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For those who have loved, lost, and somehow found a way to carry that love forward

Some promises are kept by keeping them.

Others are kept by refusing to let them die.

-Carl Lakeland

Part One

Winter’s Grip

.

Chapter 1

Things Worth Keeping

Mornings during The Great Depression, the only sound inside my workshop came from timber settling in the cold. Dust gathered more quickly than sawdust. The potbelly stove burned because habit demanded it. Some days I sharpened chisels that scarcely needed sharpening. Other days I simply stood at the bench with my hands resting on the edge, listening for footsteps that never came. Weeks passed without anyone opening the workshop door, yet habit remained faithful where customers did not.

Each morning, I swept the floor, lit the fire, boiled the kettle, and laid my tools across the bench in the same order my father had taught me, as though industry itself might persuade fortune to remember my address.

Ballarat carried on with the weary dignity of a man too proud to admit hunger. The great stone buildings that had once proclaimed the certainty of gold still watched over Sturt Street with unearned confidence, their façades untouched by the desperation moving beneath them. Men in worn coats drifted from one workplace to another carrying references that had grown softer each time they were unfolded. Women learned to make soup from little more than memory. Smoke climbed from chimneys all over the city.

Winter had a way of lingering on one’s clothes. It settled into sandstone, seeped beneath doors, and found every crack in weatherboards that summer had forgotten. Even indoors my breath sometimes appeared before me, pale and hesitant, as though reluctant to remain. 

The sewing box she carried into my workshop revealed her presence before she did. Not the woman, but the box itself. I noticed the high-quality French polish. The deep lines of the swirling grain told a story of old exotic timber. Only then did I look up.

She stood against the grey light filtering through the doorway, her face still hidden by the brim of a rain-darkened hat. Water clung to the shoulders of her navy woollen coat in tiny silver beads before surrendering to the floorboards. She carried herself without elegance, yet with a kind of careful economy, as though life had taught her that unnecessary movement eventually became unnecessary exhaustion.

Long before I noticed her face, I noticed her hands. They weren’t the hands of a woman protected from labour. Her fingers were slightly reddened by winter, her knuckles roughened by work she’d perhaps repeated too often. I noticed one thumbnail carried a shallow crack, and a faint dusting of flour rested against the cuff of her sleeve. It struck me that she’d probably been baking before dawn. Perhaps for people who might never thank her. Perhaps hunger had occupied the place where gratitude once lived.

She removed her gloves with the same deliberation she’d carried her sewing box. One finger at a time, easing each from the wool as though haste belonged to people whose days still held promise. Her gloves were old; the fabric had surrendered to years of winters. Nothing about her suggested poverty. But everything about her suggested economy. 

Placing the sewing box carefully upon my workbench, she rested the gloves beside it. She looked around my workspace with curiosity so quiet it might easily have been mistaken for politeness. I wondered what she saw. Perhaps it was a room of well-made tools with too little work to justify them. Timbers of differing species stacked against the far wall, some of it old enough to remember better times. My father’s bench, darkened by forty years of oil and sweat. The little cast-iron stove in the corner that consumed almost as much coal as I could afford to buy. 

Workshops tell the truth about the men who occupy them. A kitchen may conceal hardship behind polished plates. A parlour may disguise loneliness around good furniture. But a workshop has no interest in deception. It reveals what’s been made, what’s been abandoned, and what remains unfinished. Mine, I suspected, revealed all three.

Only after she’d taken in the surroundings did she remove her hat. The movement released a handful of chestnut hair that had refused to remain where its pins intended. It settled against one side of her face in loose waves, still damp from the relentless drizzle.

Memory is a curious companion. There are people whose faces I can no longer summon, though I once knew them well enough to recognise their footsteps. Yet I can still remember the way that single strand of damp hair had caught the pale light from the workshop doorway. The woman finally looked at me. Not through me. Not beyond me. Right at me.

There was no calculation in her eyes. No searching for signs of success or failure. She simply looked as one might study an unfamiliar landscape before deciding whether it could be trusted. “I was told you repaired these delicate items,” she said.

Her words were softly rounded, touched by an education that had once promised a different future. It made me wonder what kind of life she had expected before the world developed other ideas.

I said nothing. Even in that moment, I disliked unnecessary words.

She glanced down at the sewing box and then to me. “I’ve been told it’s beyond saving.”

I rested my hand on it without answering at first. My fingers explored the split running through the lid, then the loose side joint. Two delicate brass hinges had loosened enough to leave the lid sitting askew. I realised I had been studying it for several minutes. I spoke the first words I had ever said to her. “It has another lifetime in it.”

Relief crossed her face so quickly she seemed almost embarrassed. “I was hoping you’d say that. It belonged to my mother. I’ve had it in our family since my great-grandmother.”

“I didn’t say it would be easy.”

“No.” A faint smile touched the corner of her mouth. “Nothing worth keeping ever is.”

The words settled somewhere deep inside me. 

I paused momentarily before lifting the lid. Inside, it was lined in beautiful soft green velvet. The aroma of lavender struck my senses. There were moments that announce themselves with trumpets—weddings, funerals, and the birth of a child. Then there were moments so quiet that I thought I had walked straight through them without noticing the door behind me had closed.

I studied the sewing box closely with the care one reserves for things that have survived time. This one had been honest from the beginning. Whoever made it had chosen maple burl. The swirling grain caught the light like water disturbed by a gentle breeze. It had been built to impress. And it had been built to witness ordinary days. I had always believed there was greater dignity in that. 

The woman remained where she stood. Most customers left once they had explained the work. She stayed. She watched simply with interest that suggested she’d spent enough of her life observing quiet labour to understand there was little point interrupting it.

