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      On the night of the winter solstice dinner, Helen lights a beeswax candle she has been saving for years.

      It was meant for a particular occasion. A reconciliation that never happened. A conversation postponed until it was too late.

      In a house layered with camellias and quiet history, the steady honeyed flame draws old tensions to the surface — not in argument, but in the careful pauses between sentences.

      Outside, the mountain ash stands indifferent. Inside, the smallest act of lighting a wick becomes an act of choosing: to hold on to regret, or to release it.

      In Belbrook, where security is assumed and silence can say more than speech, even a single candle can alter the air.
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      The fire was already laid when Helen Cartwright arrived.

      Not lit — just prepared with the kind of precision that spoke of someone who understood the ritual of warmth. Kindling stacked neatly beneath two solid pieces of red gum, each piece positioned at the optimal angle for airflow. A box of matches sat precisely centered on the hearth's edge, and beside it, on the mantel, a single thick beeswax candle stood in a brass holder that had been polished to a soft gleam.

      Helen noticed the candle first, naturally.

      She always noticed small, deliberate things — the way cutlery was arranged, the angle of picture frames, the careful spacing between objects on shelves. It was an occupational hazard of thirty-two years as a librarian, where order wasn't just preference but necessity. Where chaos began with one misplaced book and spread like ink through water.

      The cottage itself was exactly as promised in the online listing. Weatherboard painted cream with green trim that had been recently refreshed, rhododendrons pressed close against the verandah railings like curious neighbors. Camellias lined the side path, their glossy leaves catching and holding the late afternoon light in patches of deep emerald. The ornamental garden was tidy without being precious, held in check by weathered stone edging that looked as though it had been there for decades. Beyond the cultivated beds, the land sloped gently into bush — not the manicured wilderness of suburban developments, but genuine Dandenongs scrub. Taller eucalypts stood further down the slope, not crowding the house with their presence, just standing beyond it like patient sentinels.

      Sensible.

      Helen approved of sensible arrangements. She approved of things that knew their place and stayed there.

      The air was noticeably cooler than Melbourne, carrying none of the city's persistent exhaust and concrete heat. Clean air that moved easily through her lungs. Faintly damp with the promise of evening mist that would roll up from the valley later. Already she could see wisps of it beginning to gather between the distant tree trunks.

      A magpie carolled from one of the garden trees — a fluid, confident phrase that rose and fell with practised ease. Not alarm. Not territorial warning. Just declaration of presence, of belonging. The kind of sound that made her shoulders drop slightly, tension she hadn't realized she was carrying beginning to ease.

      Helen unlocked the front door with the key that had been left under the ceramic toadstool — exactly where the instructions said it would be — and stepped inside.

      The cottage embraced her with unexpected warmth, as if the weatherboard walls had been storing sunlight all afternoon and were now releasing it gradually. There was a lingering faintness of previous fires in the air, wood smoke and comfort, suggesting that other guests had found solace here in the ritual of flame and ember.

      On the kitchen bench, positioned with the same deliberate care as everything else, was a small handwritten card. The paper was cream-colored, heavyweight, with a texture that spoke of quality rather than convenience store impulse buying.

      For the first night. Beeswax burns longer. Sleep well. — M.

      Helen turned the card over, running her thumb along its edges.

      Nothing else. No chatty welcome message, no recommendations for local attractions, no helpful hints about the quirks of rural plumbing. Just that single, practical observation about beeswax and an understated wish for rest.

      "M" presumably stood for the owner, though the listing had been handled entirely through an agency. Someone who understood that not every gesture needed explanation, that sometimes the offering itself was sufficient.

      She set her overnight bag down beside the kitchen table and removed her charcoal wool coat, hanging it carefully on the hook beside the door.

      This was not a holiday, though the cottage had the comfortable bones of a place designed for restoration.

      It was what her marriage counsellor would have called a strategic pause — though Helen suspected Dr. Patterson used that phrase for all temporary separations, regardless of their actual strategy or likelihood of success. After thirty-two years of marriage, she and Graham had agreed — calmly, practically, with the same tone they used for discussing mortgage refinancing — that a weekend apart might "clear the static" between them.

      She disliked the phrase intensely.

      Static implied interference without identifiable source, electronic noise that could be adjusted with the twist of a dial. Their problem wasn't atmospheric disturbance — it had sources. Multiple, documented, increasingly frequent sources that couldn't be tuned out or filtered through better reception.

      But she had agreed to the weekend separation nonetheless.

      She had chosen Wren Cottage specifically because it looked orderly in the photographs. Contained. Quietly purposeful. No spa baths with motivational quotes etched into imported stone. No inspirational signage proclaiming the healing power of nature in fonts that suggested spiritual awakening was available for the price of accommodation. No framed platitudes about gratitude or mindfulness or finding your authentic self among the tree ferns.

      Just a fire that needed lighting. A desk positioned to catch morning light. A kettle that would boil water for tea.

      And the beeswax candle, waiting with patient dignity for whatever darkness the evening might bring.
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      By six-thirty the temperature had dropped enough to justify the fire, though Helen suspected she'd been looking for an excuse since arriving at the cottage three hours earlier. The Dandenongs in May held that particular chill that crept through weatherboard walls and settled into your bones, no matter how many layers you wore.

      She crouched on the sandstone hearth, her knees protesting slightly—city living hadn't prepared her for this much squatting and bending. The matchbox was one of those old-fashioned wooden ones, probably left by the previous tenant. She struck a match against the rough strip, watching the sulphur head flare blue then settle to orange. The flame caught the kindling quickly, paper curling and blackening as the thinner twigs began to snap and hiss. Within minutes the logs—she'd bought them from a roadside stall in Olinda, the seller assuring her they were well-seasoned mountain ash—began to settle and burn with a steady, competent heat that immediately began pushing back the cottage's dampness.

      She straightened, brushed ash from her hands, leaving faint grey smudges on her jeans, and looked again at the candle sitting on the mantelpiece. She'd found it in the kitchen drawer, wrapped in tissue paper that had yellowed at the edges.

      It was thick, honey-coloured, faintly textured with the irregular surface that spoke of hand-dipping rather than machine production. Not decorative in the way of the scented monstrosities her sister favoured. This was functional, honest. Beeswax, unless she was mistaken, and old enough to
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