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Informal guide to pronunciation and meaning

––––––––
[image: image]


Bach – barkh – little one

Cwtch – cootsh/cutsh – a special cuddle/a safe place

Bara brith – fruit cake

Karangahape Road – car-rarng-a-har-peh

www.kroad.com/heritage/the-meaning-of-karangahape/

Karapapa – cah-rarpa-pah – a native plant belonging to the honeysuckle family 

Kauri – kho-ree – extremely tall New Zealand native tree

Maire – my-ree –New Zealand native tree

Pohutukawa – po-hoo-too-car-wah – New Zealand native tree with red flowers that bloom in summer. It is often referred to as the New Zealand Christmas tree as it flowers in December. Early flowering often means a great summer.

Puriri – poor-ree-ree – New Zealand native tree

Rimu – ree-moo – New Zealand native tree with weeping fronds

Shent-per-shent men – loan sharks
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Locked in the past
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Auckland, New Zealand

March 1899

For the moment, she felt free – deliciously free – only too aware the illusion would pass soon enough.

Gwenna Price hurried along busy Karangahape Road towards Turner’s, the greengrocer. Her boots crunched along the hardened grit as she swung her basket and called a cheery good morning to shopkeepers preparing for the day ahead. She loved watching them sweeping footpaths, cleaning windows or winding out the shop awnings, unless they were lucky enough to have a fixed verandah. Other merchants set their wares out in doorways and along their shopfronts, seemingly indifferent to the rattle of trams and clink of harness, or the clomp of horses’ hooves and bicycles whirring past. 

Gwenna delighted in these sounds as the day came to life, exhilarated by all the hustle and bustle. She waved to the girl changing the window display in the milliner’s shop and stopped to pat a horse munching on oats in its nosebag, wishing her life could be as contented. In the distance, the sails on Partington’s Mill slowly turned in the breeze. 

One day, she promised herself, she would be a part of all this busyness. One day.

She continued down the street, mentally ticking off her shopping list, thankful for the wide-brimmed bonnet shading her face. Her cool dimity blouse and pale grey skirt swishing around her ankles were a blessing in the warm air on a cloudless autumn day.

She pushed the niggling worry of her ailing half-brother Charlie to the back of her mind as the far more pressing worry of the charming and persistent Johnno Jones entered her thoughts. She was tempted to give in to the young man’s pleas, if only to escape life at home, except for one troublesome detail – his father, Black Jack Jones. 

She and Johnno had known each other once in childhood days, when his father had been the local carter and used to do odd jobs for her pa, but they’d disappeared years ago. She’d all but forgotten about them until Johnno returned over the summer. 

Deep in thought, Gwenna hadn’t seen Johnno appear, as if from nowhere, as he was wont to do. He’d grabbed her hand and spun her round like they were dancing, before his smiling face came into focus. His cap was set at its usual rakish angle. “How’s my favourite girl doing?”

She slapped his arm playfully, laughing, elated at the sight of him. Readjusting her hat, she tried to ignore the melting feeling that swept over her whenever he was near. As a youngster, with his impish smile and cheerful ways, Johnno had been a popular lad for running messages. He still found occasional work, but nobody hired Black Jack any longer.

“What are you doing here at this time of day, Johnno? You near scared me to death,” she teased.

“Hoping to see you, of course. How can you ’xpect a man to go for so long without seeing yer pretty face?” Johnno twisted one of her freshly curled ringlets around his finger as he leaned closer. 

At his touch, a flutter ignited in places too intimate to think about. “Away with you now. Enough of your flattery, and it’s not much more’n a week since you saw me last. I’ve work to do, ev’n if you don’t.” 

“Aw, Gwenna. Don’t be like that. Walk with me aways. You make my heart glad, that you do, and I need some cheering.”

“So you always say.” 

His glorious brown eyes, glowing with desire, threatened to devour her, and she couldn’t resist their unmistakable message. 

“All right, then, but only a wee ways. I need to get the groceries home before that stepbrother of mine thinks I’ve been gone too long. I don’t want to feel the sting of his hand this day if I can avoid it.”

“Run away with me, sweet Gwenna, and I promise you’ll never feel the sting of a man’s hand ever again.”

He led her off the main road and down a couple of twisting alleyways until there was not a soul in sight. Gently pushing her back against the warmth of the brick wall, he kissed and caressed her with a lightness of touch that sent shivers through her body. The more she quivered, the more amorous he became. She lost her heart, as well as her hat, as the fiery passions of youth flared.

“Ah, Gwenna, me love. I wish you’d come away with me. What have you got to lose? Jack and me, we’re leaving this night to try our luck down south.” Johnno always called his father by his nickname. There were far too many John Joneses, even in Auckland, not to differentiate them in some way. “The wagon’s all loaded and only needs you to decorate it.”

Gwenna had heard this argument before, more than once, and it was enticing, but not if she had to be anywhere near his father: something evil burned in that man’s dark eyes. 

If only Pa were still with us, she wished fervently. He would advise me. She shook her head to chase away her futile thoughts. Her stepbrother, Elias Hughes, was head of the household now, and life had changed. 

“We’ve been through this afore, Johnno. Sometimes the devil ya know is better than the one you don’t. And I can’t leave Mam just yet. She’s enough on her plate caring for young Charlie. He’s mighty sickly, and Elias wouldn’t care whether he lives or dies.”

Never to be undone and always philosophical, Johnno shrugged his shoulders. “Well then, give us some more of those tasty kisses to take with me on me travels. I’ll have to store ’em up till I return.”

* * *
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“Wherever have you been?” whispered Bethan as Gwenna eased the latch to the door, hoping she could pretend she’d been at home for a time before Elias found her. “He’s been looking for you.”

A trickle of fear turned Gwenna’s stomach sour, but the sight of her stepmam’s tired, wan face unsettled her more. Sitting in the big armchair next to the fireplace, Bethan nursed the sleeping Charlie on her knee. He was almost seven, but small and scrawny enough to be mistaken for a four-year-old. 

A lump rose in Gwenna’s throat as Bethan began to sing softly in Welsh ‘Ar Hyd y Nos’ – the old hymn ‘All Through the Night’.

“Charlie’s so peaceful there, Mam. Don’t disturb him. You stay put and I’ll start the soup.”

“Be quick then, chook. He’ll be wanting you to make the sugar ready − not doing my chores. Charlie had a rough go earlier, coughing his little lungs out till he were sick. Poor fellow.”

Gwenna placed the basket of groceries on the kitchen table before going through to the scullery. She filled the pot with water from the butler’s sink and set it on the coal range to heat. Chatting away to Bethan about the gossip she’d picked up at the grocer’s, Gwenna sorted the vegetables.

She didn’t see the blow coming. As she stood up from getting a few parsnips from the bottom of the pantry, Elias slammed the door against her face, sending her staggering into the table. Before she could gather her wits, he was leaning over her, forcing her back into a painful arch. She could smell him. The foul odour of stale beer and sweat made her gag, and his cold, hard stare frightened her. Most times when he lost his temper and spittle flew from his mouth in his rage, he was content to push and shove, and sometimes slap her, but nothing like this.

Even as the blood seeped from a cut to her cheek and pain exploded in her nose, she refused to show her fear.

“I’ll break you in two one day, I will, if you don’t learn to do as you’re told. One hour, I said, then back here and ready the sugar. But what do I find?” Elias’s temper was rising and Gwenna’s body relaxed a fraction. He ran out of steam quicker when he was angry and often mistimed his blows. “I find you missing for more’n half the morning, the ol’ woman in there caring for the crybaby an’ you doin’ her chores instead of yer own, that’s what. An’ I won’t have it. Do you hear me? I’m head of this family now, and you’ll do what I tells ya.” 

The open-handed slaps jerked her head first to one side then the other. As she prepared herself for the next blow, he turned away. Crossing to his mother, he grabbed her by the bun at the back of her neck and forced her to her feet. She barely had time to put the now wide awake and whimpering Charlie down before Elias shoved her in the direction of the scullery. “Get in there and do ya chores.” 

Tripping from the force, Bethan would have fallen had Gwenna not caught her.

Elias’s hand was raised to strike again when the sound of the adjoining door stopped him in his tracks.

Hugh Powell filled the doorway. His muscles bulged under the rolled-up sleeves of his collarless white shirt, as he wiped his hands on a towel. His jaw clenched within a grim face.

“What do you want?” snapped Elias, spinning around and combing his fingers through his hair.

The women stood silent, watching from the safety of the scullery door, waiting for Elias’s next move. Hugh was broader than his employer and a good half-head taller. Elias had never challenged him, but there was always a first time.

“I’ve finished that batch of boiled sweets,” said Hugh. 

Wise to his boss’s temper, Hugh said little. He had become a thorn in the other man’s side and someone Elias viewed as a necessary evil – someone with both the strength and skill needed to keep the business viable, but who saw what he shouldn’t. 

Elias glared between the two women and Hugh, before pushing past him, and stormed into the back room where the large sugar-boiling kitchen was housed. Hugh followed, closing the door behind him.

“Let me see, Gwenna, bach,” Bethan coaxed, as she soaked a towel under the tap.

Gwenna, pale with shock and pain, leant against the door frame, holding her hands to her face, unable to control the trembling in her legs. At times like this, she sorely missed her pa George, who had died two years earlier of the bronchial disease Charlie now suffered from. Elias would not have dared touch her or Mam had Pa been alive.

“Come, sit down,” Bethan said, pressing the cold compress against Gwenna’s nose, and led her to the table. Gwenna’s sky-blue eyes filled with tears as she gaped in bewilderment at her beloved stepmother – the only mother she’d known. 

“Why, Mam, why? He’s never been that vicious before.”

Bethan subdued her own tears as she fussed around inspecting the damage to Gwenna’s face, cleaning up the blood amongst the tears and runny nose. “I can’t answer you, my dear. I don’t understand him any more. He wasn’t like this as a child. You remember, don’t you? He was never moody and bad-tempered. Not until his father died. But now – since your pa’s gone – he seems to have lost his way.” 

Gwenna’s memories of Elias’s father, Owen Hughes, were few, except as a funny, kind man. She’d been six years old when her widowed pa had taken his two daughters to live with the Hughes family in Treorchy, in the Rhondda Valley of South Wales. Their life had been blissful for two whole years – until the accident.

Owen and Pa had built up a healthy trade together, boiling and stretching the sugar to make medicinal lozenges and every variety of sweets she could imagine. Every month Elias would hitch up the wagon and happily traverse the hills and valleys with his father, selling their goods for days on end. 

One day, Owen didn’t come home. 

In time, Gwenna had been told the full story of how, on a wet day, the wagon had got stuck in a muddy rut on a hill. How Owen had put his shoulder to the back, yelling at the boy to drive the horse forward, but the squealing, terrified animal kept slipping in the mire. As the cart lurched backwards, Owen was crushed under the wheels. Even now, Gwenna could picture the scene and hear the screams of both man and horse. She felt the agony of a young Elias who could not save his father. The scene had haunted her for years.

“Do you remember how inconsolable he was?” asked Bethan. “Elias blamed himself for his father’s death, and his grief was unbearable. Overnight he changed from my happy-go-lucky boy into a morose young man.”

Gwenna understood how barren Elias had felt, now she had lost her own father – and guilty. She understood guilt too. 

“I remember, but that’s no excuse. Elias shouldn’t treat you like that, Mam. It’s not right.” 

Nor me, she thought, as she ran her finger down Charlie’s cheek and smiled at the silent boy sitting on the chair next to her. His eyes, too big for his thin face, were troubled.

Bethan put ointment on the cut on Gwenna’s face, and placed a fresh, cold cloth over the girl’s throbbing nose. “He says I betrayed his father’s memory. Betrayed him, too. It was bad enough when I sought your father’s advice to keep the business running, but when I married George, and Charlie was born ...” Bethan drew another shuddering breath. “... Elias never forgave me.”

Once Bethan had finished tending to Gwenna, she tidied up and returned to the scullery. Picking up her favourite knife, Bethan began to chop the vegetables, the knife blade flashing as she vented her anger. Still holding the compress to her face, Gwenna watched.

Elias’s bitterness had festered, eating deep into the soul of the tormented sixteen-year-old. Nothing but memories remained of his father after George changed the name of the business to G Price & Family, and they emigrated to New Zealand. While Gwenna understood his sorrow, she could never forgive the young man whose wrath had become a beast that grew with each passing year. If only she and Mam could get away, but they had few choices; the law was on his side.

She sighed; she would never fulfil her pa’s dreams under Elias’s roof. 

“Maybe you should get married again,” ventured Gwenna. “It’d be a way out of this mess.” Gwenna bit the side of her fingernail while she thought through what she wanted to say. “What about Hugh? I’m sure he’s got a real soft spot for you. I’ve seen the way he keeps an eye on you.” 

Bethan stopped chopping to glare at Gwenna. “Rubbish. And you can put those ideas right out of your head, young lady,” she said, pointing the knife tip at Gwenna. “But it’s you he has a fancy for, not me.”

Gwenna wasn’t sure how old Hugh was – somewhere between her eighteen years and Bethan’s mid-forties, she suspected. He was considerate, dependable and likeable, and she trusted him, but she’d never thought about him like that, not when she had Johnno. “Never!” Gwenna shook her head, denying Hugh’s interest. “You’re dreaming, Mam.” 

“I know what I see, girl,” said Bethan. “And if you took more notice you’d see it too. I’m too old for all that nonsense now, but you should think about getting yerself away, our Gwenna. Before it’s too late.” 

Unbeknownst to Bethan, Gwenna had been thinking about it. She’d thought a lot about Johnno and his constant urging to go away with him.

“You don’t need to put up with Elias,” continued Bethan, dropping the chopped vegetables into the pot. “He’s no kin to you. Why, even Samuel, his own brother, won’t have nowt to do with him any more.”

This wasn’t the first time she and Bethan had had this conversation, but Gwenna was torn. She wanted to get away but, almost with his dying breath, Pa made her promise to care for Bethan and Charlie after he’d gone.

Pa had understood Elias’s loyalty to his father’s memory and watched his resentment grow over the years but he could never have imagined Elias becoming quite so angry and obsessed. It wasn’t until her older sister Matilda married Tom Griffiths the previous year that Gwenna’s sense of responsibility for Bethan and Charlie weighed so heavily on her shoulders. 

Oh, how I miss Tillie.

To take her mind off the things she couldn’t change, Gwenna rolled up her sleeves and gathered the tools she would need to make a new batch of acid drops with her homemade lemon essence. Since her father had gone, she preferred to work in the scullery rather than the back kitchen where the men worked. Her family still made their sweets and lozenges by hand, despite the proliferation of modern machinery used by many other confectionery manufacturers. The Price family reputation rested on it, and on her. 

George Price had taught his daughters well, but Gwenna had excelled. No one matched Gwenna’s skill at boiling the sugar or pulling and stretching the mixture until it was smooth and pliable. She could flavour and colour to perfection and turn the finished length into sweets – or lollies, as they called them here – of any shape and size she chose. And while she didn’t have the strength to lift the seventy-pound sacks from the Colonial Sugar Company across the harbour in Birkenhead, nor handle the large boxes of finished goods, Hugh did. 

With difficulty, Gwenna reached up to unhook the six-pounder open pan from the collection of copper pots hanging from the rack swinging above the scullery workbench. Her back hurt and her muscles resisted the stretch. She fetched a long-handled roasting fork to help her dislodge the pan then set it on the range to heat. 

With a practised eye, she measured out a good six pounds of sugar, added a pint of water and three pounds of glucose, and stirred it until it had all melted. Leaving the mixture to reach temperature and bubble for about half an hour, she poured boiling water from the kettle, permanently on the range, into the cast-iron hollow workbench Pa had made that better suited her height.

While she waited for the sugar to liquefy, she squeezed the lemons, grated the skin and put the mixture on to heat with a little confectioners’ sugar. Stirring it all the time while it simmered, she felt the familiar ache in her jaw at the tart aroma. As soon as it was ready, she pushed the mixture through a sieve until she had the right consistency. Lumps of rind didn’t go down well. 

The heat rose in the enclosed space, and she wiped her forehead with her sleeve, bumping her sore nose in the process. “Ouch!” Her eyes watered with the pain, and she held her nose between her fingers until the throbbing subsided. She dabbed at her eyes with her hanky and checked the sugar mixture again.

Once the pan and workbench reached the right temperature and she settled into her routine, she could produce batch after batch without thinking. Only if she allowed herself to get distracted was she likely to make a mistake, resulting in a cut or burn to her hands. On occasions, she overheated a batch and it would crystallise, but it had been a long time since that had happened. Pa had taught her well. Pa had taught them both – her and Tillie – but for reasons never explained, Elias would not allow the sisters to work together. But then nothing about him surprised her any more.

Gwenna checked the temperature of the sugar mixture with the large thermometer, stirred in the lemon essence and decided it was ready. Picking up a padded woollen cloth in each hand, she felt every muscle protest as she lifted the pan from the range and tipped the contents onto the hot, greased worktable. 

Using the wide scraper, she briskly folded the sticky substance in on itself several times, flipped it over, and folded it again until it was cool enough to handle. With a quick flick of the wrist, she threw the knot over the hook fixed on the wall above her head and started stretching and twisting the sugar mixture over and over again – pulling it out and turning it back on itself in a continuous motion – until it was the right consistency and turned a creamy colour. 

“You do that so well, Gwenna,” praised Bethan. “You have the right action. I used to watch Owen and your father in amazement, but you are as good as they were – and as quick. I can’t say the same for Elias, but he already knows that. It’s one of the reasons he’s so hard on you.”

Feeling comforted by the soothing action, Gwenna smiled her thanks at Bethan. She lifted the molten mass off the hook and dropped it on the table. Picking up her father’s favourite wood-handled knife, she cut the sugar mixture into manageable chunks and, regularly dipping one hand into a bag of fine rice flour, she kept up a constant motion, kneading and stretching each piece back and forth between her hand and the heated worktop to make long rolls. Once satisfied with the length and thickness, she swiftly chopped them into smaller pieces using the oversized scissors that were almost as long as her forearm. She shaped each of them into little balls and laid them out on a tray to cool and harden. 

A small hand pulling at her skirt interrupted her rhythm.

“Can you make me a lollipop? Please, Gwenna?” 

“ ’Course I can, Charlie,” she smiled. She glanced over her shoulder towards the door, nervous about Elias coming in, but shrugged the thought away. It didn’t matter. He would either get angry or he wouldn’t, never mind what she did.

Taking a couple of portions, she added a drop of cochineal to one and kneaded the colour in. Twisting the two pieces together into a long roll, she curled it into a circle, put a wooden skewer through, and handed the red and white lollipop to Charlie. His grin was worth a thousand tears. He was beautiful when he smiled.

A memory of Pa flashed into her mind. He used to make special lollipops for her and Tillie when they were little. She missed him so much – and her sister. Oh, Tillie, what shall I do? I’m torn. Can I afford to have dreams?

A wave of loneliness washed over her. One by one the household had emptied. A few years ago, the oldest of her stepsisters, Louisa, had married Albert Evans the butcher. Then Janetta wed. She chose Percy Lewis, who worked for the ironmongers. They’d gone before Pa died and understood little of what their brother was like except from what they’d been told. Soon after, Samuel disappeared. Time and circumstances had put distance between them.

And now Tillie was married too. 

The only chance the four girls had to catch up and talk without the pressure of life was when Elias was away, or sometimes after chapel on Sunday mornings. Gwenna and Bethan would walk past the two-storey corner house in Beresford Street where Tom and Tillie lived, on their way to the gothic-style wooden church in Wellington Street – not that St James’s was chapel, as they knew it; the place was much fancier. And every time Gwenna walked past, she peeked into Tillie’s front room and dreamt of turning it into a shop where the two of them could work together. 

Gwenna tried not to dream too much and shut her heart and mind to the possibilities such thoughts opened up. Elias would never allow it.
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Frustrations and regrets

April 1899

The following month, much to Gwenna’s surprise, Elias decided to accompany Hugh on his rounds to the Franklin area. They had stock to deliver to regular buyers, as well as seek out new customers. Most times Elias serviced the local shops, leaving Hugh to do the travelling further afield. Nevertheless, every month Elias ended up in a state of indecision. Was Hugh doing the job well enough? Should he go instead and leave Hugh behind to replenish the stock? But he didn’t trust Hugh enough to leave him on his own. Round and round, Bethan and Gwenna had heard these arguments, but they did not dare express an opinion. 

“Whatever you decide is best, Elias,” said his mother.

“Yeah, I’ll go this time. We’ll get it done in half the time and I might get a few new clients. We could do with some. The local market’s gettin’ too crowded.”

Elias had a number of fixed ideas on why he was having problems. First, there was that vulgar American company, the Chicago Sugar Boilers, with shops at either end of Karangahape Road.

“ ‘ ... due to unprecedented success’, it said in their advertisement,” Elias spluttered. “I’d like a bit of that ‘unprecedented success’ to come my way.” He got to his feet and paced the floor, rubbing his hands through his hair. “Even Smeeton’s boasts a confectionery section in his grocery store these days, never mind that the Chicago crowd is right next door to them. They’ve started demonstrating how to make sweets in the shop window too, giving away all the trade secrets. It’s not right, I tell ya. Not right at all.”

And second, according to Elias, their slump was all to do with the long-lasting after-effects of the 1886 stock market crash. 

Gwenna had little knowledge of the crash or the Shop Hours Bill passed in 1894, except it had forced a half-day closing for all shops except pharmacists, confectioners and eating houses. 

“Surely that must be better for us?” said Bethan. “If confectioners are one of the few shops open, won’t they sell more goods and need more supplies? We sell medicinal lozenges and sweets for those who just want lollies for their own sake. Won’t we benefit both ways?”

Elias grunted. Although many shops had begun selling confectionery to get around the law, his order base had not increased to match. Competition was fierce among the nearly six hundred sugar boilers and retail outlets in the city. 

“Stick to what you’re told, old woman, and leave me to manage the trade,” said Elias, dismissing his mother with a wave of his hand. 

Gwenna wished he would manage the business – and properly. Of late, she’d often thought to remind him of all the plans her father once had. If only Elias would listen. 

Pa had built up a healthy manufacturing and distribution trade in the six years between their arrival in Auckland in 1891 and his death two years ago. In that time, her father’s ideas had grown larger, and he’d developed plans to expand and open a retail shop.

