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1

I’M ONLY GOING out to get the fire started, but already the cats have assembled.

They are three, and they sit like points on a sundial around the huge, scarred kettle in the rear yard. I’ve no idea how they know, but they’re right, down to the hour—today’s the day Papa and I are going to start rendering tallow for our big season of candlemaking. Papa’s at the butcher right now collecting the first load of fat we’ll need, and the cats are very much aware there’ll be scraps of meat too small to go on our table.

Big Gray is shaped like a furry beehive, and he regards me like he knows I won’t be feeding him at the moment and he’s judging me for it. Sunshine has yellow eyes and a stripey back, and the Fox is a deep orange with white-tipped paws. They stand on either side of Big Gray like lieutenants, or perhaps supper guests.

None of these cats belongs to me. They turn up when there’s tallow bubbling, unlike, say, almost everyone else in St Neots, who keep well enough away when smoke starts rising from our yard. Papa even agreed to live on the edgemost edges of town, but even that’s not enough. I’m always overhearing the very colorful and unflattering things our neighbors mutter about the smell. Or the stink, as some of them are unkind enough to say.

Sometimes not just about the smell of the yard. Sometimes about the smell of me.

Everyone likes a candle to burn when the winter closes in, though, and somehow when those candles burn, they don’t smell like we do when we make them.

The kettle stays in this spot outside more or less year-round. It’s so big and heavy that we don’t move it unless we have to, but it’s suspended on a sturdy truss so it’s simple enough to kindle a fire beneath it and start water boiling.

When Papa gets here, I’ll cut the fat he brings into small pieces—Big Gray and Sunshine and the Fox will be my very dearest friends for a while—and then it’s just a matter of letting it render down several times so all that’s left is nice, smooth tallow, which will become lovely candles.

Well. There’s the matter of the smell. Honestly, though, it’s not as bad as people say.

It’s a bright day in spring, and a joy to sit on an upturned bucket near the kettle and watch the world go by. Mostly it’s bees, with the occasional bird, until a group of children comes from town along the road that ends in fields just past my house. Lucy’s little brothers and sisters, and Johanna’s, too, all muddled together like usual, and they’re swinging sackcloth bags and chattering like wrens.

Lucy’s papa is the goldsmith, and Johanna’s is a baker. We were all born the same summer, but unlike them, my house didn’t fill up with so many brothers and sisters that I was all but appointed second mama. It must give them a lot to talk about. It surely gives them a lot to do.

Lucy and Johanna have their matching aprons on today, the ones with the little runner of embroidery along the waistband.

A dark-haired boy breaks away from the group and races toward me. It’s Adam, one of Lucy’s brothers. He’s eight or so, and I figure he wants to pet the cats. I rise from my bucket and curtsy a little. “Good mor—”

“Stennnnnnnnnnnnch!” he shrieks as he flies past the house and into the field beyond.

Sunshine hunkers, and Big Gray turns to glare.

“Stop that!” Lucy scolds, and Johanna shouts, “Adam, you get back here and beg pardon—”

But it’s too late. Adam’s long gone, and the other kids are running after him, crowing Stench! and What smells? and Get away, get away!, all while holding their noses or pressing their bags to their faces.

Johanna trails to a stop in the road. “Tick, I must beg your pardon for that. What a little vermin he is.”

“I’ve heard worse,” I tell her, and I smile and shrug because it’s true. “Going foraging?”

Spring’s the hungry part of the year, the garden still greening and winter stores scraping bottom, and they’re likely heading out to find chickweed, or goosegrass, or other things that grow wild and won’t be missed.

Lucy’s eyes go to the kettle in the yard. “Oh. Well. I… I suppose you could come. We’ll be outside and all.”

I toe the dirt, my stomach souring a little.

Big Gray winds around my legs, then starts licking my ankle. I reach down to rub his ears. No matter how many times I wash my gown and hose, or how much the cats help out, there’s always tallow in the weave of everything I own.

“That’s all right,” I say. “Papa and I are starting our work today. I’ll be all day trimming fat and minding the tallow. We have much to do to ready ourselves for the Stourbridge Fair.”

