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Chapter I: The Routine of the Lamplighter
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The first duty of a lamplighter is to hold the hour steady. Time is a slippery article in London—clocks disagree, fog confuses, cabmen swear afternoon into evening if there’s profit in it—but when the man with the ladder and the pole comes by, raising small suns along the street, the day admits its defeat and the night is declared.

Thomas Briggs kept his hour as he kept his hat: plain, carefully brushed, the brim tugged down against the weather. He had a way of walking that conceded nothing to haste, a steady covering of ground that made boys try to match him and fail. The pole upon his shoulder rose above him like an oar; at the tip, enclosed in a little hinged cap of brass, his pilot flame smouldered, coaxed low to survive the wind. From his belt hung a ring of keys and a coil of wire for those lamps whose catches had been repaired by men too liberal with their notion of “good enough.” In his coat pocket: a twist of tobacco, an old letter folded to a softness like cloth, and a packet of peppermints he pretended were only for his throat.

He began each evening at the depot yard off Stamford Street, where the smell of oil and wet rope lived year-round, regardless of season. The other men were there, stamping and joking, their talk as rough as their hands; and Tom, who had never had much gift for crowd or banter, nodded to them with a good nature that asked no further expenditure. Barton, the foreman, was a bull-necked man who had once been a wrestler at the prize ring and now wrestled accounts and complaints with the same blunt patience. He checked men and routes with a stub of pencil stuck behind his ear.

“Briggs—Southwark, as posted,” Barton said, not looking up. “Bridge foot to the Broadway, then along the river to Narrow Wall. Mind the river wind; she’ll take your flame if you swagger.”

Tom touched his hat. “Aye.”

“You’ve had word from the company,” Barton added, finding the right paper at last and being quietly pleased with himself for it. “New mantles next month. Fewer breakages, they say. I will believe it when money falls like rain.”

“Fewer breakages are good news,” Tom said mildly.

“Good news for gents who sit with gloves on and read reports about it,” Barton returned. “Off with you. Hold the hour steady.” He always said that to Tom. With others he said, “Don’t dawdle” or “Don’t drink.” To Tom he entrusted the keeping of time, as if it were a cousin no one else could be troubled to visit.

The yard gate set them loose into the half-light. The day had been bruised most of the afternoon, a sky the colour of old pewter; now the low cloud thickened into a fog that came not in clots or curtains but as a seep, issuing from the lanes and river stairs as if the ground were sweating. Tom liked a clean cold; it made the flame behave. Fog could not be liked. It reduced distance to an argument and turned every sound into a liar.

He set his boot to the first rung of the small ladder that sat along his route—none of them carried their own; they were chained to posts and walls for the use of whichever man came—rose three steps, pressed his cap to the lamp’s brass door, and felt for the catch. The little hinge stuck. They often stuck. He had a small talent for coaxing stubborn things: latches, cats, frightened children. He opened the door and lowered his pilot in until the wick inside took it with a sigh. There is a particular dignity to the moment a lamp admits its light: not fireworks, not display, but a steady consenting, like a man taking up a familiar tool.

He withdrew the flame, closed the door, and stepped down. Behind him the first lamp of the evening stood up straight and showed the wet road how to be a street. He moved on.
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