I tested the split in the lid with two fingers. The fracture opened like an old scar. Clean. Repairable. It reminded me of something my father used to say whenever a customer apologised for bringing him damaged furniture. “Nothing breaks all at once, Tom.” At the time I believed he was speaking about timber. Years later I understood he seldom ever was.

I fetched a small brush and began working small particles of dust from the split. My hands settled into their familiar rhythm, the fine horsehair bristles whispering against the timber. Behind me, the stove crackled softly. The rain tapped lightly against the western window. Somewhere beyond the walls, a train announced its departure with a long mournful whistle that drifted across Ballarat before dissolving into silence. 

“You don’t hurry, do you?” Her voice arrived almost apologetically, as though she regretted disturbing the calm.

“No.” It was the only sentence I could offer.

“But you could.”

“I could,” I agreed, nodding.

“But you don’t.”

I smiled without looking up. “My father believed haste was merely another way of making the same mistake twice.”

She considered that. “My husband used to say much the same.” 

She’d not spoken the past tense words to invite sympathy. If anything, she seemed almost surprised they had escaped her lips. They hung between us with the awkwardness of strangers who’d arrived at the same destination by different roads. I nodded again. Nothing more.

Some griefs are insulted by conversation. Instead, she wandered slowly towards the western window overlooking Humffray Street, where the glass had begun to mist from the warmth of the stove. With one finger she traced a small circle through the condensation and looked out towards the street. “I sometimes think,” she said at last, still watching the street through the window, “that winter makes everyone walk with their eyes lowered.”

I followed her gaze. “I suppose they are watching where they put their feet.”

“No. I disagree.” She shook her head gently. “I think they are watching what they’ve lost.”

The words remained with me long after she’d said them. There’s a temptation, when one reaches my age, to believe memory preserves only the important conversations. It doesn’t. It only preserves the truthful ones.

I returned my attention to the sewing box. The screws holding the hinges together were ones I had not seen. Single-slotted. So tiny I would need to manufacture a screwdriver especially for the project. As I applied pressure, I noticed there was play there. The screws were not biting.

She’d carried the sewing box through a Ballarat winter to a workshop whose future looked no sounder than the box itself. She knew nothing about me beyond the stories neighbours exchanged over fences. Yet she’d left something in my hands that mattered to her. 

I had repaired wardrobes built from imported walnut, dining tables polished until they reflected candlelight like still water, mahogany chests that had crossed oceans before finding their way to Ballarat. None of them asked as much of me as her simple sewing box. I wondered whether I understood that I was repairing more than timber. Perhaps every craftsman secretly hopes for such work—not the expensive commissions, only the necessary ones.

She turned from the window only when she sensed I had finished examining her sewing box. There was nothing theatrical about her movement. She simply drew herself back towards me, carrying with her the faint scent of damp wool and cold air. “I should let you work,” she said at the same time as reaching for her gloves. I noticed then that the stitching along one finger had given way. White cotton, carefully sewn by hand, crossed the tear in uneven little steps. Someone had repaired the gloves more than once.

I told her, “I’ll bring it to you tomorrow.” 

She hesitated briefly. “That’ll be fine, but you’ve not asked where.”

“I assumed you’d tell me.”

A faint smile returned. “You assume a great deal. The boarding house on Lydiard Street. Just past the old bakery with the cracked chimney.”

“I know the one. I repaired the front gate many years ago.”

She seemed surprised. “You did?”

“For William Finch.” 

Her expression softened with recognition. “Yes, I do remember now. It was so long ago. But it leans again, unfortunately. My husband once insisted it only needed paint.” She looked down at the floorboards before meeting my eyes again. “I find that people sometimes become attached to impossible optimism.”

She reached into the pocket of her coat and produced a folded square of cloth. When she opened it, two slices of bread appeared, still faintly warm, wrapped around a generous piece of sharp cheddar. “I can’t pay you today,” she said. “But perhaps this will suffice for part of the payment.”

I told her payment today didn’t matter. 

“Yes. But it matters to me,” she replied, lifting her hand slightly. She placed the parcel on my bench with a gentleness that suggested it carried greater value than money alone. “I baked this just before sunrise.”

I studied the parcel momentarily. The bread had released its warmth into the cool workshop almost immediately. The crust had cracked beautifully along the top where the dough had risen beyond its own intentions. A little flour still clung stubbornly to one corner. I realised, with sudden embarrassment, that it was the finest thing to enter my workshop in weeks. 

“In my opinion, you’ve already earned it,” she continued.

“I haven’t done anything.”

“You will. That’s the man you are.”

It struck me that trust between us was never announced. It arrived, disguised as ordinary conversation. I broke away a small piece of her bread. What struck me most was the butter. She’d used something so precious, so rare, on a loaf meant for me. Just enough to remind the bread of what it had once hoped to become. The loaf tasted faintly of wholemeal flour and wood smoke. The crust resisted before giving way to a centre so soft it seemed almost impossible that the same hands capable of hauling coal buckets had once kneaded it. “It’s extraordinary. Thank you.”

A flush of colour found her cheeks. “It isn’t. But if you insist. My father taught me. My mother burnt almost everything.”

I looked up, meeting her gaze. She was smiling. Not politely. Properly. “So, it was my father who baked in our house.”

Somewhere in Ballarat, years before, there had been a kitchen where a father measured flour while a daughter watched from a chair perhaps not unlike the one resting on my bench this moment.

“Did he teach you?” I asked.

“He said recipes were for people who didn’t trust themselves.”

I found myself smiling. She went on. “My father said measurements were for people who didn’t trust feeling.”

“So, they would’ve argued, your parents.”

“On the contrary. They had an understanding, one might say. That’s the kind of relationship they had.”

I wrapped the remaining bread carefully inside its cloth, saving it for later. For a moment neither of us found words. The silence was no longer awkward. It had begun to resemble something else. Comfort, perhaps. Or the first fragile thread from which comfort is eventually woven. 

