there?”

Cassandra hesitated, then offered, “I’m to be married. My intended has a ranch in Red Creek.”

The woman brightened at the word married, as if it settled something. “My late husband kept a peach orchard,” she said. “If you want my advice, plant mint near your back door. It keeps out ants and snakes.”

They spoke for another hour, the matron sharing stories of peaches so ripe they split, of blizzards that froze the hens solid, of the way the sky looked after a prairie thunderstorm. Cassandra listened with her whole self, grateful for every scrap of wisdom. 

When they parted at the next station, the woman pressed a small envelope into Cassandra’s hand. “For luck,” she said, and disappeared into the crowd.

Inside was a single pressed violet and a folded slip of paper: “Remember, all things brave begin small.”

The train journey grew stranger and more beautiful the further west it ran. Through Kansas, the fields rolled in endless green waves. In Colorado, snow still clung to the mountaintops, even as summer wildflowers blanketed the valleys. 

Somewhere in Utah, a sandstorm blew up and battered the carriages for hours, coating every surface with a fine, pink dust. Cassandra didn’t mind—she relished the evidence that she was in a place where the world could still surprise her.

At night, she wrote letters she would never send: To her parents, to Lila, to the ghost of herself who once believed the world ended at the city limits. She described the way the moon hung huge and low over the plains, the taste of the coffee boiled over an engine fire, and the strange ache of being both lonely and free. 

Sometimes, she even wrote drafts of what she would say to Robert when they finally met.

On the last evening, Cassandra bathed her face in the tiny basin of the sleeping car and tried to tame her hair. She wore her best dress—a faded blue calico with mended sleeves—and pinned the envelope with the violet to her collar. She practiced smiling in the little mirror, hoping it would look natural in person.

The Red Creek station consisted of a single platform and a whitewashed shack. No crowd, no porters, just the high, wild scent of sage and the wind rattling the eucalyptus trees. Cassandra gathered her carpetbags and stepped onto the platform, heart pounding in her throat.

She recognized Robert Eli Cartwright immediately. He stood at the edge of the platform, nervously shifting from one foot to the other. He
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