
THE CANDLE LADY

A Novella

Every candle in Ashwick carries the scent of someone’s truth.

The trouble is - some truths were never meant to burn in the open air.
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A Town Like a Greeting Card

The thing about Ashwick, Vermont, was that it looked exactly like the kind of place where nothing bad ever happened. This was, of course, the first clue that plenty of it did.

Mirabel Fenn had lived there for thirty-eight years - all of them, in fact, since she’d arrived in the world at Ashwick General on a Tuesday afternoon in late October, an event that the head nurse had described in her log as "unremarkable but tidy." Mirabel had always felt that was an apt enough summary. She was a person who prided herself on tidiness in all its forms: her house on Clover Lane, her filing system at the county records office where she worked, and her opinions, which were organized alphabetically and rarely revised.

She walked the same route every morning. Left out of number fourteen, past the Andersons’ hydrangeas (overwatered, she noted annually, without ever saying so), down the slope of Birch Street, left again at the intersection where the war memorial stood - a modest bronze plaque memorializing the Ashwick men who’d served in three wars and one "misunderstanding with Canada" - and then the long flat stretch of Main Street, which managed to be charming without appearing to try very hard about it.

Main Street in October wore its decorations like a woman who had grown up being told she was pretty: with an effortlessness that was only possible because she’d been practicing since birth. Pumpkins sat on every stoop. Window boxes had been rotated from late-summer petunias to burgundy mums. The hardware store had hung a banner reading FALL INTO SAVINGS!, which Mirabel found grammatically optimistic and fiscally improbable. Gary Pellman, who owned the hardware store and was constitutionally incapable of letting a seasonal opportunity pass without a sign, waved at her from behind a pyramid of caulking guns as she passed.

"Morning, Mirabel!" He had the booming cheerfulness of a man who had never in his life lain awake at three in the morning wondering if he’d done something unforgivable. (He had, as it turned out. But that comes later.)

"Morning, Gary." She kept walking. She did not stop. Stopping on the morning walk was a slippery slope, and Mirabel Fenn did not do slippery slopes.

The post office was next, where Linda Greer, who ran it and also ran the unofficial information exchange network of Ashwick, was already holding court through the service window with the intensity of someone presiding over a small nation. Linda knew everything about everyone. She was not mean about it, which was the strange thing - she simply found human beings endlessly fascinating, the way a marine biologist might find deep-sea creatures fascinating, with a mixture of wonder and clinical precision. She was fifty-six, had never left Vermont except once for a wedding in Connecticut that she described as "technically another state but spiritually the same place," and her knowledge of Ashwick’s residents was encyclopaedic, cross-referenced, and occasionally alarming.

"Mirabel!" Linda called, craning her neck out the window. "Did you hear about the new shop?"

Mirabel slowed. She had not heard about the new shop, but she had noticed the brown paper covering the window between the post office and Kowalski’s Bakery. It had been there for ten days. She’d been waiting for an official announcement rather than asking, because asking felt like admitting interest, and Mirabel Fenn had a complicated relationship with admitting interest in things.

"What kind of shop?" she said, stopping at a safe distance that said I am pausing but not committing.

"Candles." Linda’s eyes went wide with the lit-up look of someone delivering genuinely good news. "Woman named Theodora Vane. She was in here two weeks ago to redirect her mail. Came from-" she paused for dramatic effect, "-Boston."

In Ashwick, this word was pronounced with the reverence usually reserved for cities on different continents.

"A candle shop," Mirabel said, in the tone she typically reserved for phrases like a parking dispute or a mild structural concern with the rec centre roof.

"Not just candles, from what I understand. She does custom scents. Named after emotions. Or situations. Or people, someone told me, though that might be an exaggeration." Linda leaned further out the window. "She’s a bit eccentric. You’ll see what I mean."

Mirabel made a sound that could have meant interesting or could have meant I will form my own opinion, thank you, Linda, and continued down the street.

She was almost past the papered window when something made her stop.

Not a sound. Not a voice. Just a smell - faint, barely there - drifting through the gap beneath the door. Warm cedar, she thought. Old wood and something sweet underneath. Burnt sugar, maybe, or vanilla that hadn’t quite decided to be vanilla. It was the smell of a memory she couldn’t quite locate, the olfactory equivalent of a word on the tip of your tongue.

