
THE LIGHTHOUSE AT GULL’S REST

A Novel



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE LIGHTHOUSE AT GULL REST

    

    
      First edition. June 27, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 E. Emily Ellison.

    

    
    
      Written by E. Emily Ellison.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One — Nora

Chapter Two — Eli

Chapter Three — Nora

Chapter Four — Eli

Chapter Five — Nora

Chapter Six — Eli

Chapter Seven — Nora

Chapter Eight — Eli

Chapter Nine — Nora

Chapter Ten — Eli

Chapter Eleven — Nora

Chapter Twelve — Eli

Chapter Thirteen — Nora

Chapter Fourteen — Eli

Chapter Fifteen — Nora

Chapter Sixteen — Eli

Chapter Seventeen — Nora

Chapter Eighteen — Eli

Chapter Nineteen — Nora

Chapter Twenty — Eli

Chapter Twenty-One — Nora

Chapter Twenty-Two — Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One — Nora
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The ferry captain cut the engine a half mile out, and that was how Nora Vance knew she’d made a mistake.

“Current’s wrong today,” he called back to her, not unkindly, the way a man might tell you it’s going to rain on your wedding. “We’ll drift in. Five minutes, maybe ten.”

Ten minutes was plenty of time to remember everything she’d spent thirteen years trying not to.

She remembered the last time she’d stood on this exact deck, eighteen years old and dry-eyed on purpose, a duffel bag at her feet and a scholarship letter folded so many times in her pocket that the creases had gone soft as cloth. She remembered telling herself, then, that leaving was the responsible thing — the adult thing — and that grief was something you could outrun if you simply kept moving fast enough toward something that mattered more. She had believed that, mostly, for thirteen years. She had built an entire career on believing it. It was only in the quiet hours, the ones she didn’t let herself have very often, that she let herself wonder whether outrunning grief and burying it were, in the end, the same maneuver wearing different shoes.

The ferry’s bell clanged somewhere behind her, ordinary and unbothered by any of it, and Nora made herself breathe the way she’d taught herself to breathe through a hundred site inspections and funding reviews — slow, counted, useful. This was a job. A very large, very public, very time-sensitive job, and nothing about coming back to do it required her to feel anything about it at all.

The fog hadn’t lifted off Gull’s Rest harbor — it had simply thinned to a version of itself, gauzy and silver, so that the town came up out of it in pieces: the steeple first, white and sharp, then the red roof of Priya’s diner, then the long gray arm of the breakwater with its row of lobster boats nodding at their moorings like men half-asleep in church. And above all of it, pale and crumbling and indifferent to the eleven years since anyone had bothered to fix it, the lighthouse.

Nora’s hand found the strap of her bag and held on.

She had a folder in that bag — already worn soft at the corners from being opened and closed a hundred times on the drive up from Boston — and in the folder was a letter from the Maine Historic Preservation Commission, and the letter said, in language far too polite for what it actually meant: you have ten weeks to make this building worth saving, or we take the money back and let it fall into the sea.

Ten weeks. She’d restored a fishing weir in Nova Scotia in eight. She could do this.

She did not look up at the lighthouse again until the boat bumped the dock, and even then she made herself do it slowly, the way you’d ease into cold water — not the headland yet, not Widow’s Point, not the cove below it. Just the tower. Just the work.

“You’re the lighthouse lady,” said the boy tying off the ferry’s line, maybe sixteen, freckled, entirely too pleased with this fact.

“I’m the lighthouse lady,” Nora agreed, and stepped onto solid ground for the first time since she was nineteen years old, and the town closed around her like a hand.

• • •
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PRIYA WAS WAITING AT the end of the dock with two coffees and an expression that said she’d already heard everything.

“You look like a woman who just found out the ferry captain’s nephew told the whole harbor she’s coming before she’s even off the boat,” Priya said, handing one over.

“How long have you known?”

“Since Tuesday. Walt Ferris announced it at the town meeting like you were visiting royalty. ‘Our own Nora Vance, coming home to save the light.’” Priya did Walt’s voice with cruel, loving accuracy — a little too solemn, a little too pleased with the sound of his own importance. “There was applause. I’m not kidding.”

“I’m not staying,” Nora said, too fast. “I mean — I’m staying. For the project. Ten weeks.”

“Sure,” Priya said, in a tone that meant she did not believe this even slightly, and looped her arm through Nora’s, and steered her up the hill toward the diner, toward eggs and toward, Nora suspected, an interrogation she would not enjoy.