In readiness, he had leased their large, two-storey house with its courtyard and stable for the horse and wagon, and he’d enclosed the lean-to at the back. There, he built a working kitchen where they could process larger batches of sugar, and where a young Tillie and an even younger Gwenna had refined their skills. 

But Pa’s plans never came to fruition. Too many drenchings while making the deliveries and too many long, hard hours with a recalcitrant Elias and an inexperienced Samuel had drained his strength. A cold, wet winter took its toll and Pa’s dreams died with him.

Since then, Elias had chased Samuel away, irritated enough customers that they were losing sales, and split the family. Gwenna hoped he wouldn’t lose the roof over their heads as well.

“Now, listen to me Gwenna. I want no nonsense while I’m away. No gadding off to the stores, ya hear? She can do all that.” He pointed at Bethan. “You’re to double the stock levels by the time I get back so I can do the local shops.”

He pulled a list from his pocket: peppermint drops, Irish moss, barley sugar, aniseed balls, butterscotch, gumballs, humbugs and bullseyes, as well as toffees, jellies and caramels, and so it went on. Gwenna nodded and took the piece of paper – she was going to be busy if she was to fill those quantities – but resisted the urge to say anything. 

A small tingle of anticipation flared. With Elias away, Gwenna could see more of Johnno, and she and Tillie could get together. Maybe she could also arrange for Louisa and Janetta to visit their mother. 

Bethan prepared a basket of food while Gwenna helped with the loading and soon after, the wagon was ready to leave. They watched Hugh ease the horse and wagon around the turn at the end of the street until he was out of sight. 

Gwenna whipped off her apron and wrapped a shawl around her shoulders.

“Are you going to see Tillie so soon? Don’t go yet, Gwenna bach. He might turn around to check on you.”

“Not with Hugh driving, he won’t. Stop worrying, Mam. I’ll be all right, you’ll see. And I might have good news when I get back.” Gwenna stooped to kiss the work-weary cheek. Within minutes she was knocking at Tillie’s door. 

Tillie’s husband Tom worked in the men’s department at the impressive new store of Smith & Caughey near the corner of Queen and Wellesley streets. The pair were a perfect match. Tom was a bright, cheery person who could sell coal to a coal miner if he wanted to, while Tillie was good-natured and a skilled needlewoman. She did piecework for Smith & Caughey, making handkerchiefs, cravats and shirts, and any other items they needed. The tailors, of course, made the suits. Tillie was happy with her lot, even if sometimes she wished she could make pretty things for the ladies, but those tasks went to the professional dressmakers. 

“Gwenna, how wonderful!” exclaimed Tillie as she opened the door and hugged her sister. “But what are you doing here?” 

“Elias is out of town for a few days. We need a family chat, Till. Bethan is in a poor way. Elias makes her life miserable and I fear for Charlie. Elias could turn on him any day.”

Hand in hand, Tillie led the way through to the kitchen at the back. The sweet, warm smell of baking stirred Gwenna’s taste buds – one of Tillie’s other skills was making fudge.

“And what about your life? He’s harder on you.”

“But I’m strong enough to take it. She isn’t,” insisted Gwenna.

“Hmm. Maybe. But I’m not so convinced after his last attack. Your face is getting better and the bruise is fading at last, but you were lucky he didn’t break your nose.”

“I’m all right,” said Gwenna, chewing the side of her fingernail, dismissing her sister’s concern. “It’s Mam and Charlie we have to worry about.”

“But what can we do?”

“I’m wondering if Louisa or Janie could consider taking Mam and Charlie to live with them ...”

The kettle whistled, Tillie made tea and laid slices of fudge on a plate, and for a few minutes the two sisters chatted about the latest news and gossip as if there were no problems in the whole world. 

Before long, they began to talk about the family. 

Charlie was now attending the Beresford Street School. He had proved to be a quick learner when he was well enough to go, but he couldn’t even raise his head when the coughing fits took him, and winter was yet to come. On those days, Bethan fretted over him, which only served to annoy Elias and make his temper worse. Neither was Tillie surprised to learn trade was not going as well as Elias wanted, since he was always so disagreeable.

“Janie couldn’t take Mam. She’s pregnant again,” said Tillie. “I don’t know how they’re going to manage when the baby comes. Let’s hope Mr Lewis gets a promotion or an increase in his pay and they can find a house of their own instead of living in lodgings.”

“Of course. Silly me, always wishing too hard for a way out.” 

Gwenna bit into her second piece of fudge and closed her eyes as she let it melt on her tongue. “This is gorgeous. How do you get it so smooth?”

“Practice. As you well know. We both have the knack.” Tillie sipped her tea. “Louisa might consider taking her, but not yet. They can’t while they’re living with his parents; however, she says they plan moving to a house of their own sometime in the New Year.” 

She agreed to talk with Louisa and get both her and Janie to visit their mother before Elias and Hugh got back.

“It would be wonderful if we could all be together again just for a little while,” said Gwenna, fiddling with the empty plate, turning it round and round. “Pa had such dreams. We have to do something to save his dreams, Tillie. We have to.”
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Doors open; doors close

––––––––
[image: image]


October 1899

One of the bright spots lightening Gwenna’s darker days was Charlie – he had survived the winter. Despite a serious bout of bronchitis, he was well again now, and colour crept back into his cheeks as spring arrived.

Another bright spot was Johnno. His endless good humour and persistent wooing gladdened her heart and put a different sort of spring in her step. A secret smile tweaked Gwenna’s lips at the memory of their frequent trysts over the winter months. Johnno had turned up at the oddest of times, with a message to meet him when Elias wouldn’t notice her absence. He took her to the theatre where they sat in the cheapest seats at the back; they went dancing, and kissed in the darkest shadows; they made love and promised the impossible.

But what occupied Gwenna’s mind the most as she packed a basket with soup, pies and cakes, were thoughts of the day several months earlier when Elias and Hugh were away and all the girls had got together.

Bethan had been cheered – happy even – having her daughters and grandchildren around her. She rarely saw them, despite living within walking distance. That day, though, small niggles and past resentments were put aside, and the women enjoyed each other’s company, chatting about what was going on in their lives. Except it hadn’t gone quite as Gwenna had wished.

“Do any of you know where my Samuel is these days?” Bethan asked. She always asked. She missed her middle son and always believed he’d return one day. The sisters glanced at one another, each waiting for someone else to speak.

“Last I heard, he was in Christchurch,” Louisa shrugged. “Not that I care much. I’ve got far too many things to do than worry about him. What with my two, and all the social and charitable commitments I have, it’s more than a body can cope with.” Louisa took a bite of Tillie’s fudge, peered at it sideways and put it down again. 

Ungrateful cow, thought Gwenna.

“Didn’t I hear you say something about wanting a larger house of your own?” Tillie asked, hoping the answer would help Bethan.

“Oh, you know how it is. Time will tell. We are rather overcrowded, but Albert’s father has just taken on a new apprentice, so at the moment Bertie is far too busy in the butchery to consider it. I even have to help with the chores, of all things. Just look at my hands! Maybe we’ll think about it in the New Year. Father-in-law has said Bertie is due for a promotion.” 

Gwenna thought she sounded far too smug, but any thoughts that Louisa might help Bethan had been thwarted. 

Janetta wasn’t much better. Not wanting to be outdone by her older sister, she retaliated. “Percy is expecting a promotion, and an increase in salary in the New Year.” The sisters shot a snippy glance at each other, but Janie had always been the more good-natured of the two. “It’s nice, getting together like this, isn’t it? But it’ll be my last outing for a while. Percy says I’m getting so big with this child, it wouldn’t be decent to be seen in public. I wish we had a place of our own, or at least a little outdoor space. A toddler in the house is so demanding.” Her voice faded away with a sigh. 

“Poor, hard-done-by Janie,” muttered Gwenna under her breath, getting more cross with her stepsisters as time passed. “You don’t come around that often,” she said out loud. 

“Well, no. I suppose not. It’s Elias’s fault. He is so rude, I simply can’t be bothered.” 

Gwenna saw the way Bethan’s face fell at Janetta’s words, and when Louisa said something similar, her shoulders collapsed and she dropped her head. 

The four sisters parted company, agreeing they’d had a lot of fun, and yes, they should do it again. Some day. Soon. Gwenna didn’t have any expectations it would be soon enough. Sometimes she despaired of ever being allowed to live her own life. More and more, Bethan’s daughters left it to her to enrich Bethan’s life with news and companionship ...

“Righto, Mam,” said Gwenna when she’d finished packing the basket. “I’m away round to Tillie’s. Are you sure you’ll be all right?”

Elias’s behaviour had worsened since his trip away. He’d always liked a drink at the local after work, and more so at the weekends, but of late his drinking had increased to the point where he came home drunk most nights. Gwenna worked harder than ever to appease his demands, but nothing she did was good enough, and she and Bethan had taken to shutting themselves in their rooms at night to avoid him. 

“Yes, yes, girl. I’m fine. I’ll put Charlie to bed soon and then get away meself. Elias doesn’t come looking for me. It’s only if I’m in his way does he remember he’s angry about something.”

Gwenna was tired of being the brunt of her stepbrother’s temper, and Hugh being away more often than not, trying to salvage the declining sales, was not helping matters. When questioned by Gwenna, Hugh reluctantly admitted the trip with Elias earlier in the year had been a disaster. While Hugh had not dared to say what had happened or what he thought, Gwenna pieced together enough to confirm her opinion that Elias was destroying the business. 

Not that it made any difference. She liked Hugh. A lot. He was sturdy and reliable, but he was no talker – and no salesman either. Elias needed someone like Tom Griffiths to be the frontman. 

As soon as the thought popped into her head, she dismissed it. Right now, Tillie needed Tom in a steady, well-paid job. She was expecting, which – after the best part of two years’ trying – was a joy, but she was so ill every morning, she could do little else for the rest of the day. Cooking meals turned her stomach and she no longer made her fudge. To help out, Bethan baked an extra pie or made broth, and Gwenna took it around to them when Elias was out. Tonight was no exception.

With a shawl around her shoulders, Gwenna picked up her basket. “Take care then. He might be different tonight. He’s been like a bear with a sore ’ead all day. He can’t abide the thought that the new government might pass the forty-hour week into law.” She stooped to kiss her stepmam on the forehead. “I’ll be as quick as I can.”

The heels of Gwenna’s boots echoed between the buildings as she hurried along the street and turned the corner. Loads of people were still out and about celebrating ‘Labour Day’. Not that everyone had heard of Samuel Parnell, the man who, in 1840, had successfully petitioned the government for an eight-hour working day, nor that it had taken fifty years – until 1890 – to commemorate his achievement. Thousands had taken to the streets that day to watch the parade. Government workers had been given the day off, and many businesses had closed for the first time. While the celebrations were now an annual affair, Labour Day would not be an official public holiday until next year. 

Even so, the laws still allowed employers to make women and young people work up to nine and a half hours a day, as well as several late nights. Gwenna had read in the newspapers how many hoped the upcoming election on the sixth of December would change the situation. New laws would be passed so nobody worked more than forty hours, and shop closing hours would be regulated. She, too, hoped it was true.

She zigzagged her way between the people, laughing and saying hello to those she knew. She loved the bustle of Karangahape Road, harness jangling as the horse tram clattered past, cyclists ringing their bells to let people know they were coming, market sellers calling out their wares and the windmill looming above. They were all part of the fabric of life.

As she headed down the street towards Tillie’s, she heard Johnno’s voice.

“Wait up, Gwenna. Where ya going in such a hurry?”

She stopped to wait for him, smiling. “To Tillie’s. She’s not well, so I’m taking them supper, but I have to get back home before Elias.”

Johnno took the basket from her and reached for her hand as they walked on. “Well, don’t fret there. I’ve just seen him in the King’s Arms along in France Street. He’s already three sheets to the wind and has plans to be totally legless, by the sound of things. He’ll not bother you tonight. Let’s talk awhile.”

Gwenna wasn’t sure whether to be cheered by this news or more nervous. Sooner or later Elias would find his way home, and what happened then would depend on how bad he felt. 

“That’s a relief, but I still can’t stay. He’ll have a right sore ’ead tomorrow, and I don’t want to give him any reason to be mad at me.”

“I can make sure he don’t make it home tonight, if’n you like.”

Gwenna stopped in her tracks, letting go his hand. “What are you suggesting?”

Johnno tapped a finger to his cap. “Just that I know people who could take care of ’im.”

“No,” said Gwenna, shocked at the thought. “You can’t. Elias has enough enemies of his own. I don’t want to see him hurt.”

“Gwenna Price, you’re too soft-’earted. He won’t hesitate to hurt you when it suits him. And he needs a taste of his own medicine.”

Shaking her head, she tried to take the basket off him. “Leave it, Johnno. I’ll just drop this off and head straight back.”

But Johnno wouldn’t let go. “I’ll come with you then. And walk you home.” The twinkle in his eye gave her some idea of how long the walk home might take, and what they might do on the way. She quivered at the thought.

While Johnno hovered in the shadows out of sight, she knocked on the door. 

“Hello, love,” said Tom, the lamp in the hall casting light on Gwenna as he held the door open. “Tillie’s asleep. She’s had a bad day. Do you want to come in for a few moments?” 

“Thanks, Tom, but no. I won’t tonight. Here’s your supper.”

“You’re too kind, Gwenna. Tillie and I are so grateful to you and Bethan, but there’s too much for one person. I still have some left over from last time.”

“Isn’t Tillie eating anything?”

“A little soup sometimes. I hope this passes soon, poor girl. She worries me.”

“Don’t worry too much. Mam says it’s normal for women to get this sickness. It’ll pass in a few weeks.”

Tom disappeared for a few moments to unload the basket while Gwenna waited. Across the street, staring at her silhouette, stood Hugh. 

A few minutes later Gwenna had linked arms with Johnno. They walked to the bottom of Beresford Street and turned towards Western Park.

Johnno peered over his shoulder. “You know the fella who works for you watches you, don’t you? Unless you’re with me.” 

“Hugh? Never,” said Gwenna in disbelief, glancing over her shoulder. “Why would he?”

“Dunno. Making sure you’re safe, maybe. He’s gone now.” Johnno shrugged.

Any thoughts of Hugh disappeared from her mind as she and Johnno wandered into the shadows, heads together, whispering, giggling and stealing quick kisses. 

Finding a cosy spot between the buttress roots of a large tree, Johnno spread his coat out for them to lie on. Wrapped in his arms, Gwenna believed her dreams of another life could come true after all.
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Life-changing news
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2 December 1899

Gwenna returned from her second visit to the privy and flopped into Bethan’s armchair. The unmistakable aroma of baking bread was making her feel queasy again, and she put her arm across her forehead to block the light. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Mam. Must be something I ate, but I feel awful sick.”

Bethan wiped floury hands on her apron before pulling up a dining chair. “I’ve a mighty suspicion what ails you, Gwenna, but I was hoping I was wrong. I was hoping you wouldn’t get yourself in this position.”

“What position?” Gwenna, feeling hot, flapped her skirt and undid a button on her blouse.

“You’re expecting, girl. Did you not suspect anything?”

“Expecting!” Gwenna’s head throbbed and she felt faint. “I can’t be.” Disbelief, denial and dread fell over one another as she digested the news.

“I see more than you realise, young woman,” said Bethan. “And aye, you can be, if you’ve been doing what I think you’ve been doing, with that young fella who’s been hanging around. An’ getting Hugh to pass you messages. Poor man. It must break his heart.”

“But ... it’s not ...” Guilt and uncertainty warred with each other in her brain. “How can you be sure?”

“For goodness’ sake, Gwenna. Don’t be so naive. I’ve had five of me own, remember, and I know the signs. I’ve been watching you these last weeks. You’ve filled out a little, and your skin has changed. And I bet your breasts are giving you trouble, too. Nothing much, and no one else would pay any heed. Ask Tillie if you don’t believe me.”

“But ...” Gwenna hesitated, feeling the hot blush rise from her chest and burn her cheeks. Unable to face Bethan, she covered her eyes with her hands. “But ... he said ... ’twould be all right if he didn’t go all the way,” she finished in a rush. Removing her hands from her face, she pleaded with her stepmother. “And we didn’t. Honest, Mam. We didn’t. So how ...?”

“It doesn’t work that way, pet.”

Embarrassed and chastened, Gwenna fell to her knees in front of Bethan, wrapped her arms around her stepmam’s neck and burst into tears. “Oh, what have I done?” she wailed through the sobs. “What’s to become of me?” 

Bethan patted the girl on her back and let her cry. 

In time Gwenna asked, “What should I do?”

“The only thing you can do, Gwenna, bach.”

* * *
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Elias didn’t know about the baby – yet – but Gwenna needed a solution before he found out. And she didn’t have long – Bethan reckoned she was six or seven weeks gone. She would start to show soon.

A few mornings later Elias grabbed her as she returned from yet another visit to the privy, pinching the soft part of her underarm as he pulled her inside. His grip tightened and Gwenna winced. “I won’t have you shirking off like this. Don’t think I haven’t noticed how many times you disappear.” He shoved her down the hall in front of him and she lurched into a side table. “Now get to work.”

She didn’t know whether it was the pain in her stomach from hitting the table, the fact she felt so terrible, or sheer worry that caused her to snap, but the tension inside her erupted. “You’ve no right to tell me what to do, Elias Hughes. You do next to nothing these days except shout and bluster and drink yourself to a standstill. I work hard enough and always have done. Now leave me alone.” 

She stormed back to the kitchen and started banging the pots and pans around and slamming cupboard doors as she prepared another batch of sugar. A shudder overtook her as she thought of what she’d done. Elias hadn’t followed her, but that didn’t mean anything. He could still make her pay later for her outburst. Although maybe facing up to him might make him change his behaviour. The idea left her as quickly as it had come. The reason the beatings had decreased in the last few months was because Elias was hung-over more often than not, and had no enthusiasm for anything. If it wasn’t for the work she and Hugh did, the business would have folded. Or rather the work Hugh had done, but he was gone now.

Hugh had left for training camp six weeks earlier, at the end of October. Gwenna had been more than surprised when he volunteered to join the forces going to South Africa to fight a war. The first contingent, with two companies, had left in mid-October, and it seemed no sooner had they gone than Hugh volunteered for the second contingent, due to depart in January. How he got accepted, as he wasn’t a military man, she’d never know, but he was good with horses, so she guessed that was the reason. 

Elias had been furious, but Hugh just stood there listening to the rant, his face impassive. Gwenna hadn’t completely fathomed Hugh’s reasons for leaving either, but his words echoed in her mind long after he’d gone: ‘I can let go now, knowing you’ll be safe with someone else to look out for you.’ 

What did he mean? Let go? But something Johnno had said months ago about Hugh came to mind. She just couldn’t remember what it was. Something about watching her.

Gwenna was still banging pots around when Bethan walked in. 

“My, it’s warm out there. What’s all the noise about, girl?” Bethan removed her bonnet, hung it on the coat rack and patted her hair into place. 

“Nothing!” 

Regretting taking her temper out on Bethan, Gwenna turned to apologise and saw her mam was wearing her going-out dress: a slightly old-fashioned but pretty mid-blue skirt, with navy frills and ruffles at the back over a small bustle, and a matching tapered-front jacket.

“Where have you been?” Surprise registered in Gwenna’s voice.

“Don’t tell Elias. I slipped along to the post office to make sure I was on the register for next week’s election.”

“Wouldn’t you still be on their list from ’93?” Gwenna was confused. Women had been granted the right to vote in time for the 1893 election, with very little fuss. It had been a momentous decision and New Zealand had been the world leader. She’d read about the suffragette troubles overseas and assumed every woman here would have rushed to sign up.

Bethan shook her head. “I wasn’t on the list. I didn’t vote ...”

“You didn’t?” interrupted Gwenna shocked by the missed opportunity. “Why ever not? I would have.”

“I don’t know. Life was busy – remember, we’d not been here long, not even two years at the time – and we didn’t know much about the way the country worked. Your father always talked to me about what he knew of politics and his thoughts on the matter. It just didn’t seem necessary at the time, since I agreed with him. It does now.” 

“What about last time then, in ’96?” Gwenna wished she was twenty-one and could vote. “You must have voted last time.” She couldn’t wait to have her say in how the laws affected women.

Bethan shook her head in sadness. “No. Not last time either. Your father was so sick three years ago I couldn’t bear to leave him, even for a little while. You remember, don’t you?”

Gwenna stopped mid-action. Placing both hands on the wooden bench scrubbed almost white, her head fell forward as her eyes filled with the tears she’d been fighting since her run-in with Elias. She remembered only too well how sick her father had been. They’d expected – hoped – the summer would help him get better, and although his coughing had eased with the warmer weather, nothing had saved him. 

“What is it, child?” Bethan put her arm around Gwenna’s shoulder. “What’s happened?” 

Gwenna shook her head.

“You’ve been ill again. I can tell by the colour of your skin. Has Elias found out?”

Turning her face towards Bethan, she let the tears fall. “No. Not yet. At least, I’m not sure, but I shouted back at him when he turned on me again this morning. I’m sorry, Mam. I hope he doesn’t take it out on you.”

Bethan placed both hands on the girl’s shoulders so she could look directly at her, and smiled. “Listen to me now, our Gwenna. I’m glad you stood up to him. It’s about time. But don’t you go concerning yourself about me. I’m the least of your problems.”

Gwenna nodded in agreement – Elias was proving the biggest stumbling block in her scheme.

“That boy’s so lost in his own worries I doubt he notices my presence, or lack of it. As long as Charlie keeps out of his way, he leaves me alone. It’s you he resents. And you need to start thinking seriously about your own life.”

Gwenna found it such a relief to talk about Johnno and express her worries about marrying him, even if she had little choice. “I do so love him, Mam, and dream of our life together, but ...” Gwenna stopped, unsure how to explain everything.

“Have you spoken to Johnno at all?”

Gwenna shook her head. “Not yet. I’m scared he won’t want me now, not like this.” Gwenna spread her hands over her stomach. “But it’s his father who worries me most. He won’t want me or this child. He hated me even when I was little and he came to pick up the goods. He’d snarl at me in that growling voice of his and push me out of the way. I saw him kick a dog once. You know what he can be like. Rude and surly and mean, and ...”

“I’m sure you’ll win him over. He can’t be all bad,” coaxed her stepmother.

Gwenna wasn’t convinced. Not from the things Johnno said about him. “And of course I worry about you – and Charlie,” she insisted. “How are you going to cope alone? There’s not enough orders coming in as it is. What are you going to do for money?”