She stood there for three seconds longer than she’d intended.

Then she straightened her jacket, noted the handwritten sign taped to the paper - Opening Friday. Wicks & Wonders - and walked on.

She did not look back.

She almost never looked back.
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Wicks & Wonders

Friday arrived with rain, which Mirabel considered appropriate. New businesses in Ashwick opened in one of two ways: with great fanfare and a ribbon-cutting attended by Bertram Wickles, town councilman and self-appointed master of civic ceremony, or quietly, while most people were busy with their Fridays, which almost invariably proved to be the more interesting kind.

Wicks & Wonders was the second kind.

Mirabel had told herself she would not go in on opening day. Going in on opening day telegraphed enthusiasm. She was not enthusiastic. She was, at most, mildly curious, which was an entirely different thing.

She went in at eleven-fifteen, roughly four hours and forty-five minutes after the OPEN sign appeared in the window, which she considered a dignified interval.

The shop was small - the space had previously been a cobbler’s, and before that a seamstress’s, and it still had the slightly crowded feel of a room that was used to holding a great deal of specific intention in a small footprint. The walls were lined with dark-wood shelving, and on the shelves were candles. Dozens of them. Hundreds, maybe. Various sizes, mostly in simple vessels - clear glass, cream ceramic, the occasional thing that might have been a repurposed jam jar - but it was the labels that stopped you.

Mirabel stood just inside the doorway and read the ones nearest to her.

SUNDAY AFTERNOON - for people who used to be busy.

BORROWED CONFIDENCE - wear before difficult conversations. Allow to air for twenty minutes.

OLD GRIEVANCE - long-burning. Not recommended for daily use.

FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL - smells like new pencils and low-grade terror.

APOLOGY (BELATED) - bergamot, chamomile, something that smells like it’s trying its best.

VILLAGE GOSSIP - for evenings. Lights well with a single match.

She picked up the last one. The jar was a warm amber glass, and through it the wax was the colour of old honey. The label was handwritten in a small, precise script. Below the name, in smaller letters: Linden blossom, burnt sugar, cedar smoke. For those who miss nothing and notice everything.

She set it down. She picked it up again.

"That one’s popular."

The voice came from the back of the shop, behind a curtain of hanging dried herbs and what appeared to be an aggressively ambitious collection of essential oil bottles. Mirabel looked up.

The woman who emerged was approximately sixty, though she had the quality of someone for whom age was a filing system she’d decided to ignore. Her hair was silver-white and piled up in the approximate direction of vertical without fully committing to it. She wore a linen apron over what seemed to be three layers of clothing, each layer from a different aesthetic universe. She smelled - Mirabel noted this involuntarily - of bergamot and something piney and something else she couldn’t identify, a compound scent that was not unpleasant but was deeply distinctive. Like standing in a forest near a bakery. Mirabel’s nose had always been embarrassingly sensitive, a trait she’d found mostly inconvenient.

"Theodora Vane," the woman said, extending a hand that was lightly dusted with what might have been beeswax. "You can call me Teddy if you like, though I should warn you, once you call me Teddy we’re basically friends, and I’m a high-maintenance friend."

"Mirabel Fenn," Mirabel said, shaking the hand, which was warm and firm. "I work at the county records office."

"Of course you do," Theodora said, in a way that somehow wasn’t condescending. She glanced at the candle in Mirabel’s hand. "Keen nose?"

"Reasonably."

"You were standing in front of my door for three seconds Thursday morning," Theodora said pleasantly. "Before you kept walking."

Mirabel felt something she wasn’t entirely used to feeling: caught. "I wasn’t-"

"Cedar and vanilla. The blend I was testing. It drifts under the gap in the door on cold mornings." Theodora smiled. It was the kind of smile that didn’t make you feel foolish exactly but did make you feel, very clearly, seen. "I noticed, is all."

Mirabel looked back at the candle in her hand. She had two options here. She could put it back, offer some remark about just browsing, and leave. Or she could buy the thing and be done with it.

"How much?" she said.

"Eighteen dollars. An hour of your evening and whatever it costs you to sit still for a bit."

Mirabel
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