She let herself be steered. It was easier than looking at the lighthouse again, white and patient on its headland, waiting for her the way it had been waiting, she imagined, since the day eleven years ago when the Coast Guard decommissioned it and switched on an automated light a half mile out instead and left the old tower to the gulls and the weather and whatever ghosts a person wanted to believe lived in a place like that.

The diner hadn’t changed in thirteen years, which was either a comfort or a small ache, Nora hadn’t decided which. Same red vinyl booths, patched in the same two places. Same bell over the door. Same smell of bacon grease and coffee and, underneath it, the particular salt-and-cedar smell that belonged to this harbor and no other place she’d ever worked.

“You kept the booth,” Nora said, sliding into the one by the window, the one that had been theirs since they were twelve.

“I kept the whole diner, smartass, my parents left it to me.” Priya slid in across from her, grinning. “Although yes, fine, I specifically didn’t let Marcus replace this booth when he redid the counter, because some things in this town are not up for renovation, lighthouse lady.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Everyone’s going to call you that by sundown. Might as well make peace with it now.” Priya studied her for a long moment, the easy teasing dropping away into something gentler. “How are you, really? Not the version you give Boston. The real one.”

“I don’t know yet,” Nora admitted. “Ask me in ten weeks.”

“I’ll ask you tomorrow,” Priya said, “and the day after that, and every day until you actually answer it, because that’s what best friends who’ve known each other since the second grade are legally required to do.” She reached across the table and squeezed Nora’s hand, brief and fierce. “I’m glad you’re back. Whatever the reason. I missed you in this booth.”

Nora felt something in her chest loosen, just slightly, the first easy breath she’d taken since the ferry.

She did not believe in ghosts. She believed in load calculations and grant deadlines and the particular satisfaction of making something useful out of something the world had given up on. That was the whole reason she’d taken this job — not because it was home, though it technically was, but because nothing else in her career had ever felt this close to making something right.

She did not let herself finish that thought either.

• • •
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THE TROUBLE ANNOUNCED itself before lunch arrived, in the form of Walt Ferris himself, sliding into the diner booth across from her with the particular energy of a man who has been waiting all morning to deliver bad news and is faintly excited about it.

“Nora. Welcome home.” He said home like it was a gift he was personally giving her. “I assume Boston told you about the access issue.”

“Boston told me there was a right-of-way to confirm before we could break ground on the seaward path.” Nora kept her voice level, the way she’d learned to keep it in a dozen town meetings just like the ones she imagined were coming. “I assumed that was a formality.”

Walt’s face did something complicated. “It would be. If the access wasn’t through Bowman land.”

The name landed somewhere behind Nora’s sternum before she could stop it. She set her coffee down very carefully.

“Eli Bowman,” Walt continued, oblivious, or pretending to be, “owns the headland strip and the cove path, has for years — his father’s before that. And Eli’s said no to every survey request the historical society’s sent up there since the decommissioning. No engineers, no contractors, no nothing. Says it’s his land and he’ll keep it the way his father left it.”

“Then how am I supposed to get a restoration crew and a hundred and forty thousand dollars of materials up to that lighthouse?”

“That,” Walt said, with the satisfaction of a man arriving at exactly the point he’d come to make, “is what the council’s been trying to work out. We can’t force him to sell the right-of-way. But we can make him an offer he’ll have a hard time refusing in front of the whole town. Council meeting, Thursday night. You’ll want to be there.”

Nora looked past him, out the window, up the hill, to where the headland rose green and unbothered above the harbor, and to the small white shape of a house she half-remembered from childhood, and to the boatyard below it where, even from here, she could see someone moving — broad-shouldered, unhurried, sanding something down by hand instead of letting a machine do it faster.

She had ten weeks.

She had not budgeted any of them for a man who’d spent over a decade keeping the whole world off his father’s land.

“I’ll be there Thursday,” she said, and meant it like a vow.

• • •
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SHE WALKED UP TO THE boatyard that same afternoon, because she had never in her life been able to wait for Thursday when she could have an answer today, and because some stubborn, foolish part of her thought that if she simply explained — clearly, reasonably, with the grant numbers and the timeline laid out like evidence — any reasonable person would understand.

