Chapter One: The Letter

The letter arrived on a Tuesday, which was the day nothing ever arrived at the Harlow house. Nora Harlow turned it over twice before she opened it. The envelope was thick and yellow, and the handwriting on the front leaned hard to the right, as if the writer had been walking into a strong wind.

"Who sends letters anymore?" her brother Ben asked from the kitchen doorway. He was nine, and he believed that anything worth saying could be said in a text message with three emojis.

"Aunt Margaret, apparently," Nora said. She read the first line aloud. "My dear Nora, I am leaving you the lighthouse."

Ben's mouth fell open. "A whole lighthouse? With the light and everything?"

"With the light and everything," Nora said, and she laughed, because it was absurd. Their great aunt had kept the Point Rowan light for forty years, long after ships stopped needing it, and nobody in the family had been out there since the funeral.

Their father came in from the garden with dirt on his hands and a question on his face. "What is it?" he asked.

"Margaret left me the lighthouse," Nora said. "And a key." She tipped the envelope, and a heavy brass key slid into her palm. It was cold, and it was older than anything she owned.

"Well," her father said slowly, "I suppose we should go and look at it."

"Saturday?" Ben asked. "Can we go Saturday?"

"Saturday," their father said. Ben cheered so loudly that the cat left the room.

Chapter Two: Point Rowan

The road to Point Rowan ran out before the land did. They left the car at the end of the gravel and walked the last half mile on a path of crushed shells, with the wind pulling at their coats and the sea throwing itself against the rocks below.

The lighthouse was taller than Nora remembered and whiter, as if someone had painted it that spring. At the bottom, beside the green door, an old man sat on a folding chair with a thermos at his feet.

"You'll be Margaret's niece," the old man said. He did not get up. "I'm Walter. I kept an eye on the place for her."

"Great niece," Nora said. "Did she know she was going to leave it to me?"

"She knew for a long time," Walter said. "She said you were the only one who ever asked her how the light worked."

Ben tugged at his father's sleeve. "Can we go up? Can we go all the way to the top?"

"Ask the owner," their father said, and nodded at Nora.

Nora fitted the brass key into the green door. It turned hard and then all at once, and the door swung inward on a smell of salt and old paint. A spiral staircase climbed away into the dark.

"One hundred and twelve steps," Walter called after them. "Margaret counted them every night for forty years. Mind the ninth one. It creaks like a gull."

Chapter Three: The Light

The lamp room at the top was all glass and brass, and the great lens sat in the middle of it like a giant's eye. Through the windows the sea went on forever, grey and silver, with one fishing boat far out on the edge of it.

"It's beautiful," Ben whispered, which was the first time Nora had ever heard him whisper.

On the shelf beneath the lens there was a notebook with Margaret's handwriting on every page. Nora opened it to the last entry. She read it aloud, slowly, because her voice was not quite steady.

"If you are reading this, you climbed the stairs, and that means you are the right person. The light still works. It always has. Turn the brass handle three times, and wait."

Nora looked at her father. He looked back at her and shrugged, smiling. "It's your lighthouse," he said.

She turned the handle once, twice, three times. Somewhere below them a motor coughed and caught. The lens began to turn, slowly at first and then steadily, and a beam of white light swept out across the water.

Far out on the sea, the fishing boat flashed its own light back. Once, twice, three times.

"Someone's answering," Ben said. "Nora, someone out there is answering."

Nora watched the beam go round and round, and for the first time since the letter came, she understood that Margaret had not left her a building at all. She had left her a conversation, one that had been going on for forty years, and it was her turn to keep it going.

"We're coming back next Saturday," Nora said.

"And the one after that," Ben said.

Below them, on his folding chair, Walter poured himself another cup of coffee and smiled at the light.
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