Trade had been falling off even before Hugh had left, and Elias had not been able to find a man to replace him. It seemed no one was desperate enough. The sweet-making tasks had fallen on Gwenna’s shoulders, while Elias did the deliveries and managed the accounts in secret. Elias tried to hide how bad things were getting, but Gwenna could tell by the quantities she was making that they were in trouble.

Unfazed, Bethan had another surprise for her stepdaughter. “I’ll find a job.” 

“What? You can’t do that.” Gwenna’s head buzzed with other ideas of how they could earn an income. Bethan was neither old enough to receive the pension, nor had she been in the country long enough to qualify for the new scheme passed into law a year earlier. Even so, her going out to work was not something Gwenna had considered. “And what about Charlie?” 

Gwenna’s forehead creased into a frown. Bethan had been a bright, capable woman, raising her own four children, being mother to Gwenna and Tillie as well as wife, housekeeper and confectionery maid for two husbands. And then she brought up another baby. But what did any of that qualify her for in the workplace? 

Especially now.

These days Bethan seemed to doubt her every thought and move and had become more submissive as time passed. The thought she could find work didn’t fit.

“That depends on you,” Bethan replied with a touch of her old self. 

“Me?” 

“Yes, child, you. Don’t be slow-witted now. You can’t stay here. You know you can’t. Elias will throw you out on your ear when he finds out, which means you can’t keep making sweets for him either. Which is why you need to talk to Johnno.”

The reality of her situation sank home with the truth of Bethan’s words. Gwenna had been avoiding the obvious and she needed to take action before someone did it for her. 

“We can help each other,” continued Bethan, letting Gwenna pass to check the sugar boiling in the pan. “I can pay you a little to take Charlie after school, which would give you money of your own. Take my advice – start making your own sweets. Go into opposition with Elias. Take your father’s reputation with you and build on it. It’s not too late.”

A ray of hope flared. Maybe everything was not lost after all. But what would Johnno say? And more importantly, what would Black Jack say?
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Dreams and schemes of lovers
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4 December 1899 

Johnno hugged her, grinning from ear to ear. “Now you can’t refuse me. You have to come away with me, Gwenna, my girl.” In his excitement, he started to bounce them both around.

“Johnno, stop,” she begged, trying to push his arms away even while laughing at his antics. Gwenna was relieved and delighted by his reaction, but she had to make him appreciate the difficulties that lay ahead of them. “Be sensible. This isn’t a game. We have to work out what to do. Time is short.” 

Johnno released her, tugged his jacket into place, shrugged his shoulders back and put one hand on his jacket lapel. “Is this better?” His smile belied the attempted seriousness of his pose.

Gwenna laughed again. “Much.” 

She took the arm he extended and they continued their walk through the park. The gentle breeze rustled the leaves over their heads, shielding the early summer sun, while birds twittered and flitted around them. Gwenna loved the park – their park, she now called it, recalling that special night not so many weeks ago. She could see the waters of the harbour from the top near the Ponsonby Road end. The sense of awe and wonderment her ten-year-old self had felt as their ship had sailed into Auckland had never left her, despite the reality of life since.

The pair followed the steep, meandering path through the trees leading to the flat area people used for games and picnics at the lower end.

“And I am being serious, Gwenna. We can get married now. As soon as you say the word.”

“But where we will live? You can’t expect me to live with your father. He frightens me. And Onehunga is too far away. We need to find somewhere nearer Bethan so I can help with Charlie ...” She couldn’t stop, not now she’d started. All her worries came pouring out in a flood of words and ideas. “And I need to set myself up somewhere to make my own sweets. Mam says I should fight Elias at his own game. And you have to find a job. You won’t be able to go off for days or weeks on end with your father any more. We’ll have the baby to think of. Oh, how will I manage to make all those sweets with a baby as well?”

Johnno dismissed her worries. “Living with Jack will be all right to start with. At least you’ll be out of Elias’s reach. And Jack would never hurt you,” he reassured her. “He’s a rogue in many ways, and he’s not fond of women – interfering busybodies, he calls them – but he’ll more than likely avoid you.”

Gwenna still didn’t like the idea. “I remember what he was like. I wouldn’t put anything past him. Nor do I want the police knocking on the door.”

Walking perfectly in step, with her arm linked in his, Johnno folded his hand over hers. “He’s a tough trader, and a man would be wise not to cross him in business, but trust me, he’ll leave you alone. I promise. Not so sure about the bobbies, though,” he smiled. “But I’ll be there if they come calling.”

“It’s not how tough he is as a trader that worries me, it’s the not-so-legal side-trade you told me about. I don’t want you involved in anything like that. And, Johnno, I must have somewhere to make my sweets. It’s important.”

The conversation waxed and waned as they continued their walk, turning towards Hepburn Street and zigzagging their way towards the shoreline at Freemans Bay. 

“I love it down here, close to the water’s edge,” she said. 

On a bright summer morning eight years ago, they had sailed into the harbour shimmering under the sun as if someone had scattered jewels upon its surface. The Waitemata – place of sparkling waters – captured her heart. The greens of the land were colours she had never seen before, and the new city bustled with optimism. And nothing had changed as far as Gwenna was concerned.

Ships and coastal steamers lined the wharves or were tied up along the waterfront, loading and unloading goods; the steam from their engines rose into the sky, and the smell of coal and oil mixed with the salt-laden air.

“When I was younger, I used to wander out to Point Erin with my friends, to visit the Maori pa site or stand and watch the sawmillers handle those floating logs.”

Johnno started to say something, but she stopped him.

“Listen. Can you hear the birds cawing and the waves lapping against the rocks?” 

She’d learnt to love the sea in all is guises and seen it as angry as the howling winds or the moody skies above, but she never felt threatened by it, even through its wildest days – unlike the storms at home. Today, it was as peaceful as a lake under the bluest of blue skies.

“Not really,” said Johnno. “There’s too much other noise.” 

She shrugged, dismissing his indifference. “There’s been a lot of talk about reclaiming the land at this end of the bay next. I wish they wouldn’t. I love it as it is.”

Over the last half-century, most of Commercial Bay, Official Bay and Mechanics Bay had been reclaimed, using fill from cutting back Point Britomart to create the rail link south. Wynyard Pier and the Queen Street wharf had been built back in the 1850s, leading to the formation of Customs Street and Quay Street by the 1870s. Now the authorities were turning their sights on the western end. They wanted to create flat land between the shore and hilly streets above for more industry.

“If you think it’s noisy now, wait until they’ve done all that. They’ll ruin it.” 

“It’s called progress,” said Johnno, not at all in keeping with her thoughts. 

By the time they’d climbed their way back up Union Street to Karangahape Road, they’d agreed to a pre-Christmas wedding. “We’ve less than three weeks,” Gwenna said. “We’d better hurry if we’re going to get everything organised in time.”

For a few brief moments, images of the sort of wedding she once imagined flashed through her mind, but she couldn’t regret that now. She doubted Johnno would remember the age-old tradition of the man hand carving a lovespoon for his bride, let alone make one. He’d been too young when his family had emigrated. But a wedding, even in a registry office, was better than none. She’d never live down the stigma of being an unwed mother, which would mean she’d never bring her pa’s dreams – her dreams – to life.

With too many reservations still in her heart, she agreed they would move in with his father – if he would let her – until Johnno had saved enough money to lease a suitable property just for the two of them. Somewhere, she insisted, where she could make the boiled lollies and other sweet treats that would be the start of her business. Lost in her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed Johnno avoided answering, never mind how many times she talked about what she wanted.

But, since neither of them was twenty-one, they needed permission from their head-of-household before anything could happen. Only then could they apply for a Notice of Intention to Marry and ask the registrar, or better still, a minister, to marry them. 

Gwenna was less concerned about getting approval. “Mam told me she would give her permission, and since Elias isn’t blood kin, I’ll not need his consent. I’m almost tempted not to tell him at all and just disappear from his life, but it wouldn’t be fair on Mam. She needs money coming into the house, and Elias won’t be happy he has to find someone to replace me, what with Hugh gone as well.”

“He won’t try and force you to continue working for him, will he?” Johnno sounded anxious. “I don’t want you near him once we’re wed.”

Anything was possible with Elias. Maybe he would stand back and let her go. Or he could threaten Bethan or Charlie and bully her into staying. Or he could decide she was a wanton, bringing shame on the family, and refuse to let her see them again. She fretted about what he would hold over her.

“Let’s just wait and see. I’d better hurry, it’ll be dark soon.” And with a quick peck on Johnno’s cheek she turned and ran the last part of the way home.
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Nothing changes until
something changes

Gwenna stopped dead in her tracks the minute she opened the door. Her skin tingled a warning while her eyes scanned the room. Bethan sat in her usual chair by the fireplace, but her agitated fingers flew above her crochet work faster than normal. Charlie, sitting cross-legged on the floor beside her, leant as close to her legs as he could, resembling a statue more than a little boy. And there was no smell of cooking. 

Her ears strained to hear the slightest sound out of place until a tiny flicker in Bethan’s eyes alerted Gwenna to something behind her. She turned, but she couldn’t move fast enough. Elias’s fist skimmed past her jaw and slammed into the front of her shoulder. The force of the blow sent her stumbling. 

She instinctively rolled into a foetal position as soon as she hit the floor, a matter of moments before Elias’s boot struck. A searing pain shot up her spine. She flung her head back and arched her back away from the blow. Blood seeped from her tongue. 

Within the veil of agony, she was vaguely aware of a loud, high-pitched scream. Was it her voice or someone else’s? Charlie fell across her and a moan escaped her lips. 

“Stop!” cried Bethan. “Elias, I said stop!” The tone she used brooked no argument. “This is too much, too far.” She swept her arm towards the still prone figure of Gwenna, with a sobbing Charlie splayed over her. 

“You ... you’re out of control.” All her pent-up strain and anger burst forth. “Enough is enough. This bullying has got to stop. I will not tolerate it any longer.”

Elias stared at his mother as if she was from another time and place. She hadn’t spoken to him like that since his father died. Nor had she ever lifted a hand towards him. He took a threatening step towards her. “I’ll do whatever I want, if I want ...” 

A resounding slap rang around the room as Bethan’s hand connected with Elias’s face. “No. You won’t. Not any longer. I should have stepped in a long time ago, but I kept making excuses for you. Thinking you’d had enough hardships in your life, and I’d do nothing to add to them. But all I’ve done is condone your ghastly behaviour. It stops now.”

Elias held a hand to his cheek. He opened his mouth to speak and then shut it again. Without another word he left the room, slamming the dividing door behind him. 

Another groan from Gwenna brought Bethan to her knees beside the girl. 

Charlie scrambled off his sister and started to wipe her brow. “You orright, now, Gwenna? Elias shouldn’t have kicked you. He’s bad.”

“Yes, Charlie, Elias was bad, but we’ll make her better, that we will,” said his mother, holding Gwenna’s hand as she tried to move. “Careful, don’t get up too quickly,” instructed Bethan. “Where does it hurt the worst?”

Still lying on the floor, Gwenna fingered her shoulder where the first blow had knocked her over, but after moving her arm around in the socket found it wasn’t too bad. Her elbow, which had taken the force of the fall, hurt as much. Both would mend soon enough.

“My back. Can you help me sit up?”

Bethan slid her arm under the girl’s shoulder blades and lifted her into a sitting position against the chair leg. Charlie pushed a cushion behind her. They waited while Gwenna, biting her bottom lip to contain a moan, eased herself onto the side hurting the least.

By good luck, Elias’s kick had landed on the softest part of her buttock. Bethan told her to expect a huge, painful bruise, and she’d find her joints stiff and bothersome as the days passed, but the damage could have been much worse. She could have lost the baby.

Bethan wiped away the tear trickling down the girl’s face. “When you are ready, I want you to get off the floor and lie face down,” she said. “I’ll get some poultices for those bruises. Can you stand?” 

Gwenna nodded. Gingerly, she folded her legs under and rolled onto her knees. Standing would have been impossible if not for Bethan’s strong arms helping her to her feet. Still supporting her, Bethan watched her stepdaughter turn shades of white and green as she mastered the pain surging through her. 

Beads of sweat popped out on Gwenna’s forehead and upper lip as she stood. She released her breath and gave the faintest of smiles. “There, see. I’ll be fine.” 

“Oh, aye? You will be, but not yet awhile.” Bethan eased the outdoor coat Gwenna still wore off her sore shoulder. “Now come on, rest yourself on the sofa, and I’ll make you a nice cup of sweet tea. And a slug of brandy won’t go astray, neither. It’ll help with the shock. You can worry about getting up the stairs tomorrow.”

Charlie was sent up to gather a pillow and a blanket. “And bring her house slippers with you,” Bethan shouted after him before returning to remove Gwenna’s button-up boots.

“I heard everything,” whispered Gwenna. “Thank you.” 

Bethan shook her head. “No, don’t thank me. It’s me who should be saying sorry to you. I spoilt him. I let him pretend he was a man after his father died, although he was too young for the task. At some stage, I stopped teaching him right from wrong.”

Bethan got to her feet and moved to the coal range to make the tea and start preparing a soothing poultice from brown paper soaked in sage and vinegar.

Gwenna raised her head enough for Charlie to push the pillow behind her. “Even so, you were mighty brave to stand up to him, Mam. He could have taken to you, the mood he was in.”

“No, he wouldn’t. He never hits me. Oh, yes, he’ll grab me, and push and shove and be mighty rude, but he only strikes out at you.” 

Charlie tried to spread the blanket over Gwenna, but it was too big for him to manage and he put more over her face than anywhere else. 

“Easy, Charlie,” said Bethan, coming to his rescue. “Our Gwenna is real sore. Let me help you.”

Once the blanket was in place and Charlie had tucked it around Gwenna’s feet, Bethan took her hand. Her eyes carried years of sorrow. “I should have stopped him long before this. Forgive me.”

Holding Bethan’s gaze, Gwenna recalled all the years of mothering she had received from this kind, self-effacing woman. “There’s nothing to forgive, Mam. You’re trapped as much as I am.” She stroked her stomach and thought about the child growing inside, and struggled to find a way to spring the trap.

* * *
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Clothed in chemise and knickers, Gwenna lay curled on her side in an awkward position. She had no memory of undressing and could only guess what Bethan had put in her tea to help her sleep. Still feeling groggy, she opened her eyes a tiny bit, shut them, opened them again. Her stepmother sat asleep in the chair, and Gwenna could hear Charlie snuffling softly on the floor. A warm glow filled her heart at seeing them, like guardian angels protecting her. 

A soft, grey light filtered through the window, and the embers in the coal range glowed through the blackness of its cast-iron door. Somewhere in the distance a horse snorted.

Aching and stiff, Gwenna tried moving one arm at a time. The left arm with the damaged elbow throbbed cruelly, but her right shoulder, where Elias’s fist had struck, was worse. She was almost too scared to change position, fearing she’d aggravate the pain. Pins and needles gnawed at her skin, and one foot had gone numb. She couldn’t stay still any longer. 

She stretched one leg a bit at a time without making a sound. The burning sensation tearing through her lower leg and foot as soon as the blood coursed back was almost too much to bear, but she swallowed a cry. She tried to move the other leg. 

Bethan was on her feet and kneeling beside her before Gwenna’s deep-seated moan had come to an end. She whipped back the blanket and rubbed her stepdaughter’s legs until the pain had eased. “Roll onto your stomach if you can, child. I’ll put another poultice on the bruises and rub liniment into your back. It’ll help with the soreness.”

Gwenna had so many questions about what had happened after she fell asleep, but she scarcely had the strength to move, let alone talk. She needn’t have worried. 

“’Lias went out and hasn’t come home,” announced Charlie. “He won’t hurt you any more, Gwenna. Mam says.”

Bethan began to rub her home-made salve into Gwenna’s skin. The sharp scent of camphor and peppermint tickled her nose, but it wasn’t long before the heat from the ginger began to work its miracle and her muscles began to relax under her stepmother’s gentle massage.

“Charlie’s right. Elias hasn’t come home all night. I hate to think what state he’ll be in when he does return.” Bethan stopped rubbing and pulled Gwenna’s clothing into place. “Stay there and I’ll put fresh poultices on your shoulder and under your backside.”

Once they were in place and Gwenna lay propped up with cushions and pillows, Bethan handed her a cup of tea. 

“What on earth did you put in the tea last night?” Gwenna smiled a thank you. “It must have been a powerful brew. Knocked me out completely.”

“Never you mind. It did what it was supposed to do. You needed sleep so you can have your wits about you today. You’ll need them.”

The way Bethan spoke, the tone she used or maybe how she moved, set alarm bells ringing. Gwenna guessed the older woman had something more far-reaching to say.

“I’m worried for you.” Bethan pulled her chair closer and sat with her cup and saucer on her knee. “I’m not sure I can keep Elias away from you,” she said, staring at the tea swirling in the cup as she stirred it. “I took him by surprise last night, but when he’s had time to think about it and fire himself up with alcohol and those ... those women who can’t answer him back ...”

Gwenna snorted at Bethan’s reference to the ‘women of the night’, as the local prostitutes were called. Although never spoken of in polite society, no one could deny either their presence or the fact they knew Elias rather too well.

But Bethan was serious. “He’ll be madder’n a swarm of wasps when he does bother to come home, and I want you gone before then.”

“It’ll be all right, Mam. Don’t worry. I’ll just keep out of his way and make sure I don’t do anything to annoy him.”

Bethan shook her head. “It won’t be enough any more, love. He knows about the baby. Don’t ask me how, but he knows. He was waiting for you last night. He’d threatened to thrash Charlie if I didn’t do what I was told.” Bethan hung her head. “I’m sorry. I thought maybe if we did what he wanted, he wouldn’t lose his temper. I was wrong. I’m ashamed of what I did.”

Gwenna reached out and took her hand. Their eyes met. “It’s not your fault ...” she began, but Bethan shushed her. She hadn’t finished.

“You’re not safe here any longer. I want you to leave. Today. And I want you to take Charlie with you.”

“Mam! You can’t be serious.” Gwenna’s eyes followed Bethan’s glance at the packed suitcases and holdall sitting by the door. 

Bethan was deadly serious.
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When options run out
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Furious, and fired up enough to take silly risks when he found out what Elias had done, Johnno threatened to knock him through into next week and hope he’d never get up.

Tom Griffiths – dear Tom – managed to calm him down enough to listen to reason and hear Gwenna’s side of the story.

“You’ll put Bethan in danger if you go round there,” she said, grateful for the sanctuary Tom had offered her. “I’m all right. Really, I am. And I’ll be safe here at Tillie’s for the time being. Elias won’t come here, not into another man’s home. He’s too much of a coward.”

When Johnno started to protest again, Gwenna handed him an envelope she’d taken from her pocket. “Stop your babbling now, and take this to the registrar – it’s Bethan’s permission for me to wed – and get us a licence as soon as possible.”

Johnno didn’t take the proffered letter; instead he let his eyes wander around the room to where Tom sat by the window, smoking his pipe and reading the paper. The headlines were full of news about the re-election of the Liberal Party and Richard Seddon as prime minister, and the war in South Africa. Tillie sat perched on the edge of her chair opposite, sewing.

Gwenna stared at Johnno, realisation clicking into place. “You’ve not spoken to your father. Have you?” she demanded, rising. “Have you?” He shook his head. “Look at me, Johnno Jones. Look me in the eye and tell me what game you’re playing.”

Johnno leapt to his feet and tried to reach out to Gwenna, but she backed away, her eyes flashing and her face white with disbelief. 

“I tried to,” he explained. “Honest, I did, but something’s up with him. I don’t know what ’tis, but he’s not his usual self. And he was far too drunk to listen. I’ll talk to him. I will.”

But Gwenna wasn’t ready to give in quite so easily. “You promised. The other night, you promised. If you can let me down once, how can I be sure you won’t let me down again?”

He reached out for her a second time but let his hand drop. “You’re the best thing ever happened to me, Gwenna, that you are. Give me the letter and I’ll get us a licence, quick as a flash. You’ll see. And I’ll look after you for the rest of our lives.” He crossed to where Tom sat. “Thank you kindly, sir, for taking care of Gwenna.” 

He extended his hand, but before Tom could stand or say anything, Gwenna added, “And Charlie. Don’t forget Charlie.” 

Turning towards her, Johnno was confused. “What’s Charlie got to do with anything?”

“He’s at school right now, but Charlie comes with me – with us.” Her pulse raced as doubts entered her head. They’d not talked about Charlie. Maybe Johnno wouldn’t want him. Maybe Black Jack would refuse.

Twisting her fingers together, she spluttered, “It’s not safe for him. He Pa’s son, just like I’m Pa’s daughter, and Elias hates us both. He’ll hurt him. I just know he will. Please, Johnno. Please. For my sake. Let me keep Charlie with me.” Moments before, her eyes had flashed with anger; now they beseeched him.

For too many long seconds not a sound could be heard except for the ticking of the clock. 

The whole room stopped breathing, waiting.

Shuffling his feet awkwardly, Johnno cleared his throat. “I’m not so sure I could talk Jack into letting Charlie come.” 

Gwenna covered her mouth with her hand and her legs started to shake. What she was about to say could destroy her prospects. “If Charlie can’t come, then I can’t ...”

Tillie was on her feet before Gwenna had finished her sentence. She placed her hand on her sister’s arm to stop her from saying the wrong thing. “Don’t listen to her right now, Mr Jones. She is too overwrought to know what she’s saying. Let’s just wait until after you’ve talked to your father before we say anything further.”

Tom agreed. “Mrs Griffiths is right, lad. Talk to your father, get his permission for the two of you to wed and then we can talk about what happens next.”

* * *
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In time, they reached an agreement. Not the one Gwenna wanted, nor Bethan, but it met their needs for the time being, even if Gwenna and Charlie had little chance to say anything about their futures. 

At first, Black Jack refused to give his permission for his son to marry, but when Johnno threatened – no, promised – he and Gwenna would find somewhere else to live, and his father would be on his own in a household of one, Jack relented. His father needed Johnno to run the cartage business more than Johnno needed his father. How else would Jack have the freedom to expand the money-lending business but, Jack was emphatic – no children. Johnno omitted to tell him he’d have a grandchild before long, whether he liked it or not. That surprise could come later.

Tom came to the rescue before Gwenna could call everything off.

“Charlie can live with us, for the time being, at least,” he announced. “He’ll be a good introduction to having youngsters around the house.” 

