
Chapter One: The Last Lamp

Vellmark had four hundred lamps, and Ida lit every one of them.

She began at the harbour, where the salt had eaten the iron posts until they flaked like pastry, and she finished at the observatory on the hill, long after the town had gone to bed.

Nobody had asked her to take the job. The previous lamplighter had simply stopped coming one autumn, and the dark had crept inward street by street until Ida borrowed his pole and pushed it back.

It took her three hours a night. She did not consider this a burden, in the way that people who love their work rarely do.


Chapter Two: The Cartographer

In November a cartographer arrived to redraw the municipal map, and he could not make Vellmark fit on his paper.

The trouble was the lamps. He had marked each one, and the marks formed a shape that no street plan explained: a long spiral, tightening as it climbed the hill.

"You light them in this order?" he asked her.

"I light them in the order they were built," Ida said. "I did not choose it. I only walk it."

The cartographer stayed eleven days. He never did finish the map.


Chapter Three: What the Spiral Was For

The oldest lamp stood outside the observatory door, and it was the only one Ida had never been able to light.

Its glass was intact and its wick was dry and willing, but the flame would not hold; it guttered out the moment she withdrew the pole, every night, for nine years.

On the last evening of the year she tried once more, and this time the flame caught and stood up straight and burned.

Ida looked back down the hill at the spiral she had walked, four hundred lights turning slowly in the dark like something patient finally opening an eye.

She did not know what it was for. She lit it again the next night anyway, and the night after that.
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