The rain strengthened, tapping insistently against the tin roof until the workshop seemed wrapped inside its own cocoon. The world beyond the windows blurred into shifting greys and darkness. The woman glanced towards the door. “I should go before rain gets worse.”

“It already has.”

“I’ve walked through worse than it is now.”

“I don’t doubt it. Not even for a second.”

She lifted her hat, settled it carefully over her hair, then paused with one hand resting lightly on the worn timber of the doorway. “I never asked—” she said, stopping at the door before turning back to look at me, “—why a man like you chose to become a cabinetmaker.”

The question surprised me. Very few people had ever asked why. Only whether I was any good. I rested my hand on my father’s bench. “When I was twelve, my father told me that every tree spends its whole life reaching towards light.”

She waited for more, saying nothing.

“When it’s finally cut down, he said our job was to make sure it continues serving that same light in another form.”

The woman held my gaze for a long moment. “I’ve never heard anyone describe things that way.”

“Truth? I don’t think he was describing. Merely the right to take something from the tree.”

“I see.” Her voice had become almost a whisper. “Perhaps you’re right. I’m Betty, by the way. Betty Henderson.”

I began to offer my name. She held up a hand. “I know who you are, Thomas.” She immediately turned and left. The door closed with a soft click that seemed far louder than it should have.

Chapter 2

The Heart Decides

I spent the remainder of the afternoon in the workshop absorbed in Betty Henderson’s sewing box. By evening, I knew more about it than I knew about most people. The entire front panel had been replaced many years earlier, though not by a cabinetmaker. Whoever had done the work had chosen a different timber entirely. Similar enough to deceive the eye, but not the hand. The replacement carried a tighter grain and had darkened differently beneath decades of aging. It spoke of necessity rather than craftsmanship. I found myself wondering about the day it had been replaced. Had someone lacked the right maple burl? The proper polishing compound? Or had another winter simply proved too much?

As dusk settled outside, the workshop windows became mirrors. Humffray Street disappeared beyond my own reflection until I seemed to be working somewhere entirely removed from Ballarat. Only the occasional glow of a passing lantern reminded me that life continued beyond the glass. 

I closed the workshop later than usual. One more joint to clean. One more clamp to adjust. One more coat of warm glue. As I finally locked the door, tomorrow had acquired a destination, and for some reason I couldn’t explain, my heart required her company.

The walk home with Betty’s sewing box wrapped in a blanket took me along Humffray Street North towards Mair Street beneath rows of elm trees stripped almost bare by winter. Their branches reached across the road like dark veins against gas lamps that had begun to glow, each surrounded by small halos where mist caught the light.

As I passed Mair Street, a queue had formed outside the relief office. Even at that hour, men stood with their collars raised, hands buried deep into pockets. Nobody spoke a word. Hunger rarely encouraged conversation. 

One face caught my attention. For an instant I thought I recognised my older brother. He’d left Ballarat years before, and eventually the letters had stopped. No argument. No farewell. Just silence stretching so gradually across the years that eventually it became mistaken for acceptance. The stranger turned towards me. He was younger. Better fed. The resemblance vanished. Memory, I admitted, has a habit of borrowing unfamiliar faces whenever it grows lonely. 

I reached my cottage in Soldiers Hill shortly after seven. It was modest even by the standards of the day. Two rooms, a narrow veranda at the front, a chimney that leaned just enough to concern visitors but never enough to concern me. 

That night I ate the second slice of Betty’s bread with a bowl of vegetable soup left over from the previous evening. The bread had cooled, yet it had lost none of its character. Good bread, I realised, possesses resilience. It asks only to be given time. I found myself wondering what sort of kitchen had produced it. Whether Betty had kneaded the dough in silence. Whether music had once lived in that house before circumstances asked it to leave. Whether she now lived alone. The last question arrived uninvited. I pushed it aside. Curiosity, I told myself. Yet before extinguishing the lamp, I unwrapped the repaired sewing box just to look at it for a while. There was no reason to. I had finished the work. Nothing remained to be done. Still, I left it open beside the lamp until I went to bed.

Perhaps unnecessary things are the first evidence that the heart has begun making decisions without consulting the mind.

Chapter 3

Only Her

The following morning arrived beneath a sky the colour of worn pewter. Ballarat possessed a talent for cold that other towns could only imitate. It was not the dramatic cold of snow-covered mountains, nor the clean sharpness of a desert dawn. It was a patient cold. A cutting cold. It found the space beneath a collar, settled inside damp boots, and remained long after a fire had convinced the rest of the room that winter had loosened its hold. 

Ballarat was waking the way working towns always do. One trade at a time. Somewhere a blacksmith struck iron. A milkman made his deliveries. A dray complained beneath its load. By the time I reached the corner, the day had already begun without asking anyone’s permission.

The city had always sounded different in winter. Voices carry farther. Footsteps become sharper. Even horses seemed reluctant to disturb the silence. On the way down the hill on Mair Street towards Lydiard, I passed more of the needy. 

Some were wrapped in torn blankets. One had a shoe sole tied with string. They appeared not to have moved all night. There was a time when Ballarat imagined itself destined to become one of the world’s great cities. Gold encourages extravagant dreams. The Depression had not erased those dreams. It had merely covered them with soot.

Lydiard Street climbed gently ahead of me. The boarding house revealed itself almost reluctantly through the morning fog. A weatherboard building that had once aspired to elegance. A narrow veranda stretched across its front, supported by timber posts whose decorative brackets had begun surrendering to weather and neglect. One upstairs window leaned slightly out of square. The garden, though small, had not entirely abandoned dignity. Lavender bushes clung stubbornly to life beside a brick path glistening with frost. Someone still cared. That was immediately obvious. The paint had faded. The guttering wanted attention. One veranda board had split near the front steps. Yet the windows had been cleaned. The brass door handle had been shone. A broom rested neatly against the wall. There are still houses in town that ask to be admired. This one asked only to be respected.