It’s a little mean, me adding that last part, because neither Lucy nor Johanna gets to go to the fair. They have to watch their brothers and sisters, which is why they’re always together. They’ve long since worked out that four hands are better than two, even when the group is bigger, and those kids mind both Johanna and Lucy without much care for who shares whose blood.

But Johanna shrugs easily and says, “Your papa’s making wax charms, though, right? Perhaps you’d save me back an Agnus Dei. I could give you a braid of onions for it.”

“That’s my job this year,” I tell her proudly, though I leave off the part where Papa can’t see well enough to press the plum-sized mold against the precious beeswax, nor use the tiny brushes to paint the little lamb and his banner.

Papa says it’s better if people don’t know how fuzzy the world looks to him now when he tries to see things close-up.

Johanna smiles. “You’ve been looking forward to making charms since forever!”

“We should go.” Lucy tugs Johanna’s sleeve and tips her chin toward the field, where only the smallest children are still visible. “Farewell, Tick.”

I wave, and I’m reaching for a new piece of firewood when Johanna turns and asks, “Who’s the boy? Is he visiting? I didn’t think you had any cousins.”

“I don’t. What boy?”

“The one I saw through the window,” Johanna replies. “Your stepmother was giving him a big wedge of bread and cheese when we went past.”

Lucy pulls harder on Johanna’s sleeve, and together they hurry with their forage bags into the fields, where they scoop up the little kids and move in deeper to find the bigger ones.

I add some sticks to the fire. The water is getting good and hot, but I’m not thinking about that anymore. Nor the cats. Not even Papa, on his way home from the butcher.

Had it been Lucy who said it, I’d have paid it no mind. She needs to be the king in every game of king of the mountain and have the biggest blossoms in her flower crowns. But Johanna is like a daisy—everything good is drawn to her.

Still, I wait till they’re both out of sight, then I head for the rear yard door, closing it tight behind me so none of the cats can get in and swipe our supper.

The boy is probably from the poorer quarter of St Neots, and Mama Elly isn’t good at letting want go unanswered when it’s in front of her.

The back of the house is the workshop, where Papa and I make candles. I dodge around the big rack in the middle of the room, past the deep tallow troughs, and around the pile of molds, hurrying because I can hear voices now.

Mama Elly’s, and also one I don’t recognize. The boy’s, likely. They’re happy voices, and then they laugh.

I weave through the kitchen and step into the hall, our living area at the front of the house.

Sure enough, there’s a boy here.

Sure enough, he’s eating a generous wedge of rye bread and fragrant cheese while making my stepmother laugh.

And I’d be all right with that, only he’s sitting at the big, spacious trestle board carefully positioned under a window to catch the most light, where I do tasks like twisting wicks or painting wax charms, work that needs young eyes that aren’t blurry at the edges like Papa’s.

My bright table.

“Tick, my lamb!” Mama Elly swings herself up from her stool. Her leg brace scrapes the rungs. “I thought you’d gone foraging with your friends.”

“Ah.” I have no notion why she’d think that. She and Papa have been wed for most of my life, so she knows how he and I spend this time of year, and she should surely know Lucy and Johanna and I haven’t spent more than an afternoon together since we were small. “No, of course not. I’ve gotten the kettle started. Papa and I will likely be rendering for the next few weeks.”

Mama Elly pauses. Her face is slowly turning the kind of pink that only redheads can turn. Then she flutters a smile. “Hey, why don’t you join Henry in a bit of bread? Henry, this is our Tick.”

The boy is about my age, sturdy like a fencepost, with hair the color of a roebuck falling to his shoulders. He’s wearing a tunic of good blue wool, orange hose that don’t sag in the slightest, and fine leather boots that look like they were new-made yesterday.

When Mama Elly gestures to me, he swallows his mouthful and slides off the stool. Then he dips his chin, polite, and says, “Henry of Holgate. A pleasure to meet you.”

I nod back, even though I’m not sure why we’re making acquaintances if he’s just come for charity, though anyone with boots like those surely doesn’t need our bread. Still, I curtsy and reply, “Pleasure to meet you, too.”