Tillie had recovered from her morning sickness and was thriving in her pregnancy and, wanting to give the boy much-needed love and security, his big sister had readily agreed. “Charlie’s closer to Mam here too,” she added.

Bethan had disagreed. “Isn’t it too close? I don’t trust Elias, despite what he said. He could still decide to use Charlie as his punchbag. I can’t risk it. He’d be out of reach with Gwenna. Elias wouldn’t bother travelling to Onehunga to find them.” 

Tom’s assurances swayed her decision. “He’ll be safe with me. And you can come around anytime. Spend as much time with your children, and your grandchildren-to-come, as you like.”

Dear Tom, always giving them strength and comfort.

Gwenna sat alone in Tillie’s living room, weighing up all that had happened in the last few whirlwind days. Their first shock had come when Bethan had rushed around late in the afternoon the day after Gwenna had found shelter with her sister.

“You’ll never believe it,” Bethan blurted, ignoring the usual pleasantries as Tillie let her in. “Elias came home looking like he’d slept in the hedge and unable to string two words together.” She’d waved away Gwenna’s concerns and told her to listen. “I was in the kitchen, making bara brith, and all of a sudden he was there, staring at me, saying he was hungry. After I’d fed him and given him several cups of tea, he seemed a little brighter.”

Tom arrived home then, interrupting Bethan’s tale. Tillie made them all a pot of tea, and after Tom lit his pipe, they sat together listening while Bethan continued her story.

“He must have noticed how quiet the house was because he asked where you and Charlie were. I told him you were gone.” 

Gwenna held her breath, anticipating the worst. 

“I expected him to demand to know where, or for him to lose his temper or something, ’cept he didn’t. He just sat there staring at me.” Bethan’s voice faded; she seemed sad and far away.

“Mam! What did he do?” demanded Gwenna.

Bethan jumped. She viewed the trio before her as if she didn’t quite know where she was. “He looked terrible, and my heart went out to him. I remembered the little boy he used to be and wanted to hug him and kiss it all better like I used to.”

“After all he’s done to you!” Gwenna’s bitterness made her sharp.

Bethan sighed. “He’s still my son. My firstborn. You’ll understand when you have children of your own, my dear. You both will. You never stop being a mother, and never stop loving your children even when they disappoint you.”

Removing the pipe from his mouth, Tom brought the conversation back on course. “What did he say, Mrs Price?”

Bethan smiled for the first time. “He said, ‘good’.”

“Good?” echoed Tillie. “Just good?”

“To start with. Then he said, ‘It’s probably for the best. It’ll be just you and me now, Mam, just like it should have been.’ And then he got cleaned up and started to sort and tidy the storeroom.”

In the days since, Bethan reported Elias was the happiest she’d seen him since his father had died all those years ago. “Long may it last,” she said. “And he’s willing for me to find something suitable to bring in a few coins. Only if I want to, mind. I’ll ask around and see what there is. Neither of us are anywhere near as good as you with the sugar, Gwenna dear, and until Elias finds someone to replace you, we’ll need something extra in the coffers.”

Gwenna had accepted the arrangements must stand until after the baby was born and until she and Johnno had the time and money to make other plans. Her main concern now was getting through the rigmarole and paperwork of getting married before she started to show. No doubt the busybodies and gossips would put two and two together when the baby came, but they’d be married by then.

“I’ve got it.” Johnno waved the marriage licence above his head as Tom let him in. “It took a lot of persuasion, I can tell you. But the girl at the counter liked the idea it was a surprise Christmas present.”

“Hardly a surprise,” laughed Gwenna, relieved by his news.

“Maybe, but she didn’t need to know that, did she?” Johnno grinned and knelt on one knee beside Gwenna. He took her hand, kissed it, his gaze not leaving hers. “So, my lovely girl. Will you please do me the honour of marrying me at 8 am on Christmas Eve?”

“Christmas Eve?” Surprise put a squeak in her voice, which didn’t quite match her glee.

Put out by her response, he got to his feet. “And what’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing.” Gwenna jumped up and stood in front of him. “Nothing at all. In fact,” she dipped her head in a flirtatious manner and placed her hands on his chest, “it’s rather lovely.” And smiled up at him.

Pacified, Johnno grinned back. “I’m glad. The minister’s agreed to marry us first thing, before the normal church service.”

If Tom and Tillie hadn’t been watching, she would have kissed him but all of that would have to wait.

“There’s no time to lose, then,” Tillie said. “We’ve lots to organise. Who should we invite? I suppose we’ll have to ask Louisa and Janetta, but let’s not let on the reason just yet. They’ll find out soon enough. We’ll need food for the wedding breakfast ...” 

Both Johnno and Gwenna tried to protest it wasn’t necessary, but Tillie put a stop to their arguments. 

“Of course we’ll celebrate. You’re to come back here. And I’ll have no more arguments about it. And I’ll have no arguments about the dress I’m going to make you either.”

“Tillie. No. You can’t. That’s too much. I don’t deserve it.” 

Tillie took her sister’s hands in hers and, bobbing her head to and fro, forced Gwenna to meet her eyes. “Listen to me, my girl. I never want to hear you say you aren’t deserving ever again. It’s absolute nonsense. You are the most loving, the most loyal and the most worthy person I know – apart from Tom.” She paused long enough to smile at her husband, the glance they shared private and reassuring. “You will have a new dress. You will hold your head up high, and you will look forward to your new life with John Jones and the little one with pride.”

With joyous tears coursing down her cheeks, Gwenna nodded, overwhelmed with gratitude. She croaked out a whispered ‘thank you’ and flung her arms around her sister’s neck.

8

The happiest day of a girl’s life
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Christmas Eve 1899 

On the morning of her wedding, Gwenna laughed as she twirled in her china-silk dress. Tillie had used the heaviest weight she could get and stitched the full skirt and contoured jacket to fit to perfection. Gwenna appeared taller and slim. Slim enough no one would guess her condition.

“It’s beautiful, Tillie. Thank you so much. And I love the colour. It reminds me of summer roses.” Her smile said it all. She turned first to one side, then the other, to see in the mirror the way the pleats fell over the small bustle.

“I must say the deep mauvish pink suits you well,” agreed her sister. “I’m glad I chose it now. It puts colour in your cheeks.”

A plain ivory cotton blouse with a lace jabot peeking out under the collar and lace cuffs completed the ensemble. 

“Look,” Tillie said. “It’s practical as well as pretty. I’ve gathered and stitched it here and here at the waistband so you can let it out when you need to. And you can let out the blouse and corset. I purposely put the lacing at the front and gave you extra-long ties.”

Tillie picked up the matching hat, decorated with a jaunty feather and a handmade rose and tilted it on an angle over Gwenna’s curls. Pulling a detachable veil over her sister’s face, Tillie glowed with happiness at the picture before her. “There. Perfect,” she said, kissing Gwenna’s cheek. “Shall we go?”

Tom escorted Gwenna down the aisle to where Johnno stood, with Charlie as her page. The ladies of the church had decorated it beautifully in readiness for the Christmas celebrations, but the only other people in attendance to witness their marriage were Bethan and Tillie. Black Jack hadn’t been invited; they had not placed any announcement in the newspapers, which might have drawn onlookers, and no one was surprised when Louisa and Janetta declined the invitation. Although privately hurt and saddened, none of them said anything. Louisa thought only of herself, and Janetta always did as Louisa said. 

The ceremony over, the bride and groom emerged. Charlie scattered rose petals on the ground while the others threw rice over the couple. Small it may have been, but no two people could have behaved more lovingly, and no one else could have wished them a happier future more than the four people there to watch: Gwenna’s stepmam, her sister and two brothers by law and birth. 

They sat down to a scrumptious breakfast of sausages and bacon on fried bread, with baked beans, eggs and fried potato, far more extravagant than their usual fare, and washed it down with copious quantities of tea.

“A meal fit for a queen,” announced Tom, rubbing his stomach. 

Charlie ate like a king, as if he’d never eaten before.

“Oh, how beautiful,” Gwenna squealed when Bethan carried through the delicately iced and decorated fruit cake. Tom poured them each a glass of sweet wine and proposed a toast. “May you both have lasting happiness.”

As soon as the clinking of glasses had been completed and the first sip taken, Tillie insisted they cut the cake. In high spirits, the couple fed each other a bite – a symbol that each would provide and care for the other for the rest of their lives. Amid applause from Tom and Tillie, and trying to suppress laughter as crumbs fell from mouths too full of cake, Gwenna felt fit to burst with a joyfulness she hadn’t felt since before her pa died. The glow from Johnno’s eyes warmed her to the core, and the day became a dreamy swirl of jubilation.

By mid-afternoon, Johnno was keen they get on their way. Bethan had delivered the last of Gwenna’s belongings, and she and Tillie had packed the bags with bed linen, towels, tablecloths and other knick-knacks that would help turn a masculine household into a family home. Johnno and Gwenna said their goodbyes, picked up their bags and headed to the horse tram, which would take them to the impressive railway station, opened four years earlier, at the foot of Queen Street. 

Their new life together was about to start. With only a 45-minute trip to Onehunga ahead, Gwenna couldn’t decide if she was shaking with excitement or trepidation. She had no idea what to expect.

* * *
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The house where Johnno and his father lived was far worse than she could ever have imagined. The ramshackle farmhouse, in desperate need of a coat of paint, sat up a long driveway and in the middle of nowhere as far as Gwenna was concerned. Wobbly fences and fields were all she could see. Even the animals were sparse. Some distance away, a neighbouring house was visible.

The isolation scared her, even if the house was within walking distance of the train station, along a rough dirt road. Its biggest advantage, from Johnno and his father’s point of view, was the easy access to the road south for the goods wagon. 

Hand in hand, she and Johnno walked up the driveway, around to the back of the house and up a set of steps. Battling the instinct to run, she entered the neglected and miserable house. She didn’t want to be there – and definitely not on her own. 

Wrinkling her nose at the musty smells redolent of mould, dirt and stale smoke, an eerie sense of sorrow passed through her. She tugged on Johnno’s sleeve and whispered. “This place frightens me. It’s got such a feeling of sadness about it.”

He smiled down at her and patted her hand. “It’s not that bad. You’ll get used to it.”

Gwenna doubted that was possible and clung tighter to Johnno. He had a habit of dismissing her concerns. An apparition arose at the opposite end of the gloomy kitchen. Trembling in fear, she emitted a loud squeal and buried her face in Johnno’s arm.

“Shut that girl up before I do,” growled a voice from the shadows. “Can’t stand women’s noises.”

“Behave yourself, Jack,” answered Johnno. “You scared her, that’s all. Hiding there in the dark. This is my wife Gwenna. Your new daughter-in-law. Gwenna, my father Jack.”

Gwenna could hear the pride in Johnno’s voice as he made the awkward introductions, and smiled encouragingly as she raised her head. 

“Make sure she’s useful and keeps out of my way,” the gravelly voice grunted.

As Gwenna’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, she saw Jack, wearing an ancient military-style overcoat, and wide-brimmed hat, standing by a horsehair sofa spewing its contents through tears in the covering. She remembered him in an instant and shuddered. While of the same tallish and thin build as Johnno, hardly anything else about him was like Johnno. Gwenna could see little of his shaded face, even when he stormed past her and out the door.

In those small, black eyes, she saw menace.

Now they were alone, Johnno showed her the rest of the four-roomed cottage, except for the room where Jack slept and the room she assumed was the front parlour. “Jack keeps it closed,” was all Johnno said.

There wasn’t much to see. The room at the front, where they would sleep, was the best room in the house with windows on two walls, which would let in the afternoon sun. Johnno had made some effort to tidy up, but eyeing the grey walls and partly made bed, Gwenna was thankful Mam and Tillie had given her fresh linen and towels. 

Too distressed to put her thoughts into words after seeing where Johnno expected her to live, they returned along the darkened corridor to the kitchen. 

The room offered no comfort whatsoever. A higgledy-piggledy assortment of plates, bowls and mugs overflowed every surface, and the place was filthy. A rough wood table and three chairs filled the centre of the room; the single sofa was undoubtedly Jack’s domain. Johnno moved the unwashed plates and stacked them on top of others on the bench under the window so they could sit at the table. 

Supper that night was a sorrowful affair. All Johnno could find was some day-old bread, a chunk of hard cheese and the pitiful remains of a ham hock. Without any butter or pickle to help with the taste, Gwenna could do little more than pick at her food. Most of the time she stared at the cold coal range, hoping it worked and wishing for a cup of hot tea.

“It’s Christmas tomorrow,” announced Johnno into the silence that had grown between them. “I’ll kill us a chicken, and I think I can find some potatoes to go with it.”

Christmas. 

Gwenna blocked her mind to what Christmas would be like without her family in this dismal house. She fought back tears. 

“Aw, don’t cry, Gwenna, my girl. Look on the bright side. You have me to make you happy.” 

He took her hand and led her to their bedroom. As Johnno shut the door to their small world behind them, Gwenna remembered today was her wedding day and supposed to be the happiest day of a girl’s life. Yet the mood of the house, a mood she couldn’t quite put a name to, had changed all that, and what she felt most was an unnatural foreboding.

“Everything will be all right, I promise,” whispered Johnno. 

He took her in his arms and her fears disappeared as they became one. 
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Future hopes

––––––––
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New Year’s Eve 1899

Gwenna cheered and clapped at the loud crack of exploding fireworks. The colours and beauty of the sparkling shapes lighting up the sky filled her with wonder. Johnno had been his usual sweet self, suggesting they go to the Queen Street Wharf to watch the display at midnight. Seeing an old year out and a new year in was now a ritual, but for Gwenna being present at the change of a century was truly special. 

She couldn’t quite understand the articles in the newspapers where people argued how the new century would not begin until the end of 1900 because the Gregorian calendar did not start with the year nought. It didn’t make sense to her. Tomorrow would be the first day of 1900; it was no longer the 1800s. It must be the start of something new. 

For Gwenna, it would be the start of her new life. The year 1900 could only be a good one with Johnno at her side. 

Dozens of boats crowded the harbour. At the striking of the hour, bells rang, horns sounded and whistles blew. The cacophony continued for what seemed an endless time. People laughed and danced, lovers held hands and kissed, while children ran around without fear of reprimand for this one night.

“Didn’t I tell you it would be fun?” Johnno spoke into her ear so she could hear him above the noise. His face was lit by another explosion, and the playfulness in his gaze gave her gooseflesh, and she tingled from head to toe. Delighted, she nodded her head, clapping her hands as yet another shower of glitter illuminated the blackness. Her face shone like a child’s in awe.

Although she much preferred living in town to living in the country, Gwenna had never seen so many people in one place before. She would have believed it if someone had told her every citizen who lived anywhere within travelling distance of Auckland was crowded into the streets that night. The government reduced the rail and ferry fares so people could afford to travel, and thousands took the opportunity.

Earlier in the evening, the two of them somehow managed to find space on the top deck of the paddle steamer Eagle for an excursion around the harbour. From the water, the lights of the city twinkled as far as the eye could see. Every street and every window appeared to have been lit up specially for tonight. The new electric lights shone brighter than their traditional gaslight counterparts, and the outline of Partington’s Mill stood tall and proud above everything else on the Karangahape Road ridgeline. Gwenna saw for herself how large Auckland had become. 

Time passed in a flash until the sound of train whistles reminded them they must return home. Feeling more tired than normal, Gwenna climbed aboard. Sleep beckoned if she was to enjoy the planned picnic with Tillie, Tom and Charlie tomorrow. Resting her head on Johnno’s shoulder, Gwenna crossed her fingers that Bethan would join them.

“Saying thank you seems hardly enough, Johnno. I’ve had such a good time tonight. I’m so glad we came.” She pushed her arm through his as they sat in the overfull carriage surrounded by other tired but exhilarated passengers. She would never forget this night.

“Anything for you, my sweet girl.” Aware of the many eyes around them, he patted her hand and winked. She flushed at the thought of how they would celebrate when they got home. No more hurried fumbling; no more dread of being found out; no more misgivings – they were husband and wife. Together. Forever. 

As long as Jack wasn’t there to spoil things.

“What did you tell Jack about tomorrow?” Gwenna avoided him as much as possible. He’d eaten with them once in the last week, but his mere presence put a damper on what she and Johnno could do together.

“Just that we’d be away for the day,” Johnno replied. “Why?”

Jack came and went as he pleased, but Johnno had no such freedom. Every day Jack had chores for him to do. So far, they’d all been local, and Johnno hadn’t been away from the house for long.

“Oh, no reason.” Gwenna couldn’t explain how much she dreaded the time when his father would take Johnno away on one of their long-distance trips and she would be left alone in that sad, lonely house. 

Jack had not returned for two days after their first meeting. She’d made an ad hoc attempt to make the place seem less shabby for Christmas, but Gwenna decided she couldn’t live in the place as it was. She had to clean it up, even if she ran the risk of incurring Jack’s wrath. He couldn’t be any worse than Elias, and Johnno was there to protect her.

She’d boiled the filthy rag rugs scattered on the floors in the copper in the outside laundry, washed and rearranged the assortment of crockery and cooking pots, thrown out all the stale and rotten food, and sent Johnno to buy fresh flour and other essentials to cook with. 

Gwenna then cleaned the front bedroom she shared with Johnno, thankful she had fresh linen, since what she’d found was not fit to use. Although now clean, in her eyes their room remained cheerless. 

When Jack came back demanding Johnno help him with some deliveries, he turned on her. “I’ll have no women’s fancy fripperies in my house. Keep your things out of my sight, and, by God, if you so much as touched a single item of mine, you’ll pay for it.” 

Gwenna took him seriously. He made it only too plain she lived there under sufferance, and she’d be out on her ear faster than lightning if she got in his way. Within the first week, she sensed she was going to be worse off living with this bully than with the one she’d grown up with. 

The train rattled its way along the tracks, and Gwenna put Jack out of her mind. She was excited at the thought of seeing her family again in the morning. They’d considered going to the monster picnic and camp day at Swanson, since the train fare was so cheap. She’d never been in native forest before, but in the end they decided to go to the Auckland Domain instead. Charlie was in the Sunday school parade, led by the Salvation Army band, who would march from the corner of Queen Street and Karangahape Road, past the mill, down Symonds Street around Grafton Gully and back up the other side to Park Road and into the Domain. The forecast was for a fine day and, with all the shops closed, there was no reason why they shouldn’t all attend. 

––––––––
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The next morning, she and Johnno got off the train at Newmarket and walked the distance up Carlton Gore Road to watch the parade enter the Domain. They hurried as best they could, but even with Johnno carrying the hamper, Gwenna couldn’t keep up. She couldn’t understand why her legs dragged and she couldn’t summon her usual strength. 

From the top of the rise, they could hear band music floating in the air. Once they got closer they could see groups of children waving flags, both the traditional Union Jack and the informal New Zealand ensign, marching behind banners showing the name of their school. As each school group arrived at the spot where the band was still playing, the children dispersed and started shouting for their parents. Even from a distance, Gwenna could see Charlie looking lost when he couldn’t see her. 

As soon as she caught up with him, she wrapped him into a tight cuddle. “I’m here, Charlie, bach. Give us a cwtch then,” she said, rocking him from side to side. Without realising it, she often slipped in Welsh words she’d grown up with, but which Charlie never used. She’d forgotten most of them herself. 

Even when they’d lived in Wales, there were few enough Welsh speakers other than in the more traditional northern parts. With so many outsiders from England and elsewhere coming in to find work in the mines, the Welsh people had needed to learn English to coexist. Before the family had emigrated to New Zealand, they’d decided not to speak the language any longer – including Bethan, who’d grown up speaking Welsh. They needed English if they were to prosper, but sometimes the odd word crept in when she was being sentimental, like today, and no other word seemed appropriate. She remembered a little Maori girl from school had said the same thing was happening to her language. She spoke Maori at home with her parents and grandparents but was not allowed to speak it at school or at the milliner’s shop. It seemed such a sad state of affairs; Gwenna liked mixing up words from both languages when she could. 

Feeling the need to sit down soon, Gwenna kissed the top of Charlie’s head and scanned the crowd for Bethan.

“Mam’s not here,” Charlie said, his voice muffled against Gwenna’s belly. “She made sure I was in line and walked someways with me before she went back home to get the picnic.”

Behind them, Johnno and Tillie spread blankets on the grass in the shade of a tree, and Tom helped Tillie sit down. With three months still to go, she felt ungainly and awkward. Johnno sat reclining on one elbow, leg extended and hat tilted back, watching Gwenna’s every move.

“There she is,” Gwenna pointed, as Bethan hurried towards them carrying a laden basket. Her heart lifted. She let go of Charlie and rushed forward to wrap her stepmother in a warm embrace. She missed her mam’s steadfastness, even after a week. 

The women unloaded their baskets onto the blankets, chattering away and vying to provide food enough to feed the entire gathering, rather than for the six of them. They laughed when each of them unwrapped a batch of Welsh cakes, a bara brith tea loaf and their traditional, skinless Glamorgan sausages made from vegetables. 

“My favourites,” shouted Charlie. He grabbed one of each from his mother and his sisters, and ran off to play with his friends.

“Don’t go too far,” Bethan called after him. He disappeared into a crowd of children all yelling at one another, kicking and tossing balls.

Once the adults were settled, the ladies handed the tins of food around. The conversation turned to what they had done since they’d last seen each other at the wedding a week earlier: Christmas Day services; the St Benedict’s fair Bethan had attended; foods they’d prepared; cards and presents received and given. Gwenna managed to say little about her day, avoiding specifics other than ‘we had chicken’, but nodding in agreement when Bethan said she’d missed Gwenna. 

The men were more interested in the Auckland–Otago cricket match, which Auckland had won a few days earlier, and the article in the morning paper stating: ‘the year which came to a close yesterday will rank among the most memorable of the century’. 

In a semi-recumbent pose, Tom folded the paper to a manageable size so he could read it more easily. “Listen to this. Here’s an interesting article about the state of affairs in South Africa which, I must say, I find unsettling. And it goes on about the Federation of Australia. I’m glad New Zealand didn’t join. ’Twas a silly idea, in my opinion. And the war in Samoa caused by German annexation. But what’s really interesting,” Tom explained, “is that it ends up stating the last century has been one of prosperity for ‘the whole world’ – England, the United States, the continent of Europe, and, of course, New Zealand. How about that?” 

Tom sat up with his legs crossed to read the final paragraph aloud. “The New Year, apart from the shadows of war, presents a bright and hopeful aspect, and we are justified in anticipating that it will prove as prosperous as the one that has now come to a close.” He slapped the paper with the back of his hand. “Now, isn’t that something to look forward to?”

