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The Harbour Light
The last light
At six each evening, Mara climbed the forty-three steps to the lamp room and cleaned the glass. The lighthouse no longer guided ships. A small electric beacon on the outer wall did that. Her job was to keep the old light ready for visitors who came on Sundays, although lately there had been very few.
On the first Thursday in October, she found a blue envelope beneath the brass oil can. It had no stamp, no address and no name. Inside was a photograph of the harbour, taken before the warehouses had become flats. A woman stood beside a bicycle in the foreground. Behind her, someone had painted a white circle on a door.
Mara turned the photograph over. In careful pencil, someone had written: I think this belongs here.
She carried it downstairs to the kitchen. Her father was repairing the handle of a drawer. He held the small screw between his lips while he looked at the picture, then put the screwdriver down.
'That was the sailmaker's door,' he said. 'Before the storm.'
'Do you know the woman?'
He shook his head too quickly. Outside, a gull landed on the windowsill and tapped the glass with its beak. Mara waited. Her father picked up the screwdriver and turned it once in his hand.
'Your grandmother had a bicycle like that,' he said.
Mara had seen plenty of photographs of her grandmother, but in all of them she was already old. She wore the same grey cardigan and sat in the same chair by the range. The woman in this picture had one foot on a pedal. She looked as though she was about to leave.
That evening Mara stayed in the lamp room after the glass was clean. The tide withdrew from the harbour in narrow silver channels. She set the photograph against the oil can and tried to imagine someone climbing the steps to leave it. The front door had been locked. Her father had been in the kitchen all afternoon.
At seven, the little electric beacon began its patient sweep. For a moment its light crossed the photograph. There was something else in the doorway, almost hidden by the woman's shoulder: a hand, raised in farewell.
The white circle
The old sailmaker's shop was now a bakery. Mara arrived before the morning queue and asked if she could see the back door. The baker looked at the photograph, wiped flour from his wrist and led her through a room that smelled of warm apples.
The door had been painted green. A circular patch was still visible beneath the new paint, as pale as a moon seen by daylight.
'We thought it was where a sign had been,' the baker said.
Mara took a photograph with her phone. The white circle was lower than she had expected, at the height of a child's shoulders. Beside it, a shallow line had been cut into the frame. She ran a finger across the mark.
'High water,' said a voice behind them.
An elderly man had come in carrying two empty bread trays. His name was Ellis. He had delivered flour to this building when he was young, before the harbour road was widened. He remembered the winter storm. He remembered boats dragged into the street and the school turned into a kitchen.
'The circle meant there was room,' he said. 'A bed, a floor, somewhere dry. People painted them on the doors.'
Mara showed him the woman and the bicycle. He held the photograph close to his face, then farther away.
'Annie,' he said. 'She carried messages when the telephone lines were down. Wouldn't wait for anybody to mend them.'
On the walk home, Mara thought of her grandmother's grey cardigan. She thought of all the questions she had never asked because she had assumed the answers would be small. A life could narrow in the telling until there was only a chair left in it.
Her father was in the garden when she returned. She sat on the wall beside him and waited until he had finished tying up the last of the beans.
'Tell me about the storm,' she said.
He looked towards the lighthouse. For a long time he said nothing. Then he asked her to put the kettle on.
Reading note
The Harbour Light is original sample fiction written for this Flat demonstration. The excerpt contains two complete short chapters. Rowan Vale is a fictional byline.
For a reading group: what does the photograph reveal that Mara's family stories have left out? Why might her father hesitate before naming the woman? Which ordinary object would you choose to begin a story about your own town?
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