“Tick,” he repeats, like it’s a curiosity he’s poking.

“From Scholastica,” I explain, because I am in no humor to hear any one of the jokes that often come with my name.

Henry’s brows go up. “Oh! You mean like St Benedict’s sister?”

“St Scholastica was her own person, you know. Not just someone’s sister.”

Henry has the grace to look sheepish, which he tries to hide by dusting crumbs from his front and turning to Mama Elly. “Ah. Well. That was delicious, mistress. Thank you. Best make a good impression on the master, though, and get right to my labor. Will you show me where to begin?”

He is not staring at her leg brace. He is treating her like anyone else, like someone who could very well be the one who’d show him what’s what in the rear yard.

“There’ll be no mistress anything while you’re beneath my roof,” she scolds, but in a playful way. “It’s Mama Elly to everybody, you included. Hear?”

Henry nods, smiling, but I glance between them because even though that is such a Mama Elly thing to say to anyone, there’s no reason for him to be beneath our roof, and the only person he might be calling master is Papa, but Papa has no need for him because he has me.

“And if you want to know where to begin with the candlemaking, Tick’s the one to ask.” Mama Elly turns to me. “There’s the rendering, right? Why not get him going on that?”

Because it’s my task? Because I’ve minded that kettle since I was old enough to poke wood beneath its bottom and tall enough to drag a paddle through whatever was bubbling within?

But I turn to Henry and say, “Let’s go out back. You can help me.”

I smile again, turn on my heel, and march through the house. Henry trails after me, and I think he may be dawdling to take in the huge candle rack that fills up much of the workshop, but my hands are shaking and my belly feels as hot and runny as new-melted tallow.

The yard is just as I left it, and I make a big show of checking the height of the fire, the grid of sticks beneath the kettle, the steam rising from the water. The cats retreat when Henry follows me across the mud, but they don’t go far.

“So.” Henry pauses, and I can tell he’s sorting through different things he can say. “Your stepmother told me you’ve been helping your father since you were really little.”

“I have. I’m more or less his apprentice.”

“Only you can’t be,” Henry points out, but not in a mean way. “Not really. Girls can’t be apprentices in the chandler’s trade.”

“I know as much about candlemaking as any apprentice,” I tell him.

Henry doesn’t reply. Instead he reaches for my bucket, the one I sit on, and starts to turn it right side up. I whip it out of his hands, stump it firmly back in the mud the proper rump-holding way, and point at it.

“Why don’t you sit there?” I say. “You can watch.”

“Watch water boil?”

He’s trying to make a joke, I can tell, but I’m not in any humor for jokes. This boy is not here for charity. Somehow he’s gotten it into his head that my father needs an apprentice. He’s even convinced Mama Elly of it, to the point that she wants me to teach him how to take my tasks away!
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THE CREAK OF wooden wheels sends me skittering across the yard. Trudge is swaying up the road, hauling our rickety cart behind him. Papa walks at the old donkey’s side, his leather apron already shiny with spilled fat. He sees me and waves, and I almost collapse in relief.

Papa will send Henry on his way, and then we can finally start our summer work. Even though the fair won’t happen until the Feast of the Holy Cross in September, there’s so much to do that we must start in spring, as soon as it’s warm. During summer, the days will be very long and we can fit a lot of boiling and dipping and trimming in the extra daylight. Then, as the season turns, we’ll pack up the cart with all those candles, give Trudge an extra share of grain, and walk the twenty miles to Stourbridge to sell the lot.

We’ll sell Agnus Dei charms, too. I’ll stamp each one out while sitting at my bright table, then dab them with tiny sweeps of paint. Each one will keep a traveler safe wherever the road takes them.

As Papa turns Trudge off the path, I move away from the gate so they can come into the yard. The cats are back in position around the kettle, tails curled, waiting with that eerie patience of cats.

In the cart are four bulging rucksacks already darkening with fat and suet like sweat beneath an underarm.