The three women agreed with him; prosperity was good for everyone. 

Johnno was the one to niggle. “I hope they’re right. I ’eard more soldiers were going off to fight that crazy war, wherever South Africa is, and prices for basic goods would go up. I can’t afford no more, what with a baby comin’ ’n all.” He reached for Gwenna’s hand to reassure her.

Between breaths, sucking on his pipe to draw the flame of the match, Tom said, “Don’t worry, lad. All will be well. You’ll see. If prices go up, incomes will match it. They have to.” 

Charlie came and went, looking for something to eat while the adults tucked into the remainder of the food. More drink was consumed as the temperature rose and they moved the picnic blankets into the deeper shade of the tree.

“Tom,” said Johnno, when everyone was sated. “Are you up to finding a friendly game of cricket or something? I’ll go to sleep here otherwise.”

Tom nodded. “I am that.” Tapping out his pipe, he slipped it in his pocket, and the two men wandered across the grass, under the cloudless sky, leaving the women to their own conversation. 

“Going by the shouting and cheering I can hear, there’s a game of something going on,” said Tillie.

“More than one, by the sounds of things,” said Bethan. “And the children are having fun. Whoever organised all those games and races deserves a day off to rest tomorrow. Look at them go.”

The women watched the sack race, then the egg-and-spoon race followed by the three-legged race, laughing as much as the children when they fell over. 

“Rather them than me,” Gwenna said. “It’s far too hot for such activities.”

“I’m so glad Charlie’s having fun,” said Bethan. “There wasn’t much laughter to be had over the last year.” She reached into the pocket of her skirt. “I’ve brought something for you, Gwenna, dear.” Pulling out a small bundle of envelopes – letters from ‘the old country’, as she called it – she handed them to Gwenna. “I saved them all.” 

Every Christmas and sometimes once in between, Bethan’s sister would write with news of parents and other family or the ‘goings-on’ in the town. She was a poor letter writer. Her sentences were disjointed, and her spelling often made it difficult to work out what she had written. To make matters worse, she wrote both ways on the page – across, and up and down – to save paper, but it didn’t matter. Bethan loved to hear the news and each letter was cherished and reread. 

“There’s a new one on top, but I found a couple of others I thought you might like to read again.” 

Gwenna took the letters and hugged them to her, knowing how precious they were to Bethan. “Thank you,” she whispered, folding the older woman’s hand within hers. “I shall enjoy reading them.” Although, if she was being honest, she had little recollection of, and even less interest in what was going on ‘back home’. She would always feel a bond with her homeland, and its spirit lived in her heart, but she couldn’t relate to those days long gone. Her home was here now. Nevertheless, these letters were important to Bethan.

Gwenna felt tears prickle behind her eyelids and wondered, once again, what was wrong with her today. The raucous sounds of laughter, music playing, children screeching and overlapping conversations were swirling inside her head, making her feel weak and giddy, and her eyes ached from all the colours and constant movement. She hoped it was the effect of too much sun, but she could easily just lie down and cry. Except she had nothing to cry about, not when she had her family around her, and when her new life with Johnno was about to begin. 

“I’ve got other news, too,” continued Bethan. “In the last three months, ever since the day you left home, Gwenna, Elias is like a different person. He’s stopped drinking so much. He comes home early, quite sober, and eats supper with me. He spends the evenings working in the storeroom, organising the stock and keeping good records of what’s available and what’s needed.”

Bethan sipped the tea Tillie had poured, grateful to ease her throat. She hadn’t talked so much in a long time. “I’m not as good as you, Gwenna dear, or you, Tillie, but I’ve got my own specialties and Elias has worked up a few batches to add to the stock levels. I don’t quite know what he’s doing about it all. I don’t see much stock moving out, but he gave me a few coins for food, so everything must be all right. Mustn’t it?”

Gwenna didn’t answer, too distracted by everything around her to think about the change in Elias, but Tillie agreed. “I’m sure all is well, Mam.” 

Bethan nodded, appearing relieved. “I’m puzzled about one thing, though. For weeks, Elias has disappeared for long periods of time without saying a thing about where he’s going or what he’s doing. Whatever it is, he’s like a new man when he returns. He’s almost cheerful. I can hardly believe it.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear it, Mam,” said Gwenna, her head thumping, and feeling out of sorts at the news. “For your sake. You deserve a little peace. It’s just a pity you had to pay the price of Charlie and me leaving home to get it.” Had it been her fault Elias behaved as he had?

“Let’s hope it lasts then, Mam,” said Tillie, sensing her sister’s unease. “My turn. I’ve got something for you, Gwenna.” 

She pushed a small, round tin with a typical English countryside scene on the lid towards her. Gwenna prised it open and let out an excited cheer. Her mouth salivated as the smell of butter and sugar wafted upwards. Hidden between pieces of waxed paper, the tin held three layers of Tillie’s best fudge: vanilla, clotted cream and chocolate. 

Gwenna couldn’t decide which to try first. She drooled at the thought of them all, but it had been such a long time since Tillie had made any, she wanted to savour each one. Her hand hovered. Her fingers stretched into the tin and she selected a piece of the clotted cream. She considered it Tillie’s best recipe. Taking a bite, she closed her eyes, tilted her head back and let her taste buds delight in the rich smoothness as it melted and slid down her throat. 

“Tillie. That must be the best batch you’ve ever made. I don’t know how you get it so creamy. Mine is never as good.”

“Mine is made with love,” Tillie responded. “For you.”

Tears threatened again. Annoyed at her soppiness, Gwenna clambered to her feet and gave Tillie a hug. “I love you too, my dearest sister. Thank you. And I’m glad I’m such an inspiration. Especially if it means I’ll never be without fudge ever again.” 

An idea took shape at the back of her mind as to how she could use Tillie’s fudge to attract customers, if ever she could get her own sweet-making business started.

All too soon, the New Year’s Day picnic came to an end. The band had long since departed, the games had finished and the children had become noisy and quarrelsome. 

“I should be going,” said Bethan. “I’m struggling to keep my eyes open. Too much sun, I fear, but it’s been a great day.”

“I’ve ordered a carriage,” said Tom. “It’s too far for Tillie to walk. You can have my place.”

“Thank you, Tom. How thoughtful,” said Bethan. “Are you sure?”

“Of course. Charlie and I will catch the tram. Or walk if it’s too full. You ladies go ahead. We’ll be there before long.”

“We’re heading the other way, back to the station,” said Gwenna before Johnno could speak. They didn’t have the money for a carriage, although she wished they did. Her legs wobbled, she was that tired. “It’ll be good for me to get a bit of exercise. I’m getting lazy these days.”

The women said their farewells with hugs and kisses, agreeing they’d all had an excellent time. Gwenna watched them go. She linked her arm in Johnno’s, and they started their trek back to the train. 

She shivered as a weird sense of foreboding surged through her. 
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Learning to survive alone

January 1900

The honeymoon period came to an end more abruptly than even Gwenna anticipated.

They were barely inside the door after returning from the New Year’s Day celebrations, when Jack insisted he and Johnno head south. “I’ve business to do,” was all he’d say in explanation.

Johnno tried to argue it was too soon to leave Gwenna on her own. “She doesn’t know the area, or met any of the neighbours. Let’s leave it for a while, eh Jack? Let her get a bit more settled.”

“We leave tomorrow.” Jack thumped the table, ignoring Johnno. He glared at Gwenna, daring her to contradict him. 

Feeling too weak to fight him, she dropped her gaze. It went against all her instincts to let him win, but now wasn’t the time to pick a fight.

“Make yourself useful,” he snarled at her. “Pack his stuff and get some food ready.”

They ate their meal in silence. Resentment oozed from Johnno, while Gwenna began to regret jumping from the frying pan into the fire, even if she’d had no choice. Jack smirked and held out his mug or his plate when he wanted her to serve him. Once Johnno protested; only once.

“If you want her to remain under my roof, she does as she’s told.”

Later, in the privacy of their room, Gwenna begged, “Please, Johnno, we have to get a place of our own. Soon. I can’t live here – not with him, and certainly not without you being here with me.” 

Johnno tried to comfort her. “Not just yet awhile, Gwenna love. You’ll be fine. I’ll talk to him while we’re away. Make him understand I’m a married man now. He’ll come round, I just know it.” 

He tried to kiss her, caressed her face with a gentle finger that wandered down her neck to her breasts, but she was too tense – and too upset to be persuaded. She turned away from him and, making as little noise as possible, cried herself to sleep.

When she woke in the morning, his side of the bed was empty.

* * *
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With a start, she leapt out of bed and, grabbing her dressing gown, hurried towards the hallway. Before she’d taken three paces her head started spinning and nausea rose from her stomach. She slumped to the floor by the doorjamb, trying to take deep breaths and gather her senses.

“Johnno,” she called, then again louder, but received no response. She willed herself to be still and quiet her breathing, straining to hear any movement. Anything, but no sounds reached her ears. Her heart was beating so hard she could feel it pounding and echoing in her ears. She pulled herself to her feet and, holding onto the wall, made her way down the dark, wood-panelled hallway leading to the kitchen at the back. 

The early morning sun seeped in through the grimy window; an errant thought she’d have to clean it drifted through her mind as her eyes searched for evidence she wasn’t alone. Any sign. Anything to quell the mounting terror, but she found nothing. No signs. No note. No fire in the range. She’d never been this alone before.

Shaking, and with the queasiness mounting, she opened the back door, ran down the steps and across the grass to the outhouse before she realised she was barefoot. The stench emptied her stomach in seconds. 

Wiping her mouth on her sleeve, she tiptoed back across the grass, her feet now sensitive to every stone and foreign object in her path, and into the dimness of the house. Her teeth started to chatter, despite the warmth of the morning, as she stood by the door surveying the room. Clamping her jaw tight, she folded her arms across her body trying to calm her nerves while her mind listed what she should do next.

The square wooden table was as she’d left it last night, so the men hadn’t had any breakfast. The hamper she’d packed for them had gone, so they’d not go hungry. Although why she should worry about whether they’d eaten or not when there were more immediate things to worry about, she couldn’t explain.

Light the fire. At least then she could have a cup of tea. That might help calm her. As soon as she moved the dizziness came on her again; she reached for a chair and sat down, scared she would faint. And then what? How long would she lie there before someone found her? The quivering and shaking started again.

Sunlight shining into the room highlighted its dinginess. The sagging scrim-lined walls, yellowed with age and darkened with soot from the fire, closed in on her. Despite her meagre efforts, ingrained dirt still lay on every surface. Doorknobs wouldn’t turn, window catches wouldn’t shut, and the cracked and broken floorboards let the vermin in. She loathed the place, but she felt so weak and shaky at the moment she doubted she had the strength to do anything about it.

How she would tackle the outhouse on her own she had no idea, and the thought of carrying the water from the rainwater tank up the steps at the back seemed impossible. Johnno had done that for her. Tears fell as she contemplated her lot. They would have to get out of here before winter – before the baby was born. She couldn’t, just couldn’t live here any longer. Giving way to her unbearable gloom, she laid her head on her arms and sobbed. 

She must have dozed off because when she next stirred pins and needles prickled her arm and her back ached. She stretched, easing her strained muscles, and this time she did light the fire. Johnno had left a pile of kindling, a basket of logs and a scuttle of coal for her. 

Sipping on a cup of tea, she weighed up her options, her mind spinning with questions to which she had few answers.

Should she stay here, not knowing how long Johnno would be away? Could she introduce herself to the neighbour so she’d have someone to talk to? But her strength had deserted her in the last few days. She’d never felt so weak. She didn’t know if she could walk the good half-mile to the nearest house.

And where were the shops? Johnno had collected what she’d needed when he’d taken the wagon out last time. Could she walk to the village to get fresh food?

Should she go to Bethan? She was sure her stepmother would be more than pleased to take her in, but Gwenna couldn’t risk upsetting the precarious balance that existed between Bethan and Elias right now. 

Should she go to Tillie? Her sister had enough to do, with her expanding girth and seeing to Charlie as well as caring for Tom who had his job. She was sure Tillie would welcome her in, but she couldn’t put her in such a difficult position.

So, she was back to staying here – alone. 

Every fibre in her body screamed, ‘No!’ 

But stay she did.

Her father’s words kept echoing in her head. “Gwenna, bach. We can do anything we put our mind to.” 

It was the argument he’d used when they’d moved to the Valleys to live with the Hughes family in the first place. He used the same argument after Owen was killed and he married Bethan and rose to be head of the household. He’d said the same thing over and over to push his argument about coming to New Zealand. Pa had had such hope. 

At first, thoughts of her father deflated Gwenna’s spirits further. If he hadn’t died, life would be so different, but then her mood lightened. Pa said she could do anything. She just had to get on with it. 

From somewhere in the centre of her being, she would find the strength. She had to. She placed her hands over her stomach. “I don’t know who you will be yet, but you are Pa’s grandchild and that means something. You are the future. For your sake, I will fulfill Pa’s dreams. I will.”

* * *
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The house Johnno walked into the following Thursday afternoon was nothing like the one he had left. The open windows sparkled in the light. The newly blacked coal range shone, and the sink bench had been scrubbed almost white. A tablecloth covered the table, and the bright-coloured crocheted blankets thrown on the sofa hid the splits, despite Jack’s warning about fripperies. It felt cosy and lived in.

“Gwenna?” He dropped his bag on the floor. “Where are you, Gwenna?” When there was no reply, he went exploring. He found her asleep on their bed, but it wasn’t the same room he had left a little over a week ago either. He touched her shoulder and she stirred. 

Turning over, she opened one eye against the glare of the afternoon sun and was awake in an instant. “You’re home. Oh, Johnno. Thank goodness.” She threw her arms around him so hard he lost his balance. “I thought you’d gone forever. Oh, how I’ve missed you.” 

“Steady on, Gwenna love.” Sprawled half across the bed, he laughed as he disentangled himself. “Let me breathe.”

Once he’d extricated himself, he sat beside her and held her in his arms. “I missed you, too.” He planted several kisses on her forehead and face. “I’ve been worried about you, which is why I’m here. But I can’t stay long.”

Her face fell and she pulled out of his embrace to peer at him. “Why not? Where are you going? How long will you be gone? Don’t leave me again,” she gabbled. 

“Slow down. I’ll explain everything, but first, how about you tell me what’s been going on here.”

“Do you like it?” A smile of deep pleasure lit her eyes. 

The furniture had been moved around, a new white candlewick bedspread covered the wrought-iron bed, lace curtains Tillie had made for her hung in the windows and a vase of flowers decorated the dresser making it smell clean and fresh. The whole room shone. 

“It’s very nice. Did you do all this by yourself?”

“Yes. Well, no. Not exactly. Oh, Johnno. I was in such despair I didn’t know where to start.”

She explained how tired she’d been and how sick. “I lay around for two days after you’d gone. Every time I moved I felt sick or faint, and I couldn’t eat anything. I was that scared, but I felt Pa’s spirit inside me, urging me on.” She stopped, unable to explain what she meant. “Maybe the baby moved or something because I felt less sick and giddy, but I was still so weak.”

She’d finally eaten an egg with a cup of tea and, with several rests along the way, had walked the distance to the neighbour’s house.

“She was such a nice person. Mavis Milligan is her name. She said she’d get a message to Mam for me. I gave her the telephone number, but I suspect she sent a telegram.”

She’d needed to explain to Mavis, who had never seen ‘one of those newfangled things’, how telephones worked. Elias, resistant at first, had agreed to install one since telephones had become popular for business purposes. For most people, telegrams were still the best way of getting in touch. 

“The next morning Mam arrived on the doorstep. I’ve never been so glad to see anyone in my life. In the meantime, Mavis had given me some Dinneford’s tonic. She said she could tell I was carrying and I was too pale. It worked wonders.”

Choosing her words with care, she explained how horrified Bethan had been at the state of the house and had nearly forced her to return to North Street. But in the end, Bethan had agreed to help clean the place up a bit. 

“She couldn’t stay long – only for the day – because Elias was due home and she didn’t want to upset him by not being there. She fed me some soup, and by the next day I felt stronger. She said I had to keep taking the tonic, and she’d get me some iron pills.”

Gwenna willed Johnno to say something reassuring, but he didn’t. While he could not have known how sick she had been, neither did he understand how miserable she was, and he’d ignored all her pleas to find a place of their own. 

“So how did you do all this?” He waved his arm around the room.

“Mam helped me. She came back the next day, as she said she would, with those iron pills. They’re wonderful, and I got stronger each day. We moved the bigger furniture around in here, and Mam carried water from the tank into the house. We filled all the buckets and bowls I could find and I heated it a pot at a time on the range. Can you fill more for me, now you are here?”

Johnno nodded. “I’ll ask about installing a pipe to the door, too, if you like. But tell me what else happened.”

She had so much to tell Johnno, words tumbled over each other.

“Mam made me promise to have a rest each afternoon, which is why you found me asleep now. I spent two days giving this room a thorough doing, but only in short bursts. Honest. And I rested. The bedspread was Mam’s. She brought it for me, and Mavis picked the flowers. She’s called in a couple of times, just to see how I’m doing. I need to pay her back for the Dinneford’s, and I want to get some more. Have you got any money? Can you take me to town?”

Gwenna was so pleased to see Johnno she couldn’t stop talking. She also explained how Bethan had brought her a box of lime, and together they had tossed it and heaps of ashes from the firebox, into the dunny. 

“It stank, Johnno. Did you never notice? I couldn’t bear to be inside the thing. Mavis also said to cover it each time with sawdust or straw, but I didn’t have any. Bethan threw the vegetable scraps down into it. It’s better, but you’ll have to dig a new one. I’ve been using a potty.”

“I’ll add it to the list,” he said, grimacing, repelled at the thought of tackling the job. “Anything else?” 

“Did you see the kitchen? After I’d got this room looking nice I decided to tackle the kitchen. I just finished it this morning.” 

Gwenna ran out of steam and remembered Johnno had some explaining of his own to do. 

“Can I at least have a cup of tea and something to eat, first? Please?” Johnno took her hand and led her towards the kitchen.

Gwenna put the kettle on the range to boil and whipped up a batch of Welsh cakes to go with their tea while Johnno stoked up the fire. Feeling safe and contented now he was back, she started humming as she creamed the butter and sugar, stirred in the eggs, flour and raisins, and dropped a spoonful at a time on the hot griddle. The smell of melting butter made Johnno’s stomach rumble. In a hurry to get home, he hadn’t eaten that day.

“I don’t know what happened to put Jack in such a bad humour, but whatever it was, he was keen to get away south. We’d been on the road for two days, calling into small settlements west of Pukekohe, and then he tells me to leave him. I’m to take the wagon and deliver whatever goods he still had on the back to Waiuku. Then I was to come and find him in Tuakau.”

Johnno munched through several hot Welsh cakes and swallowed two cups of tea before he felt full enough. “We fought most of the way about leaving without telling you how long we’d be. He said he didn’t know how long we’d be away, so I told him he could stay in Tuakau by himself. I wanted to come back here to see you.” Johnno reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry, Gwenna. I should have prepared you better. I’m proud of you. You’ve done wonders.” 

Gwenna wasn’t at all sure he understood what she was saying. He sounded indifferent to her fears, and she wanted to make Johnno feel bad for leaving her.

“I was that frightened, Johnno, when I realised I was on my own. I’ve never been overnight on my own before, anywhere, not ever. I didn’t know what would happen to me if no one knew I was sick. I could have died.” Feeling she was being a little overdramatic, she added, “I am better than I was, but you can help me fix up the scrim, and scrub these walls and the hallway to make up for it.”

She saw his face change. Neither of them could be certain how Jack would react to the changes, but they suspected he wouldn’t be happy about any of it. “I’ll not touch Black Jack’s room. I promise. And has anyone ever used the front room? There’s furniture in there all covered in dust sheets, but beyond peeking in I’ve not been in there either.”

She yelped in surprise when Johnno grabbed her arm. “Don’t ever go in there, Gwenna. Jack’d come close to killing you if he found out.” Johnno paused, releasing his hold, and stared along the corridor towards the front room and back at Gwenna. He took a deep breath. “It was my mother’s favourite room. I was just a nipper when she told him she wanted to leave. Jack got himself into a right rage. He told her to get out and threatened he’d kill her, and me, if she ever came back. He wouldn’t let her take anything with her either. He tied me to the verandah post and burnt all her belongings on the lawn as she watched and begged him to let me go. The front room furniture is all that’s left. Jack refuses to use it.” The painful memories clouded Johnno’s eyes. “Don’t say anything, Gwenna. Or ask about it again. Just leave the past where it belongs.”

“I’m sorry, Johnno. I didn’t know.” His story at least told Gwenna a little about why Johnno was tied to his father. And why he lived for today, avoided making plans and dismissed her worries. It also told her a lot more about Johnno’s father and why people called him Black Jack. 

At a loss as to what to say or do next, Gwenna suggested they clean up after their tea, but Johnno had other ideas. Over the course of the evening and well into the night, they made love; she talked about the future, their child, her pa’s dreams, the need for a home of their own and what Johnno would do for a job. He’d been more tight-lipped than usual about what Jack was doing and what it would mean for them. 

“But he’s a carter, isn’t he?” Gwenna didn’t understand what carting they did, since the boats and trains took most of the long-distance goods. “Can’t you take over the carting side of the business and leave him to do whatever else he does?” 

She’d heard rumours, too many rumours in fact, about the way Jack did business, and she didn’t want Johnno caught up in any of it. Money lending was a nasty business at the best of times. Black Jack’s rough methods made it worse.

“That’s the plan,” said Johnno, snuggling into her neck. “Enough talk for now. I’ve better things on my mind,” and he let his hands do the rest of the talking.
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The joy of reunion

––––––––
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March 1900 

“Johnno’s sent word. He’ll be back tomorrow,” Gwenna shrieked, grinning. 

Most of the time, Johnno and his father were away for around seven to ten days, but this last time, Johnno said they’d be away for over three weeks. 

Refusing to stay on her own for that length of time, Gwenna had gone to stay with Tillie, both for her own sanity, but also to help Tillie as she awaited the birth of their baby.

“I’ll be sorry to see you go,” said Tillie. “It’s been wonderful having you with me for these past weeks. You’ve been such a help.” Tillie gazed in awe at the little bundle lying in her arms. Only a matter of days old, her daughter slept peacefully, wrapped in the fine lace shawl Bethan had crocheted.