As I reached for the gate, I noticed the hinges. One had begun pulling away from the post. Enough so that another winter might finish what this one had begun. I smiled to myself. Every house, eventually, introduced itself through wear.

The front door opened before I climbed the steps. Betty stood framed by the warmth from inside. The smell reached me first. Fresh bread. Coffee. Coal smoke. And beneath it all, something faintly floral that I would later discover was lavender soap purchased in small, carefully rationed bars from a chemist on Sturt Street.

“Good morning, Thomas.” Betty’s voice seemed warmer than yesterday. She had exchanged yesterday’s dark navy coat for a simple blue cardigan worn over a cream blouse. Her collar had been turned twice at the edges, I imagined by careful hands. The sleeves were rolled neatly to her forearms. 

“You’re early,” Betty said.

“I suspected you dislike unfinished things.”

A smile appeared, not on her lips at first, but in her eyes. “It’s true. You’ve noticed. But you’ve known me for less than a day.”

“Sometimes that’s long enough.”

She stepped aside without another word. As I entered, the hallway beyond was unexpectedly warm.

The wallpaper had once been patterned with climbing roses, though years of smoke and sunlight had faded them into little more than gentle suggestions. A narrow staircase climbed towards the second floor, its timber polished smooth by thousands of careful footsteps. Somewhere above, water pipes groaned softly as someone filled a wash basin. Life revealed itself in small sounds. A cough behind a closed door. The turning of a newspaper. The clink of chinaware. A woman humming almost absent-mindedly while she worked in another room.

I realised boarding houses were unlike any other dwelling. They gather together people who would otherwise never have met, asking them to live side by side without pretending to belong to one another.

Betty closed the front door behind me. For a brief moment the sounds of the street disappeared. Only the parlour remained. Only its warmth. Only her. 

Betty led me towards the dining room, where the morning had already gathered itself around a long blackwood table polished by generations of elbows rather than wax alone. The room possessed that curious mixture of wear and dignity found only in houses that have endured lean years without surrendering to them. The walls had faded unevenly, leaving darkened patches where framed photographs had once hung. Sunlight filtered through lace curtains yellowed by time and coal smoke. The soft light rested gently on the tablecloth as though reluctant to disturb the quiet industry of breakfast. Three places had been set. One remained occupied.

An elderly woman sat near the window with a teacup balanced lightly between both hands. She was reading a newspaper with the concentration of someone who no longer expected today to bring better news. She glanced towards me over the rim of her spectacles. “So,” she said. “You’re this cabinetmaker Betty speaks of?”

There was no suspicion in her voice. Only the comfortable certainty of a woman who’d long ago decided introductions were unnecessary formalities.

“I am,” I replied.

“I imagined someone much older.”

“I hope that isn’t disappointing.”

“Oh, it usually is.”

She folded the newspaper with surprising precision and stood. Age had bent her a little, but only through the spine. Her eyes retained the unmistakable brightness of a person who had spent a lifetime observing other people more carefully than they observed themselves.

“This is Mrs Finch,” Betty said.

“As though I require an introduction,” said the old woman, waving a dismissive hand. “Still, if the young insist on manners, we may as well humour them. I’m Elizabeth Finch. Betty’s aunt.”

I held out my hand. She didn’t receive it. “My name is Thomas Hamilton. I met your husband, William years ago.”

“Ah yes. The repair to the gate. But it appears that even repairs need repairs, Mr Hamilton.”

I said nothing.

Betty continued with words that sounded like a reminder, if only to break through the awkwardness. “Thomas repaired Grandma’s sewing box for us.”

Mrs Finch looked towards the blanket draped over the box. “Yes. So he has.”

I uncovered it. French polish caught the morning light with quiet confidence. The crack in the lid disappeared so completely into the original timber that I struggled to remember where the fracture had been. Mrs Finch regarded it with eyes that seemed less impressed than I at first thought. “Hmm.”

I waited.

She nodded once. “It seems you’ve respected my great aunt’s sewing box.” 

It remains one of the finest compliments I’ve ever received.

“I’ll fetch the payment,” Betty said almost without delay.

“There’s no hurry.”

“Yes, there is.” Betty disappeared towards the kitchen before I could protest. 

Mrs Finch waited until her footsteps had faded. “She’ll insist, you know. Forewarning to you, Mr Hamilton.”

“I’ve already come to expect that.”

“Good. You know, Mr Hamilton, I have to question your motivations. Mrs Henderson is a woman of good moral standing. Am I making myself perfectly clear?”

Betty’s aunt resumed her seat and stirred her tea, though it no longer required stirring. I found I was smiling to myself while standing there alone. I wondered whether I would ever stop making a fool of myself in this house.

“You’ve known her long?” Mrs Finch asked, taking a dainty sip from her teacup, little finger in the air.

“Not long.” I thought at the time I could not add anything else to the conversation without tripping over my own words.

“And now my mother’s sewing box,” Mrs Finch continued. “A bit coincidental, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Of what, exactly?”

“The mere fact, Mr Hamilton, that you took the trouble to bring it here, in person. An assigned carrier might have served you better.”

The words settled softly between us. No explanation followed. None seemed necessary. Mrs Finch looked towards the doorway through which Betty had disappeared. “She was twenty-four.” Mrs Finch paused. “Twenty-four is a dreadful age to become acquainted with silence.” Mrs Finch folded her hands before her. “I’ve lived long enough to discover there are two kinds of widows. The first spend their lives trying not to remember. The second become frightened they might.”

Before I could add anything, Betty returned carrying a small brown envelope. She held it with both hands. “I’m afraid it isn’t much.” She offered it almost apologetically. I accepted the envelope without opening it.