“The water should be just starting to boil,” I tell Papa as I unwind the rope securing the wagon’s tailgate. “I’ve got the cutting board ready, and I sharpened the knife. Carefully, like you’re always telling me.”

I keep glancing at Henry as I’m saying all this. Papa surely doesn’t need to hear it. I know exactly what I’m supposed to do, and Papa knows I know.

“Very good, dear one.” Papa holds up a greasy hand, playfully threatening to muss my hair, and I duck away, squealing with laughter. Then he turns to Henry. “You must be John’s boy. I guess he got my message after all! It’s been an age since I’ve seen you. You’re almost a man! Did you have a safe journey?”

“I did, sir.” Henry bows. “My father apologizes for my lateness and sends his best regards, but he wasn’t able to make the trip along with me.”

“Well.” Papa smiles, but it’s not a whole smile. “That’s a shame, but Norwich is a far piece from here. I can’t afford to be so long away from my trade either.”

Henry flinches the smallest bit, like he just realized he forgot to latch the byre door all the way back in Norwich. Then he says, “I’m deeply grateful that you sent for me. You won’t be sorry, taking me on.”

Papa laughs. “Well, I’m not getting any younger, and candlemaking is a good trade. I probably should have taken on an apprentice years ago. Work hard and do as you’re told, and you’ll be welcome.”

My mouth falls open. My guts go leaden. Papa is not sending him away. He’s not even surprised Henry is here.

He invited Henry. To be his apprentice.

“I’m hoping we’ll manage five hundred pounds of candles for the fair. It’ll be a big job of work, but a good way for you to get your feet wet, eh?” Papa claps Henry on the back, and Henry tips his chin up and smiles proudly. “Why don’t you sit down, son, and we’ll get you started right away.”

Papa gestures toward the makeshift trestle table I’ve set up with the cutting board and knife.

“But…” I don’t know where to start. There’s too much wrong. “But it’s render day! I’m the one who cuts up the fat. I always get all the meat off, too. I’ve got everything ready, and there’s no way Henry will do any of it right!”

“Not straightaway,” Papa replies kindly, “but he’ll learn it, same as you. No one’s good at anything the first time.”

I study my feet. My first few batches of candles were gruesome, reeking of meat bits still stuck in the tallow and drawing every mouse in thirty miles to take bites out of the middle, sometimes while they were still burning in their holders.

“All right. Well.” I fluster with my apron ties. “I suppose I could show him how, and we could do the rendering together.”

“Thank you, dear one, but I’ll be showing him,” Papa tells me. “Why don’t you unhitch Trudge and give him some hay?”

“But Papa, you’re always saying how your eyes—” I cut myself off even before Papa gives me a warning look. This John, whoever he is, clearly figured he was sending his son to be taught the trade by a chandler who could see well enough to dip candles to an even thickness or twist a wick tight enough to hold flame throughout the candle’s whole life.

Henry stands by awkwardly, petting Sunshine, but when Papa starts unloading the bags of fat and suet from the cart, he leaps up and goes to help.

“Well. What I mean is… ah…” I’m trying to finish my thought in a way that won’t be a lie, but also won’t make Papa look bad, when Trudge starts toward the byre all by himself. He knows the routine. Once the cart is in the yard, his labor is finished and he can rest himself.

The cart won’t fit through the byre entrance, though, and Trudge has been known to drag it through anyway and shear the wheels off if you don’t unhitch him fast enough.

I hurry to catch up, tethering Trudge and telling him he’s a good boy when this is very much a falsehood. While I’m unbuckling the straps of his harness, I can hear Papa behind me explaining to Henry how rendering works, how long the fat must boil, how to skim off gristle, how to know it’s finished.

I can’t remember not knowing these things. I don’t remember a summer when it wasn’t Papa and me around this fire, in and out of the workshop, draping lengths of wicking over the candle racks and lowering each set into the tallow troughs again and again.

My hands are flying over the leather straps, and soon they’re off the donkey’s bony haunches and onto their pegs in the byre. I put both hands on Trudge’s rump and all but shove him into his field, then I fling two armloads of hay into his manger before slamming the gate shut behind him.