The radiance on Tillie’s face melted Gwenna’s heart. “I’ve loved being here. And I’m glad I’ve been of use, given I move like a blob of blubber. You’ve no idea how far I’ve let my stays out already.” 

Tillie and Bethan assured her she wasn’t large at all. In fact, they were worried she had lost weight and appeared to be all baby. 

“You do look better, Gwenna, bach,” said Bethan. “I was so worried about you back in January and the tonic and the iron pills have done their job. Your skin is blooming, but you’re a little thin. Make sure you eat properly.”

Gwenna didn’t tell Bethan she found the heat of summer a strain and could scarcely eat a thing, but nothing could take away her delight at spending time with her family. Charlie had been thrilled to see her and keen to do her bidding, whatever she asked of him. Bethan had clung to her for an overly long time, studying her face intently.

Talking with Mam about what she’d done recently, how she felt about Johnno being away so much, and what to expect when her time came took her back to the old days when her pa was alive and gladness filled the house, but it was the joy of seeing Tom and Tillie together making Gwenna feel weepy.

To anyone watching, it was obvious they enjoyed each other’s company and shared secret smiles and glances. Tom was solicitous, making sure Tillie had everything she needed and rested well, while Tillie cooked his favourite meals and ensured all was as Tom liked it. A relationship like theirs was what Gwenna wanted for her and Johnno. She yearned for a connectedness but something was missing. Johnno was too distracted. Until they had a place of their own, away from his father, and until she could persuade him to find a job in the city so he wouldn’t have to travel, it wouldn’t happen. 

Gwenna gently ran her finger over the baby’s brow. “Your Olwen is such a delight. You should be proud of her – and what a lovely idea to give her such a meaningful name. A new ‘footprint’ in a new land.” 

Gwenna had been relieved to find Tillie had had an easy time with the birth. The midwife even commented how unusual it was for a first time, but then the baby was a girl and quite small. Gwenna prayed it would be as easy when she came to her time – and that someone would be with her.

Over the last three months, Johnno and Black Jack had come and gone as often as the winds and the weather had changed. Sometimes Johnno returned alone, and they spent a few idyllic days together before he had to leave again. Life was quite different when Black Jack was there. 

Gwenna had expected him to have something to say about the changes she’d made to the house, but he remained his surly and silent self in her presence. As time passed, it reached the point where she couldn’t bear to be in the same room as him. Everything about him, from his glaring eyes and scowling face to the colour of his skin, even the smell of him, made her flesh crawl.

Seeing the growing antipathy between Gwenna and Jack, Johnno was cautious about repeating anything his father said. Somehow, Johnno had persuaded his father to let him extend the water pipe to fit inside the back door. It wasn’t perfect but better than nothing. And she had a new outhouse too.

Saying her farewells to Tillie, Gwenna made her way home feeling lighter than usual, and her heart full of expectation and hope.

* * *
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She couldn’t believe her ears when Johnno told her he was on his away again the next morning. “I have to get back,” he said. “I have to pick up a return shipment of goods from the wharf first thing. I’ll be lucky if I can do the trip in two days. I hear the weather’s supposed to turn bad.”

“No, Johnno. No. You can’t leave me again. Please stay home. I need you, Johnno, bach.” She reached out for him. Hands on his arms, she peered into his face. He’d bent his head down to hers, but while she saw desire, she also saw defeat. “Don’t go, Johnno. Don’t go.” 

He shook her hands from his arms and backed away. “I must. Jack needs me to ...”

“Jack needs you?” she shouted. “What about me? I need you. Don’t I count for anything?” Fear of being alone when the baby came, although that day was still several months away, drove her to scream at him, her voice shrill. “I need you. Here. With me.” 

She was unable to explain what was going on in her mind and, at a loss for the right words, couldn’t begin to describe the loneliness, or how she felt like a different person in this house, and how she fretted and fussed while he was gone. How the story of his mother had upset her far more than he would ever realise. She just kept repeating, “I need you. I need you.” But he was deaf to her pleas.

“We need the money, Gwenna.” He took her by the shoulders and squeezed hard to bring her tirade to an end. “I can’t stay against his wishes. He pays me to do what he tells me. I have to go.”

Gwenna never considered herself one of the ancients who saw or heard strange things, but, studying Johnno’s face, an unexpected and inexplicable feeling of dread drained the energy from her body. She slumped against him.

“Ah, Gwenna, my love. I’m doing my best.” He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. “But we do need the money.” He tried to catch her eyes, but they were downcast. Her head moved against his chest. “As soon as we’ve saved enough, I promise, we’ll find a place of our own. And I’ll find a new job – just to please you – but not yet awhile. Be patient. It’ll work out all right in the end.”

The next morning she rose early to say farewell and make sure he had enough food for the journey. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. Following his every move, forcing her brain to remember every detail: every crease around his eyes, his mouth, his hands, his hair. She was filled with such love she thought her heart would burst. 

Standing on the front verandah still in her nightdress with a shawl wrapped around her shoulders, she waved him goodbye. She remained standing there long after the wagon, with J Jones Esq. Carter painted along the sideboards, faded into the distance. He’d vowed to be home soon. 

“In six or seven days, I promise. Saturday week at the latest.”

She wished she could feel as certain.
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Home is where the heart is

––––––––
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Early April 1900

Mavis dropped in now and then to bring her a bunch of flowers, a few veges from the garden or an egg or two. The days were bearable, but the silence at night set Gwenna on edge. Three days later, unable to stand her own company any longer, Gwenna took the train to Auckland. The walk to the station carrying her small holdall seemed a lot further than it once had, but at least she didn’t feel so self-conscious travelling alone in public. Not now. Not wearing the maternity wrap dress she had borrowed from Tillie, which buttoned all the way down the front, softening her bumpy profile. 

Getting off the train in Queen Street and catching the horse tram up to Karangahape Road felt like a homecoming. She smiled and found others smiling back at her. This was where she belonged. The isolation of the farmhouse was getting on her nerves, regardless of how much effort she’d put into making it look and feel as if it were ‘her’ place. It could never be hers. And she missed making sweets. She hadn’t realised how much until now. 

With only herself to feed, she had done little cooking and even less baking until word reached her that Johnno was coming home. After the first time, when they’d left in such a hurry and without saying how many days they’d be away, she made Johnno tell her before he left how long he’d be gone and to send word when he was on his way home. She’d needed something to look forward to, a time to prepare for, and tasks to take her mind off her loneliness. She’d whitewashed the interior walls, and the entire outhouse to brighten the place up, but it wasn’t enough.

Tillie was pleased to see her. “You have no idea how often Olwen wakes and how little sleep I’m getting. But I mustn’t complain. She’s such a delight.”

Gwenna sympathised. “Now I’m here, you can take a nap when you need to, and I can do some of your chores, but first things first. I’m going to make us a batch of butterscotch.”

Setting aside her bonnet and gloves, and removing the wrap dress, now she was in the company of family, Gwenna headed to the kitchen with Tillie following behind.

“There’s something about making sweet things by hand that is so satisfying, isn’t there,” commented Tillie, going to the pantry. She opened a cake tin and showed Gwenna the latest batch of fudge she’d made. “I was in a hurry because Olwen was crying. It’s not my best, but it turned out all right.”

As usual, Gwenna could not resist Tillie’s fudge and popped a piece in her mouth. “Mmmm. It’s still good. You’re so clever,” she mumbled through the gooey lump she chewed. 

“Didn’t Mam teach us not to speak with our mouths full?” teased Tillie. 

Gwenna almost choked as the laughter caught at the back of her throat. She put her hand up to her mouth. Oh, how good it was to be back home.

“Have another piece.”

Later in the day Bethan came around, delighted to know Gwenna was back in town again so soon. 

“I’ll stay for a couple of days. Mavis has promised to let me know if anything arrives from Johnno telling me when he’ll be home. He’s supposed to be back on Saturday, but he might come earlier.” She sounded more hopeful than certain, but if he didn’t arrive ahead of time, three more days wasn’t too long to wait.

Over tea and scones the women chatted as if life was perfect – and for those few moments it was. All their cares and concerns faded into the background. It was not until Bethan mentioned stocks must be low, that either girl took notice. 

“Elias hasn’t asked me to make anything in a long time. He’s away from home such a lot, and sometimes I don’t know what I should be doing. He never tells me where he’s been, but wherever it is, it’s a dusty place. His clothes are covered in it.”

Questions over whether Bethan had money for food, or if the bills were paid, came one after another, but she assured the girls all seemed well.

“The horse gets groomed, and there’s plenty of hay, but the cart doesn’t get used as much as it used to. Elias seems to do whatever trade he’s doing either on foot or on horseback and I’m hearing the telephone more often. I don’t like that thing, but Elias seems happy enough using it.”

Gwenna pictured the black, box-shaped delivery cart with the protective roof jutting over the driver’s head, which Pa had used. He’d had it varnished with several coats of high gloss and emblazoned G Price & Family, Confectioners, Auckland in white and gold on both sides. 

He’d been proud of his purchase, pleased he had enough trade to warrant the expense, and considered it an investment. “Best advertising in the world, Gwenna, my love,” he’d said. “Links me, our name and the business together in one.” 

Gwenna remembered something else he’d said. “All we need is a shop to make the business complete.”

Now, according to Bethan, the cart sat neglected in the yard. It broke Gwenna’s heart to think of it.

––––––––
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Two blissful days passed. 

Each morning, Gwenna took a breakfast tray up to Tillie, insisting she stay in bed and rest after she had fed and changed Olwen. Gwenna would then walk with Charlie to school just as she had done when she lived at home. The mornings disappeared with chores, coping with the extra washing a newborn baby created and preparing whatever Tillie decided they were having for lunch and supper. The heaviness and lethargy Gwenna had felt in previous months seemed to leave her as her sense of purpose and worth returned. Sharing her days with her sister became the happiest she’d known in a long time – a time before Elias, before Black Jack, a time when she only knew lightness of heart. 

On Good Friday as arranged, Louisa, Janetta and their children visited after church. Ostensibly to sing the praises of baby Olwen and offer congratulations to the mother, and to wish Gwenna happiness for her birthday in five days’ time, but the day turned out less than cordial. 

“Welcome, dear sisters, welcome,” said Tillie. “Do come in. It’s been so long since we saw each other. Mam’s already here, and Gwenna’s been baking since early morning.” Hugs and fake kisses were swapped, bonnets removed and skirts swished as they moved to the sitting room.

The cups of tea and cakes began well, with gossip about husbands, their work, the latest fashions, or the newest appliances. The mood started to drift when Louisa’s daughters, Ella and Lucy, aged three and two, became whiny and clung to their mother’s skirts. Bethan considered them spoilt. George had been delighted with his first step-grandchild but didn’t live long enough to enjoy her or meet his next one.

As best they could, they carried the conversation on around the grizzling children. Tillie excused herself once to clean up a spill from Olwen and refresh her nappy. No one asked Bethan about the business, or Elias, and Bethan refrained from sharing a precious letter she had received from Samuel. 

Janetta laid the baby on a blanket on the floor beside her when she’d first arrived and wouldn’t let anyone touch him. Refusing to play with girls, her two-year-old sat in the corner amusing himself with a few marbles and the wooden blocks Janetta pulled out of her excessively large bag. At least he was quiet. After a while, the girls began to poke each other and fidget, demanding their mother’s attention.

“Isn’t motherhood hard work?” Louisa commented to Tillie while trying to extricate her children. “Go outside and play, for goodness’ sake.” But after a pointed glance out the window onto the road frontage and seeing people and carriages passing, she sighed. “No. I’d forgotten, you can’t do that here. Sit over there.” Pulling a couple of cloth dolls out of her bag, she pointed to the hooked rug on the floor.

“Actually, I don’t find it hard at all,” replied Tillie as she watched the girls shoving each other and whispering as they headed towards Billy. “Well, not yet anyway. A little more tiring, maybe, but I’m enjoying watching Olwen develop. She changes so quickly.” Tillie wondered what the girls would do to upset the delicate balance.

“Teach them to be seen and not heard,” advised Janetta. “Children have to learn independence and to amuse themselves, like my Billy,” she said with a smug smile. “Not like some I know.”

Louisa took immediate offence. “What do you mean by that, Miss La-di-da?”

“Whatever you take it to mean, sister dear.” Janetta sipped her tea and selected another dainty from the cake stand. 

After their little outburst, tension simmered between the sisters; Louisa and Janetta were at odds over something. Tillie didn’t quite know what to say to ease the way, and Gwenna bit her lip to stop herself uttering something she would regret. Honestly, sometimes they behaved worse than the children.

Seconds later, a scream from Lucy brought everything to a standstill. She and Ella had been teasing Billy, rolling his marbles away and hiding his blocks, so in retaliation he’d ripped an arm off Lucy’s doll. The mothers began to soothe their respective offspring while the children continued to poke tongues and call each other rude names. Tears fell.

Janetta took her leave first. “Goodbye, Tillie. I hope you do well with your baby. Gwenna, it’s been nice to see you again after so long. I hear you live in Onehunga these days. You must tell me about it some day. I hear it’s frightful. Lovely to see you too, Mam. I wish you would call on me. We could go somewhere and have high tea if you’d like. I can promise it would be peaceful.”

Louisa couldn’t contain herself. “Good riddance to you, Janie Lewis. I’ll not be taking tea with you again until you climb down off your high horse.”

Gwenna came close to spluttering out loud. Louisa was the one who most often sat on her high horse, boasting about all the fancy new things she could purchase, thanks to how well the butchery was doing and the increase in wages Albert had received. Neither of them cared two hoots about Mam; they were too busy trying to outdo each other. But Janetta wasn’t to be outdone.

“I’m surprised you don’t suffer from giddiness with your head so far in the clouds. You’ll come crashing back to earth one day, you’ll see.”

Huffing and puffing, Louisa gathered her two daughters and left in Janetta’s wake. “You’ll regret that comment, Janie Lewis. That you will.” 

“Ta-ta then, girls,” Bethan called from the doorstep, in a strong Welsh accent. “Glad I was to be seeing you. You be good now.”

Tillie and Gwenna burst out laughing. The scowl Louisa had thrown over her shoulder at her mother had been withering, but the girls regretted their mirth when they saw their mam’s face. 

“They don’t set out to be mean,” Tillie consoled her. 

“They are just so wrapped up in themselves and their world, they don’t consider anyone else,” echoed Gwenna. Any thoughts about her birthday: gone.

“Thank you, girls. I know you mean well, but it still hurts to see how they have turned out. Now, let’s get this mess cleaned up.”

Bethan bustled about gathering the used cups and saucers, while Tillie saw to Olwen and Gwenna packed the leftover food into tins. 

A few minutes later, Tillie returned to the kitchen. “Are you staying another night then, Gwennie? You’ve not heard from Johnno, I take it.”

Gwenna stopped, hand hovering in mid-air, and stared in dismay at her sister. For the first time in ages, Johnno had slipped from her mind. She was having so much fun staying with Tom and Tillie, and seeing her mam every day, she’d blocked out her new life, her future life. That same dread feeling she’d experienced before sank into her stomach.

“No. I haven’t. Oh, my goodness, Tillie. I’ve not heard a word. What can it mean?”

Bethan and Tillie were quick to assure her it meant nothing. Maybe Mavis hadn’t noticed the telegram delivery or hadn’t got around to sending one of her own. Maybe Jack had asked Johnno to stay another day.

“There could be dozens of reasons,” said her mam. “Stay the night. You can go home in the daylight, and by the time you get organised, you’ll find Johnno on your doorstep before you know it.”
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When circumstances couldn’t
get any worse

14 April 1900

Gwenna arrived home on Saturday towards the middle of the day and set about preparing the house, opening windows, lighting the fire and making bread. She set the meat she’d bought from the butcher in Karangahape Road to simmer on the range with onion, potato and carrots. The succulent smells made her stomach rumble.

By mid-afternoon, when everything could be left unattended for a while, she walked over to Mavis’s place, hoping to get some milk.

“Gwenna, dear. I was just thinking about you. The hens were busy this morning so I put aside a few eggs. Come in. Sit yourself down.” 

Mavis handed a bag of eggs to her young neighbour. “Thank you,” said Gwenna. “You are so good to me. Is there any chance you might have a little milk to spare too? I couldn’t carry anything else back from town.”

“Of course, dear, of course. Hang on a minute while I find a jar to put it in.”

Mavis bustled around her kitchen until she’d found one and poured in the fresh milk from their house cow. 

“Now tell me the news from Auckland while I put the kettle on.” 

Any news from town was good for gossip, and Mavis laughed over some of baby Olwen’s antics. They sighed together about not being able to attend the Easter Fair, the chrysanthemum show or Pollard’s Opera Company comic opera production, The Geisha. They tutted over the alarming, ongoing news about rats coming ashore off ships arriving from Sydney. Fears they might carry the plague dominated the headlines, but people were assured stringent controls were in place. 

“At least no one’s got sick or died here. I feel for those poor folk over in Australia, with so many dead. Must be a worry, it must.” 

“The papers say they are offering a penny reward for every rat caught,” said Gwenna.

The two women chatted for another ten minutes, relaxed in each other’s company.

“Thanks for the cuppa,” said Gwenna, finishing her tea, “but I can’t stop any longer; I’ve got meat cooking and I’m expecting Johnno home any time now.”

“Have you heard from him, then?”

Gwenna shook her head. “But it doesn’t mean anything. He said he’d be home tonight at the latest.”

Dusk fell, day turned to night in the blink of an eye, and still no sign of Johnno. Gwenna paced the floor, straightened the cutlery on the table set ready for supper, and lifted the lid on the stew pot for the third time in as many minutes. Ignoring her stomach rumbling at the aroma, she refused to eat until she could share the meal with Johnno. She just hoped his father wouldn’t be with him. 

Another hour passed. As the minutes ticked by, she accepted he wouldn’t be coming home that night. She banked up the fire with the last of the coal, lowered the flue damper and went to bed.

Neither she nor the baby rested easy. While the baby kicked and turned, so did Gwenna. 

One minute she needed the blankets, the next she’d kicked them off. She fell into a fitful sleep in the hour approaching dawn and was beset with dreams: the sound of crying in an empty space with a single beam of light breaking the darkness; children laughing and playing Ring a Ring o’ Roses, to be swallowed by the earth when they fell down; a flower seller’s barrow re-forming into a fast-growing wilderness, spreading its tentacles to cover everything in its path – gates, fences, wagons, people.

She woke with a start. A fine layer of sweat covered her face, and her nightdress clung to her. The room felt cold even though the sun was well up. She shivered. After a moment, her brain grasped where she was, and what had disturbed her.

She could hear someone shouting. 

“Where is he?”

Was that Jack’s voice?

“Where’re you hiding him?”

Her skin crawled.

The back door of the kitchen burst open. She scrambled out of bed, grabbed her wrap dress and hurried down the hall doing up buttons as she went.

Jack stood in the middle of the room. He was more dishevelled than usual and she could smell the sweat and dirt from the doorway. Underneath the awful greyish-green greatcoat he always wore, his clothes were filthy and he hadn’t shaved in days, but it was his eyes that set off alarm bells. They were troubled – and red, as though they had grit in them or he hadn’t slept, or both. 

“Where is he?” Jack rasped, his throat dry and rough, but he sounded more annoyed than worried. 

“Johnno? You mean Johnno?” Panic put an edge on her words.

“Who else, you stupid girl?” Jack pulled out a chair and sank into it, lowering his head; he stared at the section of floor between his feet. His hat hung in his hand. 

“He’s not here, if that’s what you think,” she snapped, anger and fear competing for dominance. “He’s supposed to be with you.” 

She stoked up the fire, more for something to do than any other reason. Her hands shook as she filled the kettle and set it on the range, and with every beat of her heart, her uneasiness grew. The disquiet of her dreams added to her anxiety. She couldn’t bring herself to ask the question because she didn’t want to hear the answer.

The kettle boiled and broke the silence that had grown between them. She threw a handful of tea leaves into the pot and poured in the hot water. Turning the teapot around a few times, she tipped the strong, black tea into a mug and banged it on the table in front of Jack, spilling some on the clean tablecloth still set from the night before.

She poured a cup for herself and, holding it in both hands, leaned against the bench as far away from him as possible. Her jaw ached; her throat burned. A convulsive gasp escaped her lips as she took a deep breath; her whole frame shook with the effort not to lose control. She could stand it no longer. Through gritted teeth, she breathed, “When did you see him last?”

Jack’s head shot up at the sound of her voice, as if he’d forgotten she was there, or even where he was. He stared at her, his eyes distant and empty. “Monday. Afore last.”

Two weeks tomorrow. Gwenna gulped in extra air.

“He was here on the Wednesday night before the rain set in. He left first thing the next morning. He said he had to collect a consignment from the wharf.”

Jack nodded. “Aye. It was urgent. I told him to be back by Friday. It was important.”

“So where is he?” She couldn’t hold back any longer. 

Jack turned his head away as if she no longer mattered. “He’s ruined everything, he has. Wait till I get hold of him.” 

Gwenna let her fear and fury out. “You should be worried about your son, not your stupid business. What’s happened to him?” she screamed.

“What are you talking about, woman? Nothing’s happened to him. He’s playing games, that’s all. Trying to cheat me.”

Gwenna couldn’t believe her ears. His son, her Johnno, was missing, and the only thing his father could think about was the money he’d lose. “Johnno would never cheat anyone, you selfish old man,” she seethed. “We need to find him. And if you won’t, then I will.”

She sped down the hall to her bedroom to get dressed. Her hands were shaking so much she struggled to tie the laces on her corset. A minute or two later, she dropped her blouse over her head and fastened her skirt. She was buttoning her shoes when she heard hoof beats.

Her heart lifted – was that Johnno?

Tottering towards the window with one shoe in her hand, her spirits plummeted as she caught sight of Black Jack whipping his horse into a gallop and disappearing down the road in a cloud of dust. 

She was alone again – with no idea how or where to start looking for her husband.
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Coming to terms with reality

––––––––
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Mid-April 1900

Elias mounted his horse and clip-clopped along the back streets past St Benedict’s Church towards the cabinetmakers just off Mt Eden Road, wondering where his life had gone so wrong.

After his father died, Elias felt he owed it to him to carry on the business – in his name: the Hughes name – but he’d failed. Everyone had been against him – his Mam, Charlie, even Hugh, but most of all, that bitch Gwenna. It wasn’t his fault. He’d tried. He really had tried. Between them, they had taken away any control he once had, although he didn’t mention any of that to the stranger at the bar. 

