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Stormy Harrison’s life on the gentle eastern seaboard of 1875 had been shaped by a persistent drizzle of routine. The weather was kind, the people even more so, and no event—social or atmospheric—ever amounted to much more than a flutter of news in the daily paper. 

Stormy, named for a tempest that never arrived, grew up keenly aware of her own contradiction: Her spirit, as unruly as the oceans she could see only in etchings, was completely at odds with her placid surroundings.

By the time she reached twenty, she had cycled through every occupation respectable for a woman of her time. She was a nanny twice over, only to find the children more interested in teaching her how to climb trees than the other way around. 

Stormy’s current post—a long-standing arrangement with the Wilkins family, whose patriarch had made his money in shipping and whose matriarch had made her reputation in social climbing—demanded much of her physical energy but none of her wit. 

The Wilkinses’ house, a sprawling brick-and-stone mansion on the edge of the village, was a monument to money’s ability to purchase good taste by the yard. Mahogany banisters, velvet drapery, carpets thick enough to drown a small dog: Stormy cleaned these every day, sometimes twice, as if the house itself were a dragon and the dust its endless offspring.

On that particular morning, she knelt at the base of the main staircase, her knees cushioned by a folded rag, scrubbing an already gleaming newel post. The smell of beeswax polish was as much a part of her as the thick brown braid pinned to her head. 

She worked methodically, her hands moving with the grace of a pianist, but her thoughts were a thousand miles away. She imagined herself in a bustling city, perhaps New York or Philadelphia, where the air was sharp with ambition and the sidewalks crowded with people who did not look twice at a woman walking alone.

Instead, here she was, making war on invisible fingerprints and cobwebs. Her charge this year was to oversee not just the main thoroughfares but also the guest rooms—five of them, rarely used—and the breakfast room, where Mrs. Wilkins took tea each afternoon with her circle of acquaintances. 

Stormy had perfected the art of moving quietly among them, listening to their low, urgent gossip while dusting the marble mantel. She could have recited by heart the affairs, illnesses, and petty grievances of every notable family in town, if anyone had bothered to ask.

But, no one did. Her employers regarded her with a mild, approving indifference. She was efficient, pleasant, and discreet, which in their view elevated her from servant to a kind of honorary furniture. The Wilkins children, both boys, thought her a magician for her ability to produce sweets from thin air and to patch up their torn sleeves before anyone noticed the damage.

Still, the days all ran together: Dawn to dusk, cleaning and dusting, setting tables and clearing plates, the routine unbroken except by the changing of seasons. Stormy could walk the house in darkness and never bump her shin; she knew each creak of the floorboards and the pattern of sunlight on the stairs. 

She moved through it now, bucket in hand, and paused at the first landing, where a long window looked out on the side garden.

She pressed her forehead to the glass, letting the cool pane anchor her to the present. Outside, the sky was a pale, stubborn blue, and the rosebushes had already suffered the first pruning of the year. She envied those roses: How, after the cutting, they always returned, brighter than before.

From downstairs, the housekeeper’s bell chimed, signaling the arrival of the day’s post. Stormy’s heart gave a small, startled leap; the mail was the one part of her job she relished. She hurried down, careful not to let the bucket slosh, and arrived in time to see the housekeeper—a red-faced woman called Mrs. Holloway—examining a letter with a look of mild suspicion.

“For you, Miss Harrison,” Mrs. Holloway announced, as if it were a weekly occurrence, which it was. Stormy had correspondents in Boston and New York, and at least three cousins who wrote regularly, though their letters usually contained news of little consequence.

She wiped her hands on her apron and accepted the envelope. The script was familiar, a cousin from Providence—nothing dramatic. Still, the letter would mean a few minutes’ escape from the tedium of brass and banisters. She thanked Mrs. Holloway, who sniffed in response, and tucked the letter into her apron pocket for later.

Then it was back to work. The rest of the morning passed in a blur of repetitive tasks, her hands guided more by memory than conscious thought. She cleaned out the dining room’s ornate sideboard, then moved upstairs to dust the parlor, where she found Mrs. Wilkins seated at her writing desk, composing invitations for a summer gathering.

“Stormy, dear,” Mrs. Wilkins said without looking up. “Do see that the carriage is properly aired before the guests arrive this weekend. Last year, Mrs. Farnsworth nearly fainted from the stuffy air.”

Stormy suppressed a smile. Mrs. Farnsworth was notorious for fainting, especially when the conversation grew dull. “Yes, ma’am,” she replied, and made a mental note to freshen the carriage with lavender, as she always did.

She finished the parlor in silence. From the garden below, she could hear the gardeners arguing in low voices about the best way to trim the yew hedges. She envied them, in their mud-splattered boots, able to speak their minds without fear of offense.

Lunch was a quiet affair, taken in the small servants’ hall with the housekeeper and the cook, Mrs. Farrell. There was bread and cheese, and a thin broth, and afterwards a slice of apple tart. Stormy ate quickly, anxious to steal a few moments in the kitchen garden before the afternoon’s round of duties began.

She found a patch of sun at the base of the stone wall, pulled out her cousin’s letter, and read it twice. It was as she suspected: Her cousin’s husband had taken ill, the children were restless, and the weather had turned strange. She wondered, as she often did, whether people in Providence found their lives as dull as she found hers.

She tucked the letter away and leaned her head back, the rough stone warm against her neck. The air smelled faintly of thyme and earth. She let her eyes close, just for a moment, and in that moment, she imagined a different sort of life—one where her days were shaped by her own choosing, not by the needs and whims of a family who barely noticed her presence.

She returned to the house with the resolve to endure the rest of the afternoon. She polished the lamp globes in the foyer, cleaned the mud from the front steps, and set the tea trays for the drawing room. All the while, her mind darted off in a hundred directions, always looking for the crack in the day, the bit of chaos or adventure that might slip in if she let her guard down.

As dusk arrived, she lit the hall lamps and took a final turn through the house to make sure all was in order. She closed the windows, drew the heavy curtains, and paused for a moment at the foot of the stairs. The house was silent, the only sound the ticking of the tall clock in the main hall.

She stood there, hands folded, and allowed herself the briefest flicker of hope that tomorrow—somehow—would be different. That a letter would arrive that changed everything, or that a stranger would appear at the door and set her life spinning off its axis.

But nothing happened. She climbed the stairs, the banister gleaming beneath her palm, and retreated to her small attic room. There, she opened her journal and wrote a page about the quiet heroism of roses, how they endured pruning only to bloom again. 

She wondered if the roses even noticed the difference between one day and the next.

She was clever, and everyone saw it. Her mind ran ahead of her circumstances as surely as water ran downhill, and friends and family alike urged her to marry, as if the challenge of running a household and raising children would dampen her restless intellect.

Stormy smiled politely and penned elaborate letters to imaginary suitors, if only for the pleasure of inventing new disasters for herself. But when she read a notice in the back of The Weekly Tribune, “Lonesome Rancher in Need of Devoted Wife,” she didn’t laugh as she was expected to. Instead, she answered, and found herself believing the words she wrote.

The lonesome rancher, Harvey Smith, was a widower from a little-known coastal town called Miramonte, California. He owned a ranch
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