Then I’m back in the yard just as Papa drops a bag of fat at one end of the trestle table with the cutting board, right at Henry’s elbow.

Right where I usually sit.

I pull my rump bucket to the other end of the table and plant myself down. Papa frowns at me, but turns to Henry and gestures to the nearby bag. “Best way to learn is to get right to it. Reach in there and grab yourself a piece.”

Henry hesitates, his nose wrinkling, and right there I see my chance. Perhaps no one’s told this boy what goes into being a chandler’s apprentice. Perhaps all I need to do is tell him true what his next fifty years will look like and he’ll be on his way home today.

I lean forward. “Rendering tallow’s going to stink up this whole yard and no one will want to be your friend ever again.”

Big Gray puts a huge forepaw on my knee and swipes at my hand with the other.

“He will,” Henry says with a smile.

“You’ll get the best tallow when the fat is in very little pieces,” Papa goes on, ignoring both me and the pushy cat. “You must cut away anything that isn’t fat. Gristle. Meat.”

“It’s slimy, and it makes a vile sound when you hit sinew,” I put in.

“Tick.” Papa says it like a sigh.

I hold out my hands innocently because someone’s got to tell Henry what he’s getting himself into.

“You’re not helping,” Papa adds.

“I could be,” I mutter, but I settle back on my bucket and watch as Henry fishes a chunk of fat out of the bag.

Sunshine takes the opportunity to shove her muzzle into the opening, and even though I’m tempted to let these furry wretches make off with some of the more choice morsels just to show Papa who knows what, I reach over and twist the bag closed.

Henry picks up the knife, turns the gristle chunk over a few times, then presses the tip of the blade against what’s clearly fat and makes a tentative, halting cut.

“Good,” Papa says, but I know he can’t see a lick of what Henry is doing. The boy could be carving off his thumb and Papa wouldn’t know the difference.

I watch Henry make a few more cuts. The first leaves a runner of sinew attached, and another misses a perfectly good slice of shiny fat. Big Gray twines impatiently around Henry’s legs and the Fox meows in that high, demanding way of his, but the boy ignores them.

I can’t take it anymore. Quick as a blink, I whip the knife and the fat chunk out of Henry’s hands and start cutting it myself. I swerve the point of the knife around the grotty little bits and work out shavings of meat, which I throw up high so the cats can nab them midair.

I like cutting. It’s a puzzle to work out, how to get each small bit of fat from its gaol of gristle. The pieces of fat I slice into bits the size of my pinkie fingernail and sweep into a pile for the kettle.

“See?” I say to Henry. “Like that. There are also these furry scoundrels to contend with.” I gesture to the Fox and Sunshine and Big Gray, who are sniffing the mud for stray scraps. “Unless you give over the meat bits, those beasts will ruin your day trying to get them. Cats are very persistent.”

“Tick!” Papa snaps, and all right, me taking the knife out of Henry’s hands may have gone over the line a little.

So I hand the blade back, slow and reluctant, and tell Papa, “I was only trying to show him. It’s easier to know what to do if you see it done. Like you showed me when I was small.”

Papa’s face softens, and perhaps goes a little embarrassed, since he can’t exactly do that part himself. “Very well. You’ve shown him. But Henry was sent here to learn a trade properly, from a master.”

For the second time today my belly goes slosh. I might not be a master, but I’ve learned the trade properly. Every bit Papa’s shown me, I’ve done till it’s right.

“Well… ah…” I rock on the bucket. “I guess it’ll be all right if Henry and I work together. He can fish the gristly bits out of the kettle while I cut.”

Papa shakes his head. “Doing these tasks on his own is the best way Henry will learn, and he must master these skills so he can set himself up in trade one day.”

I slice a glare at Henry, but he’s reaching down to stroke Big Gray’s back, and I can’t help but scowl, that these furry traitors have taken to this pretender already.

“Well. I see.” I try for reasonable. “What am I to do, then? Shall I start twisting wicks? Cleaning the molds?”