As I slipped the envelope into my greatcoat pocket, something else caught my eye. Resting on the sideboard, almost hidden beneath a folded table runner, stood a framed photograph. A young man. Perhaps thirty. Dark hair. Straight-backed. His uniform was unmistakably Australian Light Horse. His expression carried that particular confidence possessed by people who still believed tomorrow would closely resemble today.

Betty noticed me looking at the photo. For the first time since meeting her, she seemed less joyful. “My husband,” she said. “Gallipoli took him from me. He has a tree in the Avenue of Honour. I go there often.”

She spoke the words. Without apology. Without invitation. The room grew quieter. Betty crossed to the photograph and, almost unconsciously, straightened it by the smallest fraction. Love, I realised, doesn’t end when a person dies. It merely loses the comfort of being answered.

“I’ll put the sewing box back where it belongs,” I said.

Betty nodded. “There. Just next to the dresser if you please.”

I lowered the sewing box carefully into its familiar place. It settled with a small wooden tap beside an old dresser. “It looks happy.” The words escaped me before I considered them.

Mrs Finch smiled into her teacup. “I’ve often thought so, too.”

I laughed softly under my breath. “I suppose old cabinetmakers become sentimental.”

“I disagree,” she replied. “They only become observant, Mr Hamilton.”

Betty stood beside the sideboard watching me. “I’ve noticed something about you. You touch everything.”

I looked down at my hands. “I do?”

“The back of chairs. Door frames. Banisters. Everything.”

Betty demonstrated by resting her own fingertips lightly on the polished edge of the sideboard. “It’s as though you’re introducing yourself through feel.”

I had never considered it before. Perhaps she was right. “When you spend your life making things,” I said, “you automatically become curious about how other pieces have survived.”

“And what do they tell you?”

I let my hand rest on the sewing box. “That someone has cared.”

Betty looked around the room. “This house doesn’t always feel that way.” I followed her gaze. There were cracks in the plaster above the cornice. One corner of the ceiling carried the faint stain of an old leak. The curtains had been patched so skilfully that only close inspection revealed the different weave of the replacement fabric.

“I don’t think so,” I said softly. “This house feels loved.”

She looked at me then. Properly looked at me. “You notice things strangely, Thomas.”

“I suppose I’m a small version of my father.”

A smile touched her face. “Then I think you must’ve inherited more.”

Before I could answer, a bell rang somewhere upstairs. Not loudly. Just a single, crisp note. Betty excused herself at once. She disappeared up the staircase with quick but somewhat uneven steps, one hand gliding briefly along the banister as she climbed. I watched as she paused outside an upstairs door before entering. She was not running a boarding house. She was carrying one. A distinction I could easily have missed.

“Mrs Henderson,” Mrs Finch said the name to me with the quiet familiarity of routine. “When it’s particularly cold in the mornings, her knees tend to trouble her.”

“It’s of no bother. I can wait.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to. Unless you can see things that I can’t.” There was amusement in her voice. “I’ve discovered boarding houses operate according to laws entirely of their own. But Betty—she’s the very reason this place still operates as it does. She won’t thank you for saying the place is loved, Mr Hamilton. She thinks she’s only keeping it alive.” 

Mrs Finch stood slowly and collected the breakfast dishes with surprising steadiness. “She’s wrong, of course. You can keep a house alive with money, but only affection persuades it to welcome people.”

I was left standing alone in the dining room. Alone, though it didn’t feel that way. I found my way to the window, looking out over Market Street. Frost still clung stubbornly to the lavender bordering the side path. Each tiny flower wore a necklace of ice that sparkled briefly whenever the reluctant winter sun found it. I reached into my coat pocket and removed the brown envelope Betty had given me.

Inside were six shillings. And, folded twice beneath the coins, a handwritten recipe for bread. There was no note. No explanation. Only ingredients, measured not with scales but with experience.

‘A good handful...’

‘Enough warm water to wake the yeast...’

‘Patience...’

I smiled to myself. Some people express gratitude with words. Others leave you instructions for making bread.

Chapter 4

Recipe

The recipe remained in my pocket all the way home. I found myself touching it from time to time, reassuring myself it had not been imagined. Paper, I discovered, possesses a curious warmth after resting against the body. By afternoon, the folded sheet carried none of the chill of the morning, only the faint impression of my coat lining and, perhaps fancifully, a trace of flour that had travelled with it from Betty’s kitchen.

I didn’t unfold it again until evening. I closed the shutters against the cold and coaxed another shovelful of coal into the potbelly stove. The flames accepted it reluctantly before settling into the steady orange glow that made the cottage feel richer than it truly was. There was nothing unpleasant about home. That was, perhaps, the difficulty.

I hung my coat behind the kitchen door, beside my father’s coat which had remained there for nearly four years. The wool had gathered dust along the shoulders, yet I had never found the resolve to move it. Once, during a particularly determined bout of tidying, I had carried it as far as the bedroom before returning it to its familiar hook. Some absences become easier to bear when they retain their shape.

The kettle found its place on the potbelly stove almost of its own accord. On a small bench near the stove sat one cup, one plate and one knife. One chair stood beneath the small table.

While the water heated, I unfolded the recipe. The handwriting surprised me. It leaned gently to the right, elegant without appearing practised, every letter given just enough room to breathe. There were small corrections here and there, words crossed out so neatly they seemed part of the composition rather than mistakes. In one margin she had added a single sentence. 

‘Don’t watch the clock. Watch the dough...’

I smiled. It struck me as advice that had little to do with bread. I laid the recipe on the table and read it twice more before preparing my supper. There was no dignity in describing a bachelor’s cooking. It was a matter of necessity rather than aspiration. A little soup. The last piece of cheese. A loaf bought three days earlier from Mrs Mac’s Bakery, already beginning to harden around the crust. I spread a little leftover dripping across it anyway.

