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Concept Paper

The Harbour Light is a coastal romance set on the Cornish peninsula at Kestrel Bay — a stretch of cliff and cove that belongs almost entirely to the sea, where the nearest village is four miles inland and the lighthouse has been standing since 1847 and where, in October, a travel writer named Sylvie Crane runs her sailboat onto the rocks in a storm she was warned about and did not entirely heed, and is pulled from the water by the lighthouse keeper, who has not spoken to anyone who wasn't delivering his groceries in seven months.

Sylvie Crane is thirty-five, the author of four travel memoirs, the kind of writer who goes to difficult places and makes them legible and personal and funny in ways that her readers find both adventurous and reassuring. She is currently writing her fifth book — a memoir about the British coastline, place by place, with the particular attention she brings to everywhere she goes. She was not planning to add Kestrel Bay to the itinerary. She was certainly not planning to be rescued from it.

Jonah Calloway is thirty-eight, the keeper of the Kestrel Bay lighthouse — a position that is partly historic (the light itself is automated, has been for twenty years) and partly practical (the lighthouse and its associated cottage belong to the Heritage Trust, which employs Jonah to maintain the building and the foghorn mechanism and the grounds). He came to Kestrel Bay eighteen months ago, after something happened that he has not discussed with anyone here because there is no one here to discuss it with. He is not a hermit. He is a person who chose a particular quality of quiet and has been maintaining it. Sylvie Crane, washed up on his rocks with a broken mast and a waterlogged notebook, is a significant interruption.

The forbidden element: her entire professional life is writing about the places she goes and the people she meets, which means Jonah Calloway is, by professional definition, material. He knows this. She knows he knows this. The negotiation of what she will and won't write is threaded through the entire slow burn, because the slow burn is also a negotiation about what privacy means and what stories belong to their subjects and what happens when the writer falls for the thing she's supposed to be describing.

Character Profiles

SYLVIE CRANE, 35. Travel writer. She has been to forty-seven countries, three war zones, and the world's most remote inhabited island, and has written about all of them with the specific quality that made her readers feel they were there without the inconvenience of actually being there. She is warm, curious, and in possession of a writer's instinct for the detail that unlocks a place — the one thing you observe that makes everything else make sense. She has been alone in her work for eight years and considers this a feature rather than a limitation. She is about to discover that there are places the writer's eye cannot go without the writer paying a price.

JONAH CALLOWAY, 38. Lighthouse keeper, Kestrel Bay. He was a maritime architect before Kestrel Bay — a designer of harbour structures and coastal infrastructure, someone who spent his professional life understanding how the sea and human construction negotiated with each other. He left that life after his business partner and closest friend died in an accident that Jonah has been examining, in the specific way of engineers, for eighteen months: looking for the structural failure, the thing that could have been different. He has not found it. The lighthouse gives him a structure to maintain and a purpose and the quiet in which to keep looking. He is not looking for company. He is going to find that he was wrong about this.
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Chapter One
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Wreck

The coastguard came at two in the morning.

The medic confirmed: not dislocated, but badly strained. Rest, ice, ibuprofen. No sailing for two weeks minimum.

"Two weeks," Sylvie said.

"At minimum," the medic said.

"The nearest B&B," she said to Jonah, who had been standing in the doorway during this assessment.

"Four miles," he said. "The village."

"Is there a taxi?" she said.

"At two in the morning in October?" he said.

"Right," she said.

He looked at her.

"There's a spare room," he said. "In the cottage."

"I can't impose—" she said.

"You're already imposing," he said. "You've been imposing since ten-forty-seven. Another few hours makes no difference."

"A few hours," she said.

"Or until you can get transport," he said. "The village runs a minibus. It starts at eight."

"Right," she said. "Thank you."

"The room is through there," he said. "There's a spare toothbrush in the bathroom cabinet."

"Do you often have spare toothbrushes?" she said.

"The Heritage Trust stocks the cottage," he said. "They're optimistic."

She went to the spare room.

She lay on the bed and looked at the ceiling and thought about her boat, which was on the rocks, and her notebook, which was waterlogged, and the man in the next room who had technical drawings on his desk and a spare toothbrush and the quality of someone who had been alone for long enough that her presence was both an imposition and, possibly, something else.

She thought: two weeks.

She thought: the book needs a chapter about isolation.

She went to sleep.
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Chapter Two
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Morning

She did not take the eight o'clock minibus.

This was a decision she made at seven-fifty, standing in the kitchen doorway watching Jonah make coffee with the same economy of movement she'd noted the night before, and thinking about the chapter she was supposed to be writing about the isolation of the Cornish coast.

"The minibus," he said, without turning around.

"I'm going to stay," she said.

He turned around.

"For how long?" he said.

"Two weeks," she said. "The shoulder."

"You could rest your shoulder in the village," he said.

"I could," she said. "But I'm writing a book about the coast and this is the most coastal thing that's happened to me in six months of coastal travel."

"Being shipwrecked," he said.

"Being shipwrecked and finding the lighthouse keeper," she said.

"I'm not a story," he said.

"You're not not a story," she said.

"Ms. Crane," he said.

"Sylvie," she said.

"Sylvie," he said. "I came here because I wanted quiet."

"I know," she said. "I'll be quiet."

He looked at her.

"You've spoken approximately two hundred and forty words since ten-forty-seven," he said. "Quiet is not your natural register."

"I'm a writer," she said. "I observe quietly."

"You ask questions," he said.

"Questions are observation," she said.

"Some questions are observation," he said. "Some questions are intrusion."

"I'll observe the difference," she said.

He held the coffee pot.

"There are rules," he said.

"Tell me the rules," she said.

"The lighthouse is off-limits," he said. "The mechanism room, the lamp room. You don't go up without me."

"Is that for safety or privacy?" she said.

"Both," he said. "The desk in the sitting room is mine. You don't look at what's on it."

"The technical drawings," she said.

"They're not for your book," he said.

"All right," she said.

"Breakfast is at seven," he said. "I go up to the light at nine and again at dusk. I work between those times. I don't want conversation while I'm working."

"When do you work?" she said.

"Most of the time," he said.

"When can I ask questions?" she said.

"Meals," he said. "If I'm on the headland. If I initiate conversation."

"You're going to initiate conversation?" she said.

"Occasionally," he said. "Coffee?"

"Yes," she said.

"That's the rules," he said.

"I accept the rules," she said.

"Good," he said.

He poured two coffees.

She sat at the kitchen table and looked at the window and the cliff and the sea beyond it and thought: two weeks in this place with these rules with this man is going to be the best chapter in the book.

She thought: be careful what you write.

She thought: the chapter hasn't started yet.

She took out her notebook — a dry one from her bag — and started to write.
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