She found him in the workshop, late light slanting gold and dust-thick through the high windows, the smell of cedar shavings and linseed oil thick enough to taste. He was running a hand plane down the hull of an overturned dinghy with the unhurried attention of a man who had nowhere else he needed to be, and for one unguarded second, before he heard her boots on the boards and looked up, Nora thought: oh.

He was not what she’d built in her head walking up the hill — some stubborn, weathered obstacle to argue past. He had his father’s jaw, she realized, half-remembering a man she’d known only from a distance as a teenager, and a quiet, contained kind of strength that made the workshop feel smaller around him rather than the other way around. The dinghy beneath his hands was clearly someone’s pride — every plank fitted with a care that didn’t rush for anyone, that took exactly as long as it took.

She let herself watch him a moment longer than was strictly professional, taking in the rolled sleeves, the sawdust caught in the dark hair at his temple, the particular unhurried confidence of a man entirely at home in his own hands. It occurred to her, with the kind of clinical detachment she used to assess load-bearing walls, that this was an extremely inconvenient time to notice that Eli Bowman was, by any reasonable measure, the best-looking obstacle she had ever been assigned to overcome.

Then he saw who she was, and something in his face closed like a door.

“You’re the one wants my father’s land,” he said. Not a question.

“I’m the one trying to save a hundred-and-fifty-year-old lighthouse before the state takes back the money to do it.” Nora made herself hold his gaze. “I was hoping we could talk.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.” He set the plane down with a care that somehow read as more final than slamming it. “That land stays the way it is. It’s not up for negotiation, and it’s sure not up for a council vote.”

“Mr. Bowman—”

“Eli,” he said, “is fine,” in a tone that made clear nothing else between them was going to be.

Nora stood in the doorway of his workshop with the fog rolling back in off the water behind her, ten weeks suddenly feeling like ten minutes, and understood, with the sinking, electric clarity of a woman who has just met the one obstacle her plans had never accounted for, that Thursday’s council meeting was going to be a great deal harder than Walt Ferris seemed to think.

She also understood — and hated herself a little for it, walking back down the hill in the thickening dark — that she had not stopped thinking about the look on Eli Bowman’s face in the half-second before he knew who she was.
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Chapter Two — Eli
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Eli didn’t sleep much that night, which wasn’t new. He’d gotten used to the particular quality of three a.m. quiet a long time ago — the way the house settled around him like it was waiting for someone else to come home, the way the cove sounded different in the dark, closer somehow, like it remembered things he’d rather it forgot.

What was new was that when he finally did sleep, he dreamed about the woman in his workshop doorway instead of about his father.

He woke up irritated about that, which felt like the appropriate response, and went down to the boatyard before six to plane the dinghy hull he hadn’t finished planing the night before, because his hands needed something to do and the wood didn’t ask him questions he didn’t want to answer.

Mae found him there at seven, which also wasn’t new. His grandmother had been finding him in the workshop at unreasonable hours since he was nine years old and the noise helped more than the quiet did.

“You look like a man who didn’t sleep,” she said, setting a thermos down on the workbench with the particular thud of a woman who’d made the coffee strong on purpose.

“I never sleep.”

“You sleep fine, usually. This is a different kind of not-sleeping.” Mae settled herself onto the stool by the stove — the one that had been hers for thirty years, the one nobody else sat in even when she wasn’t there — and looked at him over her glasses in a way that had made grown fishermen confess to things. “Heard you had a visitor yesterday.”

“Heard fast.”

“Priya told the diner, the diner told the harbor, the harbor told me. You know how this town works, Eli Bowman, you’ve lived in it your whole life.” She wrapped both hands around her own mug. “Nora Vance. Pretty thing. Smart, too, by all accounts — restored some old fish weir up in Canada that everybody thought was past saving.”

“Good for her.” Eli kept the plane moving, slow, even strokes, the kind that didn’t leave room for a conversation he didn’t want. “She’s not getting onto that land.”

“Mm.” Mae let that sit a moment, the way she let most things sit before she said the thing she’d actually come to say. “Your father would’ve liked her, I think. He always did like the stubborn ones.”

Eli’s hand stopped on the wood.

“Don’t,” he said, quiet.

“I’m not saying anything you don’t already know.” Mae’s voice gentled, but didn’t back down — it never did, not with him, not about this. “You’ve kept that headland exactly the way Robert left it for twelve years now. Same grass. Same path. Same view he used to walk every morning before — ” She didn’t finish it. She never finished it, out of some kindness Eli had stopped
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