Halfway through the meal I found myself comparing the bread with hers. The comparison was unfair. Her loaf had been made by hands that understood waiting. Mine had been purchased by a man who’d simply arrived before closing time.

Outside my cottage windows, the wind strengthened. It found the western wall first, worrying at the weatherboards with patient determination before climbing into the chimney, where it transformed itself into a low, mournful note that rose and fell with each passing gust. As a boy that sound had frightened me. My father used to tell me, “The wind isn’t trying to come inside. It’s merely reminding us that the world remains larger than our little house.”

After supper I carried my cup into the front room. There was little to distinguish the interior from a hundred other cottages built around Ballarat. A small fireplace. A potbelly stove. Two bookcases my father and I had made together. A threadbare rug that had once belonged to my mother. An armchair positioned to catch the afternoon sun, though winter rarely permitted enough of it to justify the arrangement. The bookshelves had slowly become the biography of a man who travelled chiefly through pages. Cabinetmaking. Poetry. A little philosophy. Several novels whose bindings had become as familiar to my hands as the handles of my chisels. I selected one without thinking. 

After ten minutes I realised I hadn’t turned a page. My eyes continued moving across the print while my thoughts wandered elsewhere entirely. To a weatherboard boarding house on the corner of Lydiard and Market Streets. A woman who rolled her sleeves with remarkable precision. The smell of fresh bread. The photograph she’d straightened almost without knowing she’d done it.

It occurred to me that loneliness does not disappear the moment another person enters your thoughts. It simply begins sharing the room with expectation. 

Chapter 5

Priorities

Sleep had become lighter since my father’s death. Not shorter. Simply easier to leave. There are seasons in a man’s life when waking feels like returning from somewhere pleasant. Then there are years when consciousness arrives with the quiet certainty of another list of practical things waiting to be done. That winter belonged firmly to the latter. 

The room still carried the night’s cold. My breath drifted pale through the darkness as I dressed beside the potbelly, reluctant to waste coal before daylight. Coal had become something one measured almost as carefully as money. Every shovel placed on the fire asked the question of tomorrow.

By sunrise, the first magpies had begun negotiating the still air. Their calls echoed between the cottages around Soldiers Hill, clear enough to suggest optimism, though I had long suspected birds knew nothing at all about the economy. I boiled water, shaved with a razor whose handle my father had turned from a scrap of blackwood, and stood for a moment at the kitchen window while tea cooled in my hands. From there I could see little beyond the paling fence and the bare branches of the neighbour’s pear tree. Winter had reduced everything to its essentials. Wood. Stone. Sky. Sometimes I thought hardship attempted the same thing with people. 

The workshop would greet me with yesterday’s silence, no longer feeling complete. I had become aware of an absence where, a week earlier, I would’ve noticed nothing at all. The repaired sewing box had occupied the bench for an entire day. Its outline remained in the fine dust that settled from sanding and polishing. Now there was simply an empty shape.

It’s remarkable how quickly the eye grows accustomed to the presence of something, and how stubbornly it continues searching for it after it has gone. I swept the bench anyway.

A week prior to Betty entering my workshop, a customer arrived carrying a cedar washstand with one drawer missing entirely. He apologised for asking whether it could be repaired before admitting, with obvious embarrassment, that he couldn’t afford the work until after shearing season. I told him to leave it. He insisted on paying a deposit. I accepted one shilling.

As the morning unfolded in its ordinary fashion, as luck would have it, items for repair arrived. A loose table. Two kitchen stools. A grandfather clock whose pendulum had somehow survived while almost everything else had surrendered. All were set in positions waiting for my best efforts. Yet I found myself listening for footsteps outside the workshop more often than usual. Each passing figure drew my attention. Each disappointment was so slight it hardly deserved the name. I told myself I was merely hoping for more work. The lie lasted only until shortly after noon.

She appeared without formality. Not entering. Not calling out. Simply passing the front window with a wicker basket resting against one hip. She never looked inside the workshop. Perhaps she’d not seen me. Perhaps she had.

Betty continued towards Bridge Street at the measured pace I was beginning to recognise as uniquely hers. I watched until the basket disappeared beyond the edge of the open doorway. Only then did I notice I had stopped smoothing the edge of a cabinet door. The timber beneath my hand remained untouched. I laughed gently at my own boyish reaction. A ridiculous response. A grown man distracted by the sight of a woman carrying groceries. Yet the heart has never shown the slightest respect for proportion.

Without allowing myself time to reconsider, I placed my tools on the bench and stepped outside. The air struck my face immediately, carrying with it the unmistakable scent of frost beginning to surrender beneath weak sunshine.

Across Humffray Street, the butcher was washing yesterday’s trade from the footpath. Somewhere farther along, a tram bell sounded before disappearing into silence again. Betty had almost reached the corner of Humffray and Bridge Street. I could easily have called her name. Instead, I found myself following at a respectful distance. Not secretly. Simply unwilling to interrupt whatever thoughts accompanied her.

Betty paused outside a greengrocer. She examined the potatoes. Lifted one. Returned it. Moved to another display. She selected vegetables with the concentration of a jeweller choosing stones. Nothing was hurried. Nothing was wasted. Every decision seemed measured against a calculation invisible to everyone else. Only after she’d paid did I understand. She wasn’t buying lunch. She was buying a week’s worth of possibilities. Soup. Stew. Perhaps a pie if enough dripping remained from last Sunday. Every carrot. Every onion. Every bruised apple discounted by a penny. Each one represented another day the boarding house could continue.