He’d met Thomas Woodman by chance in The Edinburgh Castle roughly six months earlier. He’d gone there to get drunk after another clash with Gwenna. Never mind that her very presence annoyed him, or her talent for making sweets far exceeded his, or that his own mother had turned on him. He hated his life. He hated himself. He felt useless and unworthy and loathed the whole confectionery business. Trade was going downhill, and he had no idea how he was going to stop the slide or improve his life. 

For some time, the sickly sweetness of the sugar boiling had set Elias’s teeth on edge, and his hands and forearms had developed an itchy rash. He’d kept his shirtsleeves rolled down so neither Gwenna nor his mother noticed, but Hugh had, and he offered to take over Elias’s work as well. Damn the man. At least he’d gone, but it had left the business short-handed. Elias had made Gwenna work harder, hoping she’d fail and he could blame losing the business on her. 

She hadn’t failed, but the stupid bitch had got herself pregnant. 

He hadn’t known why Gwenna was so uncharacteristically slow to get started in the mornings and snappy when spoken to, until he’d quizzed Charlie.

The boy was keen to share the news. “Shh. It’s a secret. Don’t tell anyone I told you.” 

The dawning realisation there was nothing he could do to save the business tipped Elias over the edge. He took solace in whatever way he could. He started drinking more heavily. He even resorted to seeking out one or two of those voluptuous women who called out to him as he staggered home late at night, but nothing had provided the answers he sought. 

The more he drank, the angrier he got, and the more he lost his temper. The unfairness of the situation consumed him to the point where he’d even threatened Charlie. Poor kid. He’d done nothing wrong. Except now, after what he, Elias, had done, everyone thought him the worst kind of scoundrel, but it wasn’t his fault. The situation had been against him from the start. No one understood him.

Until that night in the pub. 

Thomas Woodman had understood. “Call me Woody,” the man said. 

“Eli,” he’d responded using a name no one else called him.

“You’ve got to love what you do, lad, to be successful. You should think about selling up.”

“And do what? I’ve a mother who relies on me. And there’s a stepsister and a half-brother.” Elias had shrugged his shoulders, the ones that carried the weight of his conscience, and ordered more ale. As the night wore on, Thomas talked about his love – wood.

“I’ve even got the right name for it – Woodman. Get it?” he laughed. “But a piece of wood talks to you. It tells you what it’s best suited for as soon as you start to work it.” He paused to take a mouthful of his ale and wipe his lips. “But like all business, it’s not always the way you want it. Sometimes you have to make a table or a cabinet the way the customer wants it, but even then, there’s joy in the feel and smell of working a good piece. There’s nothing like a perfectly crafted bit of furniture with a good coat of varnish to bring out the colour.”

Their conversation had haunted Elias, and in the weeks following he sought out the man who would become his liberator. 

“Why don’t you come along to the workshop with me?” said Woody. “I’ll show you what I mean.” 

As soon as the door opened on that early December afternoon and Elias smelt the aroma of fresh wood shavings, something changed within him. Hours passed while he watched and listened as Woody handled a piece of kauri.

“This is real soft wood, so it’s easy to work with.” Thomas rounded the edge to make a circular top for a side table. “But just as easy to make mistakes, too. Look at the colour, see the way the grain flows.” 

He clamped a block of macrocarpa on the workbench and gave the smoothing plane to Elias. “Here, have a go. You’ve got to go with the grain. Just ease it along, lad.”

With the plane resting in his hands the way Thomas showed him, Elias pushed it forward. A thin curl came away and fell, then another, and with each sweep of the plane, the wood seemed to come alive under his fingers. He stopped and ran his hand over the surface, surprised at how sleek it felt. He’d never come across anything like this before, nor felt as emotional. No wonder Woody was so fervent.

––––––––
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“You have the knack, Eli,” said Woody, watching Elias turn the legs of a writing desk. “You’re a natural. I wish you’d come work for me full time.”

As the wood took shape in his hands, Elias allowed himself to envisage how he could do what Thomas – and he – wanted. “I will one day, Woody. I just need a bit more time to work things through.”

During his last conversation with Bethan, he’d almost – almost – told her what he was doing and about his newfound love for wood. She often asked him where he went or what had put him in such a good mood, but so far he’d resisted telling her.

Life with Mam since Gwenna and Charlie had gone was as near perfect as a man could expect. He still filled the regular monthly orders from stock left over after Gwenna’s efforts, which kept the business running for the time being. If he couldn’t match the request, he sometimes got Bethan to make a few varieties, but it couldn’t last much longer. Time was running out. He’d stopped making anything months ago. Not since Hugh had gone, in fact. 

But he was finding he couldn’t do either role justice. He felt like a different person when he was working with the wood – and he was becoming more skilled with every stroke and turn – but he couldn’t get away from the sweet business often enough to practise. He was torn between what he should do and what he wanted to do. 

Thomas understood, and let Elias come and go to suit. He paid him when he’d completed something worth selling, and Elias gave the extra money to Bethan for housekeeping. 

He smiled, content, for now. It was a new feeling. One he had still to come to terms with.

The older man slapped Elias on the back. “Don’t think too hard, or too long. The answers’ll come to you, lad. They always do.”

But Elias couldn’t stop thinking.

Shaking his head to clear his mind of memories, Elias stood up to stretch, ran his fingers through his hair and shook his head to get rid of the sawdust. Bethan was always on at him about his clothes: ‘They’re so dusty. Where do you go to get so mucky?’ but he didn’t care.

Mam would know soon enough. They all would. 

“Here you go, Dad,” said Alice Woodman as she placed the basket on the workbench. “There’s fresh scones this morning. And I brought butter and jam.” She walked over to the wood-burning stove where Thomas burnt the offcuts and moved the kettle into place to boil. 

She came every morning with food for her father, who preferred not to clean up to eat in the house during the day, even though it was but a few steps away. Some days, Woody worked like a demon until his aching body could no longer stand, then he would clean up in the wash house at the back of the workshop, eat his supper early and go to bed. Other days, satisfied with his efforts, he would finish earlier and visit the pub before supper. The Edinburgh Castle, where he’d met Elias, was his favourite. 

“Eli, would you care to wash your hands while I make the tea?” With a small, shy smile, Alice handed him a towel. Ever since Elias had first seen her when she’d come to collect the basket that first afternoon, he’d been smitten. Petite and dark-haired, she stirred a memory of happy times he couldn’t identify, a time in his childhood. 

He was still nervous in Alice’s presence and often stumbled over his words, but then she’d look at him a certain way, and he began to believe she felt as he did.

“Thank you, Alice. I will. Your scones are nice. You’re a good cook.”

Elias didn’t know what had happened to Alice’s mother, but the girl ran the household, doing all the cooking and cleaning. “I’m glad you like them. I made them specially this morning.”

But what Elias liked most was that she liked to spend time in the workshop. Her main task involved sweeping up the ever-accumulating sawdust, but she was a dab hand at the fine finish sanding and loved doing the staining and lacquering. She understood the business inside out.

“You look pretty today, Miss Alice,” said Elias, admiring the trim figure emphasised by the well-cut gored skirt and pleated blouse.

Pulling an apron from the basket and tying it on, she blushed under his gaze. When he still hadn’t moved, she broke a small piece off the side of the freshly baked fruit cake and held it up. He opened his mouth and she popped in it. “That should keep you going for a minute. Now away and wash your hands.”

Her father watched the scene from the other side of the workshop. “Don’t get too keen on him, young Alice.” His eyes stared fixedly beyond the door where Elias had gone. “The boy has problems he needs to work through before he’ll make marriage material.”

She stood on tiptoe and kissed her father on the cheek. “You worry too much, but I love you for it. Now, go wash your hands.”
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Fortune or fate

––––––––
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16 April 1900

“Elias!” yelled his mother, breathless and anxious. “Elias, where have you been? I need you.”

By fortune or fate, he’d arrived back in the yard and was still unsaddling his horse when Bethan rushed outside. 

“You’ve got to help,” she gabbled without preamble. “There’s a telegram from Gwenna and it’s got me fair worried.” The pleading expression on Bethan’s face halted the terse response on the tip of Elias’s tongue. “Will you hitch up the cart and take me to her? Please, Elias, bach. I don’t ask much of you, but I do ask this.”

Not so long ago, he’d not have lifted a finger to help Gwenna in any way, but working with Thomas and meeting Alice had tempered his anger – towards his mother, if no one else.

“What’s she got herself mixed up in?” He continued to groom the horse, moving around the stable area to avoid making eye contact with his mother, while he tried to decide how to answer.

“I don’t know what’s happened. The telegram says: ‘Johnno missing. Desperate to find him. Pains started.’ I’ve got to go to her ... Elias? ... Please?”

The action of grooming reminded him of the effect the plane and sanding had on him. He couldn’t explain why it should be so, but the continual, slow, back and forth movement calmed him and allowed him to think more clearly. If he did this favour for his mother, then she – and Gwenna – would owe him something in return. It might be worth it.

He stopped to stare at Bethan, the brush still in his hand. Moments passed before he grunted ungraciously, “Help me take the cover off.”

Bethan complained the preparations were taking far too long as she rushed about helping him ready the cart, and packing her things and everything she thought she would need for Gwenna. They began their journey with little daylight remaining. 

“What does she mean, Johnno’s missing? And how can she find him if she doesn’t know where he is? And, oh dear, she shouldn’t be having pains yet. She’s not even seven months.”

Bethan chatted away incessantly beside him, but Elias didn’t want to be drawn into any conversation about Gwenna. Not yet. His time would come.

“You won’t travel back tonight in the dark, will you, Elias? I don’t want to worry about you too. You’ll stay, won’t you? At least for a while, until I can find out what’s going on. And what I should do. We might have to bring Gwenna back with us. Oh dear, but then, she might be too far gone. Maybe her neighbour, Mrs Mavis Milligan’s her name, will be a help.”

Elias was amazed his mother could talk so much and barely take a breath. He’d forgotten she could get like this when she was worried. He’d not spent so much time in her company of late. Not for many years. A flicker of regret passed through him for all he’d lost, only to be replaced by exasperation. He hoped he wouldn’t rue his decision. 

With a twitch of impatience at his wild, random thoughts, he shook the reins over the back of the mare, urging her to a faster pace. They arrived at the house a little less than an hour and a half later. 

Partway up the driveway, Bethan clambered down while the cart was still moving. She ran up the front steps and through the door while he drove around the back. With no plans of staying, he didn’t unhitch the horse but led it to the water trough. Leaving the animal to its own devices, he entered the house.

He found Bethan, Gwenna and another woman in the kitchen. He’d not seen Gwenna for months, not since that horror night when he’d lost all sense of anything decent. He’d been appalled when his mother slapped him and he realised what he’d done. Not that he’d let on to them how he felt, but seeing Gwenna now, he was struck by how thin she was, despite being heavily pregnant.

“Um, I should get going,” he said, feeling awkward and out of place, and unsure about the propriety of his being there in the first place. 

“Don’t be silly, Elias,” snapped his mother. “You can’t leave yet. Give me a chance to decide what’s best. Stoke up the fire for me. I might need it. And see if you can find some more coal. Or wood.”

Grateful for something to do, he went back outside. With daylight almost gone, the pitch-black interior of the old shed beside the tank stand revealed little through the half-broken door. He’d need a lamp if he were to find anything useful inside. He could smell coal but had no idea how much was there. Much of the pile of wood stacked along the outside wall was still too green and would smoke, but he picked out the driest logs by weight and smell. 

Going inside again he dumped the logs in the basket, picked up the poker and stirred the embers, adding more fuel as the flames took hold. After a few moments, the fire settled and burned steadily.

Behind him the women were helping Gwenna walk up and down the kitchen, encouraging her to breathe slowly. He didn’t want to be in the room with women doing whatever women did in this situation, so he lit a lamp and took it outside. 

He stroked the horse’s neck and whispered into its ear. “Aye, girl. How ya doing? Better’n me, I bet. I wish it were you that was birthing. I’d know what to do then. I remember helping my da when I was a little fella.” Now his thoughts had taken him back, he opened the box of memories from his youth. Life was great back then, when it was just Mam and Da, and his two giggly sisters. He’d not been quite so happy when Samuel had been born – another boy to steal Da’s attention – but he’d turned out all right in the end. “It’s a silly thing to say after all these years, but I miss my da ...” Elias patted the mare and began to undo the buckles. He’d be here for hours yet and should release the animal from the shafts. “It was my fault. You know that, don’t you. It was my fault Da died ...” Heavy-hearted, he led the horse into the field at the back and let her loose. “It’s never been the same since.”

“Elias? Are you there, Elias?” His mother’s voice reached him from the back door. As he emerged from the darkness, she breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank goodness. For a moment, I thought you’d gone. Come inside. We need to talk.”

“I’ll stay out here.”

The relationship between the two of them had improved in the last few months, but she was still wary of his reactions. So was he. 

“Please, Elias. We need your help.”

Misunderstanding her meaning, he stepped back in alarm. “I want nothing to do with any woman’s work or babies. There’s nothing I can do.”

His mother smiled. “It’s not woman’s work I want you to do, bach. It’s man’s work. Mrs Milligan and I can manage here. What you have to do is far more important.”

Mollified, he followed her up the steps.

Elias listened to Gwenna’s version of events when Black Jack had returned without Johnno, and Mavis’s story about how she’d found Gwenna after seeing Jack leave in such a hurry. 

“It was just as well I came round, it was,” Mavis preened, glad to be involved in something quite shocking. “Young Gwenna here was in such a state. Dishevelled and half-dressed, and determined to go after that man. It took me all my time to stop her. What was she going to do, after all? He was long gone and she on foot. That’s when the first pains started. Well, she obviously couldn’t go anywhere then, could she? So that’s when I sent the telegram to you like she asked.” Despite asking several rhetorical questions, Mavis had not paused long enough for anyone to agree or disagree. Until this trip, Elias had no idea women could talk so much, so quickly. Alice didn’t.

During it all, Gwenna suffered more, but still infrequent pains. 

Bethan reassured her they were still too far apart to be concerned about. “There’s plenty of time yet. Just keep breathing like I said; it’ll help.”

“I’m that scared for him.” Gwenna eyed Elias warily, as uncertain about his presence as he was. “We have to find him. We have to find Johnno.”

“Do you know where Jack was, or who he was meeting?” asked Elias. 

Gwenna shook her head. 

“Or the route Johnno might have taken?” he pressed.

“No. Nothing. South, he said, but he wouldn’t tell me more. Jack had made him promise.” She gazed at Elias, imploring. “But I had a terrible dream last night. I saw Johnno swallowed up by the earth, lying covered in vines and creepers or such like, completely hidden from view. Please, Elias. Find him for me?”

“I can’t promise anything, but I’ll ask around.” 

Elias got up to leave, but Bethan put her hand on his arm. “Wait until morning, son. There’s nothing you can do tonight.” She stood and led him to one side of the room. “And I’d like to take Gwenna home with me in the morning. The baby’s not coming any time soon. Will you let her come and stay, Elias? I can do more for her there than here. Will you?”

Turning his head towards Gwenna – thin, frightened, desolate – she looked a different person to the girl he’d known. And she was visibly wretched. 

“Very well. If it makes you happy.”

* * *
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How Elias managed to control his temper while Bethan and Mavis fussed over how the quilts should be folded on the floor of the cart and where the pillows should be placed so Gwenna wasn’t shaken around too much, he did not know. Eventually, with him driving, Bethan sitting beside him and Gwenna lying in the back, they left for Auckland not long after eight o’clock the next morning. 

Mavis stood at the gate waving them goodbye, disappointed the diverting commotion was leaving her behind.

After a long half hour or so, Elias urged the horse beyond the dawdling pace they had so far maintained. 

“Don’t go so fast,” protested Bethan. “Think of Gwenna.”

How could he not think of her! Bethan never ceased to remind him every few moments about poor Gwenna. For a while last evening, Elias had almost believed his animosity towards her was fading, but his mother was doing a good job of stirring it up again.

“We’ll never get there at this rate,” he snapped. “And since you expect me to go haring off all over the place in search of someone I barely remember and care even less about, then leave me alone.”

By the time they reached North Street, the morning was well advanced. Bethan continued to fuss over Gwenna until even she showed signs of crossness.

“I’m all right, Mam. Honestly, I can walk by myself,” Elias overheard her say as they entered the house, but he wasn’t off the hook yet either. 

“Elias, bring the quilts and cushions inside for me,” Bethan shouted over her shoulder. “And don’t forget our bags,” she added as an afterthought.

Elias unhitched the wagon, fed, groomed and watered his horse, and did as his mother asked. “I’m ’way round to the King’s Arms,” he told her after dumping everything in the middle of the floor. 

“What’re you going there for?” Bethan sounded piqued. “Don’t you want to get on the road? There’s no telling how far Johnno has got.”

Elias took a deep breath. He didn’t want to argue with his mother, but his patience was wearing thin. And he wanted to see Alice before he went anywhere. “Don’t you think I know that?” he snapped in a much sharper and louder voice than necessary. “But there’s no point in riding off willy-nilly. I need some clues about Jack Jones and his business dealings, or who his associates are, before I head off.” 

Elias saw the alarm in Bethan’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Elias. Of course, you know what’s best,” she soothed, still wary of the bad-tempered brute of a few months ago. 

“Yes. I. Do.” He turned on his heel and left in case he said anything that might upset their fragile relationship.

––––––––
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Alice did not offer him the solace he’d hoped for. Quite the opposite. Feeling as confused and out of sorts as when he’d left home, he needed to drown a few sorrows before heading off on a journey he didn’t want to undertake.

Tuesday lunchtime was not the greatest time to catch men idling at the pub. Elias started with the King’s Head at the bottom end of France Street but drew a blank, so he headed towards the Newton Hotel, his nearest local, on the corner of East Street. While having a half-pint of ale and picking up another comment to add to his list, he briefly considered going into the Naval and Family Hotel on the corner of Pitt Street but decided Black Jack was unlikely to have frequented it. The pub was too new and too well known, so he headed further east along Karangahape Road to the Star Hotel, near the corner of Newton Road. This end of the road had a reputation for being a bit rough and the perfect setting for some of the money-lending dealings Black Jack got into. 

And he was right.

It cost him a few bob to get the rest of the information he needed, but Elias walked out of there with knowledge, if not comfort. 
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On the road to discovery

––––––––
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17 April 1900

Elias did not linger when he returned to North Street to gather his belongings and the food Bethan had prepared. 

“Gwenna’s resting,” said Bethan, helping him pack the saddlebags. “Her pains have stopped for now, but hurry, Elias. Do your best. She is fair grieving and it’s not helping matters.”

With only a few hours of daylight left, Elias made his way south, following the Great South Road. Along the way, he counted on meeting people who could add to the information he’d already gathered. He didn’t fancy going to some of the remoter places without good reason.

The busy road resounded with the scrunching of wood and metal rolling along the dusty road. Voices called out in greeting, bullocks and horses snorted and snickered, and cyclists rang their bells in warning. The noise of the traffic and rattling farm machinery passing the milestones, heading whichever way their destination took them, sounded louder than normal and stretched his nerves as he rode along. 

He was eager to get further south, beyond the towns and into the rolling hills and farmland, where he could hear the wind rustling the trees and the birds singing above the clip-clop of his horse’s hooves. In the meantime, Elias cast his eyes across everyone travelling towards Auckland, looking for other traders who might help him.

“Have you seen Jack Jones’s wagon?” he called out a few times.

“Not lately.” Or “Can’t remember when,” came most of the replies. 

“What you want with that no-gooder?” asked one, and another told him, “You’ll want nowt to do with ’im.”

With the reins loose in his hands, Elias let his horse amble its way along the road. If he got a move on, he could make Papatoetoe or even Manurewa before it was too dark, but the more he thought about it, the more he decided against it. He might well have another hour or so of twilight beyond Otahuhu, but he would not have anywhere decent to stay or get a drink. And he needed a drink. 

The two-storey Star Hotel in Otahuhu was as unlike its namesake in Newton Road as possible, and much grander. The place was busy and well lit up when he arrived, but Henry Syms, the obliging landlord, soon found him a room and led him up the staircase. Its ornately carved banister attracted Elias’s newly trained eye for quality workmanship, and he stopped to admire it before being shown into a fresh and commodious bedroom.

After arranging with Henry to have his horse stabled, he dropped his saddlebags on the floor. Pulling his shirt off over his head, Elias threw it across the bed and eased the creaks from his body. It had been a long day. Tipping water from the ewer into the matching bowl, he washed the dirt off his face, neck and hands, and pulled on a clean shirt. He would enjoy himself tonight – he might not have the opportunity to sleep in such salubrious surroundings on the road ahead.

Back in the bar, buzzing with chatter and the clink of glasses, he ordered a cold ale to quench his thirst and a whisky to boost his spirits. What he’d heard about Black Jack so far didn’t bode well. The man had a dirty reputation for being mean-spirited and hard-nosed when it came to charging interest on his loans and getting his money back. 

Jack exploited the weaknesses of running a small business in isolated rural areas. Local storekeepers in need of new or specific goods to attract customers often ordered goods before they had the money to pay for them. Jack’s game was to lend them the money for the supplies he delivered, add on his delivery costs, then he charged huge amounts of interest, increasing daily if they couldn’t pay on time. Sometimes, Jack bought the goods in advance, paying the supplier with his own money, so the store owner was entirely beholden. Many later discovered, to their despair, they were paying interest only and none of the principal. 

His dealings with men trying to make business ends meet were bad enough, but lately, Elias had heard of cases where Jack had picked on struggling widows. 

He lent the women a few pennies for food or heating supplies in exchange for a bill of sale over an item of furniture and charged hefty interest on the money, increasing monthly. Word and anger spread, and Jack was openly scorned. In retaliation, Jack cancelled the loans and called them in, charging interest by the day until either someone paid him off or he seized the furniture, leaving the widows further bereft. 

While waiting for his second ale to be poured Elias gazed around the room. He spotted Robert Kernow, a carrier he’d sometimes used, sitting with a couple of men Elias didn’t know.

“Hello, Bob,” Elias said, after making his way through the crowd. “Do you mind if I join you?”

The last time the two of them had spoken Elias had been less than friendly. He assumed the man would not hold it against him. A faint frown crossed Robert’s face as Elias extended his hand. “No hard feelings, I hope.”

Whatever thoughts Bob had, they faded from his face as he shook Elias’s outstretched hand. “Sit down, lad,” he smiled, and made the introductions. “This is Fred and Dave. Which way are you headed?”