“Henry will be taking over those tasks, too. You’re to help your stepmother with the sweeping and scrubbing and such.” Papa must realize that I’m about to kick like Trudge at the farrier because he adds, “I’m also hoping you’ll take over the garden. It’s not going to survive Eleanor’s care, and you have a hand for growing things.”

Papa wants me to smile at his gentle teasing of Mama Elly. She has a hard time bending because of her leg brace, which is why our garden often struggles. It’s an effort for her to plant and weed, and she tends to smash seedlings by accident when she moves from row to row.

“I thought you liked to work the garden with her,” I reply in a small voice.

“I do, and I will, sometimes,” Papa says. “But I also must teach Henry the chandler’s trade, and there are things only I can show him.”

I blink hard. If there are things only Papa can teach him, it means there are things he knows that I don’t.

Which means there are things he hasn’t showed me.

“What about the beeswax?” I ask. “I can start on the charms like you said I could—”

“We are finished talking about this, Scholastica.” Papa sounds exhausted, like we’ve been turning it over for ages. “Leave it, and go ask your stepmother what she wants done.”

I don’t hear my full name often, but when I do, I know it’s time to step to whatever I’ve been told.

I stand up so fast that my sitting bucket tips, and I’m halfway across the yard when it occurs to me to glare once more at Henry, only when I do, he’s righting my bucket with one hand and offering the Fox a piece of meat with the other.



I find Mama Elly where she almost always is—leaning over the fire. Her back is to me, and her fat red braid has come loose from its pins and lies against her shoulders. I fling myself onto the hearth bench, fold my arms, and sigh so big and gusty that she has no choice but to look up.

“I must beg your pardon, Tick. Your papa said you knew Henry was coming.” Mama Elly rests her backside against her tall stool. “I had no idea you didn’t till you walked in and got an eyeful of him.”

All winter, Papa went on at length about summer and the fair, like he always does, and he did say he hoped to make more candles than ever, that it would take a lot more work than usual.

I just figured that would mean staying later in the evenings in the yard or the workshop, each of us with a mug of cider, dipping the candles into the tallow row by row and talking about how many stars there were in the heavens, or exactly how many skeins of wool you could get from a ten-year-old sheep. Anything and everything.

Just the two of us.

“Don’t be upset at poor Henry,” Mama Elly goes on. “He’s a good boy. His father and yours knew each other years ago as apprentices, and they promised that each would take the other’s son into his trade one day.”

“Papa doesn’t have a son,” I mutter, and even though my father has never once made me feel my lack of boy parts, all I can think about is how he called Henry son not a handful of moments ago in the yard.

“Perhaps you should count your blessings you’re not a son.” Mama Elly is teasing now. “John’s a tanner, and if there’s a trade more… fragrant than candlemaking, it’s working with leather.”

I run a thumb over the table’s wood grain. The smell is honestly not that bad, and right now I’d give a whole lot to be up to my elbows in fat, my knife slipping through the gristle, giggling at the cats tussling over scraps, while Papa gets the big candle rack set up in the workshop, draped with dozens of twisted lengths of wick waiting to be dipped.

And if Henry grew up around a trade that’s just as stinky as candlemaking—perhaps more so—then he’s not going to be squeamish about melting a little fat in a kettle.

“It doesn’t matter whether Henry’s a good boy or not, or whose son he is,” I grumble. “He has no idea what he’s doing, and he’s only going to slow Papa down. Without my help, Papa won’t be able to make enough candles to turn a tidy penny at the fair, which means we won’t have as much coin as usual, which means we’ll go hungry all winter. I don’t want to starve just because some bumblefingers doesn’t know fat from sinew!”

Mama Elly is trying not to smile. “Your papa’s a good teacher. I’m sure Henry will pick things up quickly, and there’ll be plenty of candles to sell at the fair.”

I fold my arms on the trestle board and lower my cheek onto them. The world goes dark.

Henry’s here for good. Papa didn’t even have the courtesy to tell me he was coming. There’s five hundred pounds of candles that need making before the Stourbridge Fair, and beeswax charms to press and paint, and instead of telling me to roll up my sleeves and help, my father relegated me inside to sweep and tidy like girls who’ve never been taught to trim wicks and measure alum.