She’d thanked the greengrocer as though he had done her a favour. He thanked her as though she’d done him one. There was something deeply civilised about that exchange. People often imagine the Depression revealed the worst in humanity. They are only half right. It also revealed those small, unrecorded kindnesses on which entire communities survived. 

As she turned from the shop, the wicker basket shifted awkwardly against her arm. One onion escaped. It rolled across the footpath before coming gently to rest against the toe of my boot. I bent to retrieve it. When I straightened, she was looking directly at me. For the briefest moment, surprise gave way to amusement.

“I believe—that one’s mine,” she said.

“I was rather hoping it might be destiny.” The words escaped me before I could stop them. I regretted them instantly.

She looked at the onion. Then back at me. A smile appeared so slowly it seemed to grow of its own accord. “Well. I’m relieved about that.”

“About what?”

“I was afraid you’d say it was mere coincidence.” She accepted the onion from my hand.

Our fingers brushed. Only lightly. Barely enough to disturb the cold.

Betty placed the onion carefully back into the basket, nestling it among potatoes and carrots with the same attention she’d given her broken sewing box. I noticed she arranged the heavier vegetables at the bottom. The apples remained on top. Bread, wrapped in a clean tea towel, rested against one side where it wouldn’t be crushed. 

“You’re looking at my basket.”

I realised I had been. “I suppose I was admiring your engineering.”

“My—engineering?”

“If those potatoes were on top, your bread would lose the argument.”

Betty laughed. A genuine laugh this time, warm enough to make two women leaving the haberdashery to glance briefly in our direction. “I’ve never had my shopping complimented before.”

“I wasn’t complimenting your shopping.”

“No?” Betty said.

“I was complimenting your priorities.”

She tilted her head ever so slightly. “You certainly choose unusual things to notice, don’t you, Thomas?”

“That’s been told to me before.”

“And are they usually right?”

“Almost always.”

Betty considered that while adjusting the basket higher against her hip. The movement seemed heavier than it ought to have been. Without thinking, I reached for the handle. “May I help?”

She looked at my outstretched hand. Not suspiciously. Not proudly. Simply weighing up something invisible. “Will I regret this?”

“I doubt it.”

“You don’t know me well enough to doubt it,” she said.

I smiled. “At least I know a lot about baskets.”

At last she released the handle. “It’s not far.”

It was heavier than I expected. She’d bought flour and sugar. A large sack of each ingredient rested beneath everything else. Enough, I guessed, for several days’ baking. Enough to feed strangers. Enough to keep a boarding house believing in tomorrow. “You’ve been carrying this all morning?” I was amazed.

“I have. And now you are.”

We began walking without deciding to. I hadn’t locked my workshop and it didn’t matter. Sturt Street unfolded ahead beneath a pale winter sun that had finally broken through the cloud. Its warmth was largely symbolic, yet nobody seemed inclined to complain. People paused longer outside shop windows. Hats tilted back a fraction. Horses’ nostrils no longer steamed quite so fiercely. Even a little sunlight changes the manners of a town. We walked in companionable silence. I had forgotten many conversations from those years. Silences, however, remain remarkably faithful. 

Outside Afonso’s Pastry Shop, Betty stopped. Fresh sweet buns and cakes of various descriptions were displayed in the window. The sweet scent reached me before the doorway did. There are few aromas more persuasive than apple turnovers and cream buns escaping an oven on a winter’s morning. Betty closed her eyes for just a heartbeat. “My father always said you could judge a town by its pastries.”

“What did he mean?”

“If the baker made good pastries, people still believed tomorrow was worth preparing for.”

I looked through the window. A young apprentice arranged pastries with the determined concentration of someone who knew he was being watched, while an older man tended the ovens, flour whitening his beard. “I think your father would’ve approved.”

“He would’ve criticised the crust. He criticised everyone’s crust.”

Her sentence seemed to catch us both by surprise. She laughed first. Then I did. The sound lingered behind us long after we resumed walking. A pair of schoolboys hurried past, scarves trailing behind them like flags. One carried a cricket bat with the careless confidence available only to children. The other held a single exercise book beneath his arm. Their conversation disappeared almost as quickly as they did. 

“I miss that.” Betty’s voice had become quieter.

“School?”

“No, not school.” She watched the boys disappear towards Armstrong Street. “The certainty of what they’ll one day become. It appears to have disappeared.”

I knew exactly what she meant. Children inhabit the future as though it were guaranteed. Adults eventually discover it’s only rented.

After turning right on Lydiard Street, the boarding house came into view once more. Betty stopped at the front gate. “I can manage from here, thank you for walking with me, Thomas.”

“I’d rather carry such a heavy basket to the kitchen for you.”

Betty studied me with that same thoughtful expression I had begun to recognise. “You don’t give in very easily, do you?”

“I repair furniture for a living.”

“Then, I suppose persistence comes with the tools.”

“It certainly does.” I smiled.

For a brief moment neither of us found anything to say. The basket remained between us, my hand still around its handle. Hers resting lightly on the opposite side. Neither of us had quite let go. Not of the basket. Nor of the conversation. Then, almost shyly, she smiled. “Thomas Hamilton, are you flirting with me?”

“If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be honouring my duty as a man.”

“I’ve just realised something,” Betty added. “I never asked if you prefer coffee or tea.”

It stopped me briefly.

“Tea. Always tea.”

Betty regarded me for a moment. Then she nodded once, a grin curling at her lips, as though placing the answer somewhere she intended to remember. “I’ll see you again, Mr Thomas Hamilton.”

Before leaving, she leaned towards me and kissed me gently on the left cheek. I watched her climb the veranda steps, pausing only long enough to look back with the faintest suggestion of a grin before disappearing inside. Only when the front door closed did I become aware that I was still standing at the gate with one hand resting on the latch she’d touched minutes earlier. The winter sun had gained a little strength. Or perhaps it only seemed that way.

