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In the year 1875, Eliza Whitley, a woman whose restless spirit had never fit the confines of Boston's drawing rooms and parlors, found herself staring out the rain-streaked window of her parents' home. Her days had been defined by polite society, unspoken rules, and the comforting, if stifling, routine of privilege. Yet beneath the silk and taffeta, her heart beat for something wilder, less predictable—a longing that no amount of charitable work or tea parties could ever satisfy.

It was during one of those insufferably endless afternoons, her hands idly leafing through a well-thumbed copy of the Ladies' Home Companion, that Eliza discovered the advertisement that would change the course of her life. The announcement was printed in the smallest type, sandwiched between a recipe for syllabub and a cautionary tale about the dangers of traveling unescorted west of the Mississippi.

"Wanted: A woman of stout heart and gentle humor, to share a home and provide companionship on the Washington Territory coast. Prospect for adventure and honest work assured. Small cottage, large skies. Inquire of R. G. Weatherby, c/o Cape Disappointment Lighthouse."

Eliza read the ad five times, the words rearranging themselves in her mind until they seemed almost a secret code. She imagined the man behind such an offering—practical, perhaps, but not without poetry. The name, Weatherby, conjured wind and wildness, and Eliza's heart tripped at the notion of a cottage perched on the edge of the world.

She wrote her reply before supper that same evening, her penmanship neat but her hand trembling with anticipation. She told Mr. Weatherby she was accustomed to hard work and was in possession of a kind heart, though she left out the part about never having set foot west of Albany. She described her love of books and long walks, her willingness to learn, her desire for something more than the life she’d been given. She signed the letter with a flourish and sealed it before she could change her mind.

For weeks, she checked the post daily, inventing errands that brought her near the receiving window of the local depot. The reply, when it finally arrived, was brief and to the point. Weatherby confirmed receipt of her letter, described the conditions at the lighthouse—"bleak, but bracing"—and cautioned her about the isolation and hard labor. Yet there was an undercurrent of warmth beneath the spare words; he invited her with a directness that made Eliza’s pulse leap.

Her parents were baffled by her resolve, her friends appalled, but Eliza had already packed her trunk. She boarded the train for Chicago with a single suitcase and the promise of a future unknown. The journey west was a blur of soot and scenery—endless prairie grass, the rise of distant mountains, the shudder of the rails beneath her feet. She shared sleeping cars with mothers shepherding broods of rowdy children, with rough-edged prospectors, with women like herself fleeing the familiar for the promise of something grander.

At night, she would press her forehead to the glass and watch the stars wheel overhead. She wondered about Cape Disappointment—how it had gotten its name, and whether it would fulfill or thwart the secret hopes she could hardly bring herself to name. She tried to picture Reuben Weatherby: Tall or short, bearded or clean-shaven, gruff or tender. The only thing she knew for certain was that every mile carried her closer not merely to a man, but to a new version of herself.

When at last she reached Astoria, the very edge of the continent, she was met on the dock by a boy with a gap-toothed grin and a placard bearing her name, written in a bold, looping hand. The boy introduced himself as Simon, Reuben’s apprentice who also lived at the ligthouse, and escorted her to a battered skiff that waited at the wharf. The sea was choppy, the wind sharp with salt and the brine of kelp, but Eliza was too exhilarated to feel seasick.

The lighthouse itself rose like a pale finger above the black rocks, its beacon a steady, reassuring pulse in the dusk. The cottage was indeed small, but the windows were bright, and smoke curled from the crooked chimney. Inside, the air smelled of woodsmoke and baking bread. Reuben Weatherby stood by the hearth, taller and younger than she'd expected, his hair sun-bleached and his eyes the clear gray of winter surf.

He extended his hand, and in that moment, Eliza realized she had not misread the ad after all—this was a place where stout hearts and gentle humor would matter. Reuben smiled, his reserve melting into something shy and hopeful.

Eliza set down her suitcase, her cheeks flushed with the wind and the novelty of it all, and prepared to step into the life she had chosen.
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The table was already set with a simple supper: Rounds of crusty bread, wedges of sharp cheddar, a crock of golden butter, and a pot of tea so fresh its steam clouded the little kitchen windows. Reuben had set out a jar of tangy pickles and a bowl of hard-boiled eggs, their shells dappled with brown.

Simon, clearly proud of his contribution, carried in a basket of foraged mussels, blue-black and briny, which he set at Eliza’s place as if it were a royal gift. The small room glowed with lamplight, and the wind rattled the panes, but inside all was cozy, close, and—strangely for so new a place—welcoming.

Eliza took her chair and tried to remember the protocols for this sort of communal meal, but the men ate without ceremony or pretense. Simon heaped his plate and devoured his food with the hearty abandon of a teenager. Reuben was quieter, more deliberate, breaking bread in neat pieces and watching Eliza from beneath his sun-blond lashes. For a time, the only sounds were the scrape of cutlery and the muted roar of the storm outside.

After supper, Eliza offered to wash the dishes, expecting some protest—her mother would have fainted at the suggestion—but Reuben simply handed her an apron and set about drying with the air of a man used to doing for himself. Simon disappeared to the lighthouse proper, his mouth already full of stories about the night shift, and Eliza could hear his boots echoing against the spiral stair.

She and Reuben worked side by side, close enough that their shoulders bumped from time to time, and Eliza was surprised by how companionable the silence could be. At last, the kitchen clean, they took their tea in battered tin mugs and sat by the stove, watching the fire die to a soft orange glow.

In the hours before bed, Reuben gave Eliza a tour of the tiny cottage—two bedrooms upstairs, a water closet of sorts, and a sitting room lined with battered shelves. There were books everywhere, their spines faded and cracked, and Eliza recognized Homer and Thoreau, volumes of Shakespeare and the odd penny dreadful tucked between atlases and navigation manuals. Her own trunk had been stowed beneath the window, and she unpacked beneath the hush of the storm, her hands almost trembling with the strangeness of it all.

The room was small, but it belonged to her, and when she pressed her face to the salt-streaked glass she could see the lighthouse beacon sweeping in wide, solemn arcs across the boiling sea.

That first night, Eliza lay awake listening to the wind howl around the eaves, the stove ticking as it cooled, the faint shouts of Simon somewhere up the tower. She half expected to wake and find herself in her old Boston bed, the adventure only a dream.

But morning came with a crash of gulls and the smell of coffee drifting through the floorboards. She dressed quickly and
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