“Papa says to ask what you need done.” I say it glumly into the table.

There’s a scraping of wood on packed earth, then a soft, warm weight on my back. Mama Elly rubs my shoulders in a calming, comforting way till I look up at her.

“I could use some freshly foraged greens for the pottage,” she says in a knowing, sly way, and she tips her chin at the front door that leads to the road outside, where not long ago Lucy and Johanna passed by.

I put my head back down. Needing greens is not a falsehood, not exactly, and I know very well that Mama Elly is trying to rub salve into this sting to take away some of the poison.

“A girl should have friends,” she adds in a voice that’s so quiet and sad that I don’t think it’s meant for me. Mama Elly doesn’t talk about her childhood much, but given how she was born with one leg shorter than the other, it’s not hard to guess how most kids treated her.

And here I am, facedown on her newly wiped trestle table, dragging my feet when she’s nudging me toward an afternoon in the glorious April sun with girls I used to spend every waking moment with when we were in diapers.

Two girls who have matching aprons now, while mine is spattered with tallow and covered in cat hair.

Still, I push the bench back, mumble goodbye to Mama Elly, and drag into the workshop to collect a bag.

By chance I catch sight of Henry in the yard bent over the cutting board, Papa kneeling close and no doubt squinting so he can offer advice that makes sense. Already the smell of rendering fat is everywhere, and even though I’m not a stone’s throw from them, I feel so very far away.

I am close enough, however, to notice how the bag of fat at Henry’s side is still bulging, and the other three are knotted shut. Henry is cutting, careful and diligent, but that means he’s going slower than slow. I’d be halfway through the bag by now, and Papa could be setting up the candle rack without needing to hover and watch.

But no.

It’s got to be Henry, and already the day is getting ahead of us.

Only that’s when I take heart. Papa’s always saying that some lessons you have to teach yourself. This is what he tells me when I do things like eat too many gooseberries and get a bellyache and then spend half a day in the yard privy.

By the end of the day, Papa will see that Henry isn’t cut out to be a chandler’s apprentice. Henry may be a nice boy, but nice doesn’t mean he can work as fast as I can, or as well.

There’s a reason Papa and I spend all spring and summer making candles well into the evenings, using every last bit of the day—Stourbridge Fair is where we make most of a year’s living. People come from every corner of the realm, and also from other realms beyond the Narrow Seas, and they come ready to spend.

Our candles might be simple, but they’re within the means of most people, and they’re of good quality. We dip them steady and even, giving plenty of time for the layers to dry thoroughly, so they burn bright and slow. You can buy one, or you can buy a pound, and each will be the same as the last.

Papa might trade twenty pounds of candles for a healthy pig, and that’ll be our meat till Christmas. Or he might take a fat gold coin the size of my palm with some foreign king’s head on one side, which he’ll trade to Lucy’s papa for sacks of barley. We’ll come home with chickens in wicker cages and bags bulging with turnips and bricks of salt and Papa’s purse jangling.

There’s no better feeling than seeing the top of the house edge into view on a bright September evening after all that walking. Smoke rising from the roof vent, which means Mama Elly has something hot on for supper.

Your feet are sore and you’re sweaty and rumpled and tired, but the cart that you’re walking beside has goods enough to keep the people in your family and all the animals healthy and sound through winter, well past the hungry times of spring.

That’s because of you and your endless work, and that makes every little hardship worth it. The tallow burns on your arms. The smell in your hair. The dim of the workshop, when summer was in full, glorious bloom just beyond the door. Worth it, every last bit, knowing you had a hand in keeping your family in bread.

I look down at the bag I’m holding. Then out the door once again, at Henry still cutting that same piece of fat.

By sundown, Papa will have to accept the truth. Without me, Stourbridge Fair will be a disaster.

But he will ask Mama Elly if I did as she bade me, and if I don’t, it’ll be that much harder to shine myself up as a good girl.

Which means I’d best get foraging.
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