

The Tide-House

The lantern at Cape Marrow had burned for ninety years before anyone thought to ask what it was burning for. Ships had long stopped passing the cape; the channel had silted, the trade had moved north, and yet each dusk the keeper climbed the iron stair and set the great wick alight against a sea that no longer carried anyone home.

Her name was Isolde, and she was the seventh of her line to keep the flame. She had inherited the post the way one inherits a stubborn debt: without ceremony, and with the quiet certainty that it could not be refused. The almanac came with the lamp. It was a fat, salt-warped volume bound in oilcloth, and it recorded, in seven different hands, every night the lantern had ever burned.


A light kept only for those who watch is a light kept for no one. Keep it anyway. The sea forgets nothing, and neither, in the end, will you.



On the first page, in a hand older than the others, someone had written a single instruction that every keeper since had obeyed without understanding it: Trim the wick before the gulls wake. Never after. Isolde had asked her grandmother why, once, when she was small and unafraid of the answer.

Her grandmother had only smiled, and pointed out to where the water met the dark, and said that some questions were lanterns of their own — that you did not light them to see the answer, but to be seen looking.

That winter the storms came early. The glass rattled in its frame, and the wind found every gap in the old stone, and Isolde sat with the almanac open on her knees and read the nights of keepers long drowned, looking for the one entry she was certain must exist: the night someone had finally come.

  

What the Gulls Carry

The gulls of Cape Marrow were not ordinary gulls. Isolde had known this since childhood, though she had never said it aloud, because to say it aloud was to invite the kind of conversation that ends with a careful relative and a longer letter to the mainland.

They came at the turning of the tide, always, and they came in a number that was never the same twice and yet was never wrong. She had counted them once, every morning for a year, and recorded the tally in the margins of the almanac:


	On clear mornings, eleven.

	Before a storm, three, and always facing the weather.

	On the morning her grandmother died, a single gull, and it did not cry.



The almanac, she came to understand, was not a record of the light at all. It was a record of the watching — of who had stood at the glass, and what the standing had cost them, and what, on certain rare and unrepeatable nights, had been given back.

She turned to the night of the great fog of the fourth keeper, whose hand was the most careful of them all, every letter set down like a stone laid in a wall. Fog from the west, he had written. Could not see the water. Could not see the stair. Kept the light. In the morning, footprints on the landing that were not mine, leading up. None leading down.

Isolde read the entry three times. Then she looked at her own boots, drying by the stove, and at the landing beyond the door, white with frost, and unmarked — for now.

  

The Arithmetic of Light

There is a mathematics to a lighthouse that no school teaches. It is the arithmetic of enough: enough oil to last the night, enough wick to last the season, enough sleep, snatched between the trimming and the gulls, to last a life.

Isolde kept the sums in the back of the almanac. Oil came twice a year on the tender from the mainland, and twice a year it came short, and twice a year she made it stretch by the only method she knew, which was to want less.


The keeper who counts the oil counts the nights. The keeper who counts the nights counts herself. Better, on the whole, to simply keep the light, and let the counting keep itself.



But this winter the tender had not come at all. The channel ice had closed early and hard, and the mainland was a rumour of smoke on the horizon, and the oil in the great reservoir had dropped, week by week, to a level that the arithmetic of enough could no longer make peace with.

She did the sum a final time by the light she was trying to save. Forty nights of oil. Sixty nights of winter. The numbers did not care how carefully they were written. She closed the almanac, and she climbed the stair, and she lit the lamp anyway, because that was the only entry the book had ever truly asked her to make.

And on the thirty-ninth night, with one night of oil left and three weeks of dark to cross, she saw, far out where the channel used to run, a light that was not her own — small, and low, and answering.

  

The Answering Light

It was not a ship. Isolde knew the look of a ship's lamp, the way it rose and fell with the swell, the way it swung. This light did not swing. It held, low over the ice, exactly as steady as her own — and exactly as alone.

She signalled it the way the almanac taught, the way the second keeper had set down in a hand still shaky from learning: three long, one short, the old shore-code for I see you. The light answered. Three long. One short. I see you too.

For thirty-nine nights she had burned the lamp for no one. On the fortieth, with the oil all but gone, she understood at last what the first keeper had meant, and why the wick was trimmed before the gulls woke and never after: because the light was never the point. The point was the keeping. The point was that somewhere across the impossible dark, another keeper was doing the same arithmetic of enough, and finding the same answer, and lighting the same defiant flame.

She took up the pen. She opened the almanac to the next blank night. And in a hand that would one day be the oldest of them all, she wrote the entry her grandmother had been waiting her whole life to read:


Fortieth night. Oil nearly gone. Lit the lamp. The dark answered. We are not, after all, keeping separate lights. We are keeping the same one, from both ends at once. Trim the wick before the gulls wake. Keep it anyway. Someone is always looking back.



In the morning there were footprints on the landing that were not hers, leading up. None leading down. She did not mind. She set the kettle, and she counted the gulls — eleven, on a clear morning — and she began, as every keeper begins, to wait for the night that someone finally comes.
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