Chapter 6

Possibility

I remained at Betty’s gate for another instant before realising that I hadn’t locked the workshop. There was work waiting. There was always work waiting. Whether anyone wished to pay for it was another matter entirely.

The afternoon wore on with the slow confidence of the winter cold. A pale sun wandered behind a thin cloud, never quite committing itself to the day. Along Sturt Street, shopkeepers adjusted sandwich boards, while customers examined goods they had no intention of buying. Looking cost nothing. 

By the time I reached the workshop, the fire had settled into a bed of glowing embers. I fed it two small lumps of coal and watched the flames take hold with reluctant gratitude. My father used to tell me that every fire needed persuading. I had thought it another of his peculiar sayings until I inherited the stove. He’d been right. Everything worthwhile required persuasion.

The cedar washstand waited patiently on the bench where I had left it. One drawer remained missing, leaving the empty opening oddly accusing, as though the piece blamed me personally for its incompleteness. I selected a length of cedar from the rack. It had been seasoning for nearly eight years. Straight-grained and even coloured. A board my father would have approved of. He disliked waste almost as much as he disliked shortcuts. If a cabinet could be built from common pine, he believed cedar should remain on the shelf until it found a purpose worthy of its years.

Standing there with the board balanced across my palms, I realised I had been saving it too. Not for a customer. For certainty. There’s comfort in believing tomorrow will eventually justify today’s restraint. The trouble with the Depression was that tomorrow had become notoriously unreliable.

I marked the first cut. The saw moved cleanly through the timber, releasing that unmistakable fragrance that only cedar possesses. Rich. Warm. Almost sweet. It filled the workshop so completely that, for a fleeting instant, another scent returned to me. Betty’s lavender soap. I stopped sawing. It was ridiculous. The cedar smelled nothing like lavender. Yet my memory was unconcerned with accuracy. I found myself smiling.

The front bell rang. Its sharp little chime echoed through the workshop before fading into silence. I set the saw aside. A young woman stood just inside the doorway. She couldn’t have been more than nineteen, carrying a bentwood stool beneath one arm while balancing a sleeping child on the other. “I’m sorry to trouble you.”

“No trouble. How can I be of service?”

“My husband said I should throw this away, but I can’t bring myself to it.” She placed the stool on the bench. One leg had broken clean away. She corrected herself. “I’m talking about the stool, not my child.”

For the first time that afternoon, I laughed aloud. The child stirred, frowned briefly at the interruption, then decided sleep remained preferable to the world around.

“I’ll see what can be done.”

She glanced around the workshop. “It smells lovely in here.”

“It does?”

“Like walking through a forest.”

I looked towards the cedar shavings gathering beneath the bench. “No,” I said gently, almost to myself. “It smells like possibility.”

She looked at me with the polite uncertainty usually reserved for eccentrics. “I beg your pardon?”

I shook my head. “Never mind.”

After she’d gone, leaving the stool behind, I returned to the washstand.

Once, I had measured a good day by the work completed before closing. Lately, I found myself measuring a good day by smaller things. An onion against my boot. A shared laugh. Betty smiling at the gate

Chapter 7

Seen

The week acquired a rhythm. Monday brought repairs postponed from the week before. Tuesday belonged to estimates that rarely became commissions. By Wednesday, the workshop had usually fallen quiet enough that I could hear the station whistles drifting across the city each time the afternoon train departed for Melbourne. I had never before realised how faithfully a town repeated itself. The greengrocer swept his doorstep at almost the same hour each morning. The milkman’s horse paused outside the chemist whether it required resting or not. Children left for school in noisy clusters that dissolved into twos and threes. Even the wind appeared to favour particular streets. Routine had always been there. I had simply lacked sufficient reason to notice it. Now another pattern had silently inserted itself among the others. 

On Thursday morning, rain settled over Ballarat with uncommon determination. It soaked into coats, gathered beneath hats, and transformed every cobbled road into the patient exercise of disappointment. Customers stayed home. Sensible people always did.

I spent most of the day restoring a Tasmanian oak writing desk whose owner insisted it had belonged to his grandfather. Whether the claim was true hardly mattered. Every family eventually appoints an ordinary object to carry its history. By late afternoon, my shoulders ached pleasantly. I had just begun cleaning the brushes when someone knocked on the workshop door.

Three quiet taps. I looked up. Betty stood beneath a black umbrella glistening with rain. She remained outside. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

I smiled wholeheartedly. “You seem determined to begin every conversation with the same sentence.”

“Do I?”

“You’ve asked it twice now.”

Betty laughed softly. “Then I shall have to find another.”

“Or you could simply come in out of the cold.”

She stepped over the threshold, closed the umbrella with practised efficiency, and leaned it carefully against the wall where it wouldn’t drip on the timber stacked nearby. Even rain seemed reluctant to accompany her indoors.

“I’ve returned your blanket to you.”

She held out the folded grey woollen blanket I had entirely forgotten about. “I was beginning to suspect you’d adopted it.”

“Well, I considered it. Unfortunately, it sheds.”

I accepted it from her. Our fingers met briefly again this time across the soft wool of the blanket. There was nothing remarkable in the touch. Only warmth. Human warmth, carried through damp weather. It lingered surprisingly long after the blanket had passed into my hands. And with it, the faint scent of lavender.

“I’ve been meaning to return it.”

“So you’ve said.”

“I have?”

“Twice.”

Betty looked genuinely puzzled before smiling. “I seem to repeat myself, don’t I?”

“I don’t mind at all. It gives me another chance to hear your voice.” The words arrived so naturally that I failed to consider them until they were already between us. Silence followed. Not awkward. Simply unexpected.

Rain whispered against the workshop windows. Somewhere behind us, the stove settled with a faint metallic click as the iron expanded with heat. Betty lowered her eyes for only an
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