“Towards Pokeno.”

Fred extended a hand in greeting. “Got a wagon with you?” 

“Not this time. Just my horse.”

“Business or pleasure?” Bob indicated Elias should pull up a chair.

“A bit of both. Got some messages to deliver and looking out for fresh business while I’m at it,” said Elias.

“Well, watch yourself. Weather’s been bad down that way.”

“’Tis true,” said Fred. “I heard there were a terrible storm in Thames a week or so back. Streets flooded at the Shortland end, and some houses in Richmond Street, and all thanks to that revolting Noke Noke Creek overflowing. It fair stinks, I can tell you. A man’d take his life in his hands trying to get through it. It’s right treacherous. And this road’s not much better. All ruts and mud.”

The men shared their views on the general quality of the roads and streets found in most small towns: lack of drainage, the appalling conditions of the creeks and streams filled up with debris and effluent, and the health risks it caused.

“The council should do something about it,” said Dave, thumping the table. “It’s just not good enough.”

“Yeah, but where’s the money coming from?” argued Fred.

The talk of councils and government, and how useless they all were, drifted to plans for the Plague Hospital in Auckland.

“They want to build it in the Auckland Domain. Of all places!” said Bob. “The locals won’t have it, I tell you. They’ll win the day, you mark my words.”

“But what if it strikes here like it has across the Tasman?” asked Fred. “I’ve been reading how widespread it’s become in Australia. Hundreds of deaths.”

“It won’t get here. Don’t think about it,” dismissed Bob, changing the subject. “This here war against the Boers in South Africa is something to think about, though.”

The only thought Elias had given the war, even though it was constantly in the papers, was that Hugh’s absence was proving a greater loss than Elias had first thought. For all the difficulties they’d had, Hugh was a master, well versed in the sugar business, as well as a good worker. Maybe he’d come back after his year was up and Elias could get out of the whole sticky business.

“Of course we should have gone,” said Bob, determined not to be swayed by any doubts about the wisdom of New Zealanders being killed in a war that had nothing to do with them. “Aren’t we bound to Britain, like Seddon says, for our own security? We’re like a Britain of the South. If England goes, we go. It’ll be over by the end of the year.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it. We’ve already sent five contingents over there,” argued Fred. “The last one left a few weeks ago. And there’s plans to send more.”

“Won’t be needed, I reckon,” said Dave. “After all, how many troops does it take to defeat a bunch of Dutch farmers anyway?”

Not having much interest in the war discussion raging on around him, Elias let his thoughts drift towards Alice, and he almost missed what Fred was saying. 

“It’s about time they introduced that Money-Lenders Bill they’ve been talking about to curb those greedy shent-per-shent men,” said Dave. “It sickens me what they get away with.”

Keen to keep them on the subject, Elias ordered another round of ale. It would be worth the expense if he could pick up some useful information. “Do you know of anyone getting caught?”

“Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do. It were my brother’s wife’s sister. She got cheated by that black-hearted swindler, Jack Jones.”

It didn’t take much persuasion for Dave to elaborate on the story, and it differed little from the stories Elias had already been told about how Jack preyed on his victims. And, it seemed, he was adding more women to his list on a regular basis.

“I’ll take to him with my bare hands if I ever get hold of him. As if it’s not bad enough, she’d lost her husband, but then to lose everything she owns to the likes of him is beyond bearing.”

“He’s not worth the risk,” said Fred. “You’d swing if you did him any harm, even if he is a scoundrel.”

“I know. I know.” Dave pointed his finger. “But do you know how much interest he charged her? Thirty-three per cent! Payable monthly, and she still hadn’t paid any principal off. He waited three months before he took the lot. Miserable bastard. I’d kill him, I would. Risk or no risk. If it would make any difference, but it’s too late ... too late.” Dave fell silent and swallowed the rest of his beer in one go. 

“Does anyone know where I could find Jack Jones?” 

Elias’s question surprised Bob. “Why on earth would you want to do that?” 

“Business reasons,” shrugged Elias. He didn’t want to mention Johnno if he could avoid it, in case he implicated the boy. Not that he cared much either way, but Bethan was adamant Johnno was nothing like his father and needed saving – both from himself and from his father – but mostly for Gwenna.

Gwenna ... what was it about that girl that irritated him so much? She was good-looking in her own way, pretty even. Her mastery of the trade was without doubt, and she had been more than a kind stepdaughter to Mam. She worked hard and was willing, but she brought the worst out in him ...

Nobody had seen Jack. The men continued to harangue each other for a while longer, but soon the conversation turned to the prices at the auctions and the saleyards, none of which interested Elias.

“You’ll have to excuse me, gentlemen. I’ve an early start in the morning.”

“Would you care to stay for a game or two of cards?” Bob invited. 

“No, thanks.” Elias pushed his chair back and got to his feet.

“Well, take care as you go, lad,” said Fred. “Something went over the edge along the Razorback a while ago.”

Elias promptly sat down again, a bad feeling sending a shiver down his spine. “Where exactly?” Maybe he still had a chance to pick up a clue. 

“It was on the steep part; you’ll know it – on the bend,” said Fred. “I wouldn’t have noticed except it was muddy after the deluge and I moved closer to the verge for a while to get away from the ruts. I saw gouge marks where the grass had been flattened, and bits of the edge had broken away. 

“When I got onto the straight further along I stopped and walked back. I tried to see into the bush, but I couldn’t see nowt beyond a few broken branches, and it were too steep for me to try and scramble down. Whatever it was has gone now.”

“And when did you say it happened?” Elias prompted Fred to tell him more, taking care not to sound too eager. 

“A week or two maybe, going by the damage.” Fred shrugged. “It wouldn’t have been easy to spot. Not on the bend like that. Watch out for those ruts. They’re bad. Maybe it was nothing. Just take care.”

Elias thanked Fred and said another goodnight to the others. As he was leaving he turned. “Do any of you know anything about a Johnno Jones?”

“Ya mean Black Jack’s son?” asked Dave. 

“Is he?” Elias pretended not to know. “That’s a pity. I was told he’d be a good lad to take on for driving. I’ve been doing it myself, but it takes me away from the business too much. I need someone while my worker is overseas with this war.”

“How Johnno turned out a good ’un is beyond my understanding,” said Dave. “But the lad’s all right. He used to do deliveries for his father. He’s worth talking to.”

“Thanks for the help. Any idea where I might find him?”

“Haven’t seen him in a while, come to think of it. Not for a month or so.”

No one else at the table had seen him either. 

Elias bid them a final goodnight and left.
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A day of reckoning
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18 April 1900

Elias swallowed a large bowl of porridge swimming in creamy milk and washed down with two cups of tea. After saying his thank yous to the cook for the additional breads, cold meats and cheese he’d ordered for the road, he headed for the stables.

The early morning sun on his back was a treat at this time of the year, and he kicked his mare into a steady trot. The sooner he reached the spot on the Razorback Fred had described, the better. Elias wanted to see the damage for himself. It might be nothing, but he had his suspicions he might find something more sinister. 

The roughly twenty-mile journey would take well over two hours, at best, with the long climb up the Bombay Hills and along the winding Razorback. If he found nothing, his journey ahead would be much longer. He groaned at the thought. He was not used to riding long distances, and he could feel the muscles in his legs aching before he’d begun. Elias started to plan where he would stop for the night long before he’d reached the hills.

To distract himself, he let his thoughts dwell on the conversation he’d had with Alice before he’d left. “What should I do, Alice?” He explained his problem, anticipating she would tell him not to go. “I mean, I don’t even know this lad. I’ve not seen him in years and don’t think I would recognise him now if I did meet him. And for all I know, he could be on legitimate business and already back with his father. I’m not at all keen to go interfering.”

“That may be so, but your mam and your sister ...” Alice put her hand up to stop him interrupting before he could correct her and say ‘stepsister’. In his mind, calling Gwenna ‘stepsister’ had put her one place removed from him, and not a real part of the family. “Stop it,” said Alice. “For goodness’ sake, Eli. By law, by time and by all that is right, she is still your sister. You’ve got to stop thinking any differently.”

Elias sighed. “You’re too soft-hearted by far.” 

Alice smiled, and put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You know I’m right. Now, as I was saying, your mam and Gwenna have asked you to find Johnno. That’s all you need to know. Your family has turned to you to help them in a time of need. How could you not do as they ask?”

He didn’t know what to think any more. For so many years he’d lived by his own rules and considered behaviour showing any kind of sentiment as a sign of weakness – and a successful business couldn’t afford to have a weak man at its helm. He needed to be strong, resolute, even hard-hearted, to be a man. Except in the back of his mind niggled the realisation he wasn’t a successful businessman in any way. Whatever the reasons, he had failed. 

But how could he admit such a thing, especially to Alice?

These uncomfortable notions did nothing to settle his mind, or help him feel in control. Somehow, he’d let himself be bullied into searching for Johnno. It wasn’t something he wanted to do – and there was one reason why he would.

“Would you go if I asked you?” asked Alice.

“Of course, I would,” he’d replied. “I’d do anything for you. You know that.”

“Then go. Not because of me, but because your mam asked you. Because Gwenna asked. And if all is well, nothing is lost, and if all is not well and you can save the day, then you will be the hero.”

And, he admitted, because a creeping suspicion of something not being quite right had settled awkwardly in his gut. 

He kicked his horse into a canter. The rolling green hills dotted with sheep and cattle, and the darker hues of the bush backdrop flashed past. Elias found the sight of them much more enjoyable than either the busy city and its crammed-in buildings or the sad little towns, many still with makeshift living quarters. 

With the hills approaching, he slowed the mare to a walk, wriggled in the saddle and stood in the stirrups trying to stretch his knees and ease his aching muscles. He pushed on nevertheless. Suspense rising, he urged the animal into a fast walk. 

At the top of the Bombays, Elias dismounted and loosened the girth. The view was stunning, stretching all the way back to Auckland, and in the far distance, he could make out the hazy shape of Rangitoto Island in the gulf. 

He breathed in the air, smelling of the newly turned soil from the market garden harvests, the fresh fragrance of the karapapa with its clusters of red berries hiding somewhere in the undergrowth, and the flowers of cabbage trees standing tall and alone. Taking the food from his saddlebags, he sat on the ground and a feeling of peace dropped over him.

He and Hugh had travelled this road with the wagon when supplying goods to the Franklin area, but they’d never stopped. He’d always pushed to keep going to the pub at Tuakau for the night. Elias found traipsing around the small towns and villages plying their wares, selling a little bit here and there and drumming up new business, tedious in the extreme. He’d not been down this way since Hugh’s last trip, which was one of the reasons the business wasn’t doing so well.

Taking a bite from the fresh-made bread and breaking off a piece of cheese, Elias watched the stream of passing traffic – people walking, several riders, a few cyclists and an assortment of wagons, coaches and drays travelling at various speeds. He waved to a few as they passed, but he’d never made friends with any of the carters. In fact, he had no one he could truly call a friend. He had drinking mates, and he had Woody – the only person who knew his secret – but no close friends.

From the beginning, Elias had found settling into a new country more of a challenge than the girls. Aged eighteen when the family had arrived, and still angry with his mother for marrying George less than a year earlier, Elias had resented working for his stepfather. Even though, he now admitted – at least, to himself – George had been a reasonable man who could have taught him a lot more if only Elias had listened. George had been a good confectioner and a genial businessman who nurtured his clients. Something Elias had not mastered, which served to increase his hostility and ensured people kept their distance. 

His bad feelings extended beyond Bethan and George to include his younger sisters, who fell in love with the sunshine and lifestyle and soon made friends among the ladies’ groups and church community when Elias couldn’t. Even Gwenna and Sam had their schoolfriends, but his lot was working in an adult world, trapped halfway between boy and man. His isolation grew when Charlie was born. He took it as an insult, but Alice had made him see it wasn’t Charlie’s fault. 

All his brooding of late was getting on his nerves. The one thing he wanted from life was to be like his father, but when boiled down, there were so many things he couldn’t remember about his father. His memories were blurred and damaged. His image of his father was near perfect, but Bethan often said George was the better sweet maker and businessman. Now Elias didn’t know what he wanted – except he didn’t want to be a confectioner.

“Elias. Is that you?” A voice called from behind. 

He scrambled to his feet and turned around to greet Joe Miller. “Hello, Joe. Good to see you again. What’s the latest?” Admiring the two beautifully matched dray horses pulling the delivery cart, Elias stood by their heads and stroked them.

“There’s been an accident along Razorback and they need extra hands,” explained Joe. “I’m on my way back to Auckland with this load so couldn’t stop.”

Elias felt an invisible finger creep down his spine. “I was just heading that way. What happened?” 

“Two delivery vans passing each other on that tricky corner. You know the one. One went over,” Joe said. “It’s not looking good. I’ll send the doc with his cart.”

Elias knew it had to be the same corner Fred had talked about last night. “Righto, Joe. I’ll get a move on and see what I can do.” 

The men parted company, promising to catch up at the King’s Arms next week. Elias had stuffed his things in the saddlebags, tightened the girth, mounted and headed south before Joe’s wagon was out of sight. 

In a hurry now, he kicked his horse into a canter and, not long after, arrived at the scene where a delivery wagon, a private carriage and two riderless horses stood. 

Elias dismounted and ran towards the men. “I was told you need extra hands. What’s happened?”

“Don’t know for sure,” said the first man. “I arrived after it happened, but I’m told a downhill vehicle collided with an uphill vehicle on the bend.”

The second man said, “The driver going down said the man swerved to avoid him on the corner and the wheels went over. They’re down there somewhere,” he gestured. “The whole lot – horse, wagon and driver.” 

“What can I do?” 

“Ask the fella standing over there.” He nodded to a well-dressed man peering into the gully.

In a few strides, Elias covered the distance to stand beside the man, whom he suspected belonged to the private carriage. Elias could see broken branches and crushed greenery swept aside in a swathe, and the rear end of a delivery wagon which, miraculously, was still upright. 

“Who needs a hand?” he asked.

The deep ruts in the road Fred had told him about were clearly visible, and dangerous. Less visible, and with fresh tracks over the top, were the lines of wheels going over the verge – just as Fred had described. Whether the first cart had gone down the bank or just skidded over the edge, Elias couldn’t decide. Movement off to one side attracted his eye. 

“The man down there said he’d need a hand to get the driver up,” replied the smartly dressed man, pointing. 

Adrenalin pumping, Elias pulled his jacket off and began to edge his way down the steep bank, careful to test foot- and handholds as he went. Once he was level with the vehicle, the ground evened out and was nowhere near as steep. Elias could stand more or less normally. He could see the shafts of the van had snapped, and the horse, with an obviously broken leg, had been put out of its misery. Somebody had chocked the wheels. 

“Hello?” Elias called. “Where’s the driver?”

“Over here.” 

Clambering around the dead horse, Elias found a man seated on the ground, leaning against a tree trunk. 

“Where are you hurt?” asked Elias, crouching beside him, casting an eye over the injuries.

The man nursed one arm. His face and hands were covered in scratches, and a blood-soaked shirt bound one leg. “Dislocated shoulder probably,” the stranger answered. “The gash will need proper patching but I’ll live.” He gave the bush above him the once-over. “Don’t think I can climb out, though.”

Elias’s eyes followed the man’s gaze up the slope but could see little. A bit of blue sky through the canopy, and the climb appeared a lot steeper going up than coming down. 

“We’ll figure out a way,” said Elias. “Is there anyone else down here to help us?”

“Yeah, one fella further down. Something went over before me. He’s gone to investigate.”

Elias felt the now-familiar feeling creeping down his spine. “Wait here,” he said needlessly. 

He found the other man standing near a wagon. It lay on one sideboard, exposing the axle, the shafts pointing uphill. A few boxes lay scattered around, but at first glance nothing else. No horses, no driver, nothing to explain what it was doing there.

“Name’s Eli,” he said, extending his hand. “I was sent down to help with the injured man.”

“Bill,” came the reply, as they shook hands. “Thanks. I came straight down as soon as I saw the man go over. Did you see him?”

Elias nodded. “He’s not bad, considering. I gather it’s your shirt binding his leg.”

“Yeah. He’s lucky. Injuries could’ve been much worse.”

Elias pointed to the overturned dray in front of him. “What’s this?” he asked, hoping for a different answer to the one he expected. 

Bill removed his cap and scratched his head. “Beats me. I can’t figure out how it got here.”

“Can we turn it upright?” Elias scanned the ground and up the bank behind him. “Might be easier to drag it out that way. It doesn’t look too badly damaged.”

“Odd that, don’t you think?” said Bill, putting his cap back on. 

Elias twitched his nose. “Do you smell anything?”

“It’ll be damp ground and a bit of rotting vegetation somewhere, I expect.” Bill headed to the front of the wagon. “Righto, let’s see what’s what.”

Clambering over a few broken branches and low bushes to the other side of the shafts, Bill selected some sturdy branches, one strong enough to use as a lever and another to act as a fulcrum. He jammed one branch into place and raised the front end while Elias jammed a wedge under it.

“Phwaw, something’s fair rotten around here,” said Bill, wrinkling his nose. “Let’s do the same at the back.”

They moved towards the rear end, but the sight greeting them had both men gagging within moments. Sticking out from under the wagon were the lower legs and one hand of a male body grotesquely bloated, blackened and crawling with insects. 

Covering their noses and mouths with the crook of their elbows, they made their way uphill again, as far away from the foul cadaver as they could. Collapsing to the ground next to the injured driver, they gasped for fresh air. 

“Oh my God! Who’s that?” panted Bill, lying spread-eagled.

Elias sat, knees raised, his arms folded across the top, shaking inside like a blancmange. His mind flooded with memories of the accident that killed his father all those years ago. He ran his fingers through his hair, wiped his face, trying to wipe away the horror, but the image stayed with him.

“I’ve a good idea who it might be, unfortunately,” wheezed Elias, turning shades of pale. “The name on the wagon gives it away.” He hoped it would be Black Jack; his gut feeling told him it would be Johnno, since Gwenna had said he was driving it, but Elias kept that piece of information to himself.

“You talking about Black Jack Jones?” 

Elias had almost forgotten the injured driver. “I am. Why? Do you know something?” 

“Nothing exactly,” he began, easing his back against the tree and wincing with the movement.

Bill sat up, interested in the stranger’s answer. “There’s something not quite right about the whole thing, that’s for sure.”

“I’ve heard rumours.”

“About what?” Suspicion festered in Elias’s mind. He rubbed his hands through his hair again.

The injured man stared at them, pain clouding his eyes. “Do ya think you could get me out of here before we start worryin’ about rumours and dead men?” 

Apologising, both men scrambled to their feet.

“I’m Eli, by the way, and you are ...?”

“Dan. Dan Davies,” he grunted. “Pardon me for not shaking ya hand.”

Bill and Elias discussed what they would need and how many men they could rally to help.

“Get a move on then, lad,” said Bill. “Up you go.” 

As Elias headed up the bank he turned to the injured driver. “Sorry, Dan. It’ll be a bit of a rough ride, nem’mind how we do it.” 

Dan nodded grimly.

Deep in conversation, the group hadn’t noticed Elias as he climbed over the bank and onto the roadway. “What’s everyone doing?” he called, seeing a queue of traffic forming and more men milling around.

“We’re trying to get enough hands together to bring the cart up.” The suited man was enjoying his role as self-imposed leader without having to lift a finger. 

Elias didn’t rise to the bait. “Good. The wheels are chocked so it won’t fall further. And Jack Jones’s dray is down there too.” He decided not to tell them about the body – he didn’t want anyone distracted from the task at hand. He’d much rather the police handled the whole affair, but the scene haunted him, and he struggled to make sense of what had happened. “Let’s get the driver of this cart out before we think about anything else. He can’t walk.”

The second of the two riders was the first to move away from the group. “What do you need?” 

Within minutes, Elias was climbing back down the bank with the equipment he’d gathered. Bill grabbed the machete, lopped off two long branches and two cross branches and created a makeshift litter by lacing a blanket to the poles with the bailing twine. Elias attached rope to both stretcher poles and took another trip to the top with the other ends.

Bill removed Dan’s belt and tied it around his arm and shoulder. “That should hold it for a bit, I hope. Better than having it flop around, anyway.”

While Bill was strapping Dan, Elias came back with two more men. Elias and Bill took the front end of the stretcher and the two strangers the back. Those at the top would pull the rope.

It was tough work. His muscles strained, sweat poured from his brow and his stomach churned. Elias was sure he could smell the stench of rotting flesh. Busy as he was, the further they moved up the bank, away from Jack’s wagon, the more Elias’s thoughts returned to the body lying a matter of yards away. There was nothing recognisable about the parts he’d seen, even for someone who knew the man. And he hoped he was wrong – that it wasn’t Johnno – but there was no way he’d go anywhere near the remains to check.

After several stops and starts, the stretcher crew crept closer to the crest. The ropes were doing their job now and had taken the strain. Dan gritted his teeth in an effort not to call out at every jolt, complaining his body was on fire, but one particularly heavy jarring was more than he could bear and he screamed in agony. 

As soon as they were within reach, many hands reached out to help lift Dan onto the roadway. The four carriers followed and slumped to the ground to regain their breath. While everyone was discussing what to do next, a four-wheeled cart appeared over the brow of the hill. 

“Great timing. Joe Miller said he’d send someone,” said Elias.

“Glad to see you, Doc,” said Bill shaking hands with the man. 

After a quick examination, the doctor asked for help to transfer Dan into his cart and, with thanks to the rescuers, he trotted off the way he had come.

With the rescue complete and the danger over, people were keen to get away. 

The suited man was the first to leave. “Well done, everyone. The rescue went quite satisfactorily, I feel, but I must be on my way. I’ve a meeting in Auckland and I’ve wasted enough time. Good day to you all.” He tipped his hat, climbed into his carriage and with a click-click of his tongue set his horse moving.

Before anyone else could follow the man’s lead, Bill tied a rope across the road, blocking the passage for the queue of vehicles. “Right. I’m not leaving until that van is back on the road, too. Who’s gonna help?” 

To speed up their departure, several people offered and it was all hands to the rope. Bill and Elias elected to head down into the bush yet another time. They emptied the goods out to be dealt with later, unharnessed the dead horse, dismantled what was left of the shafts and attached the rope to the axle. Bit by bit, as the men on the road took the strain of the rope and Bill and Elias chocked the wheels as they progressed, the vehicle jerked its way to the top. The toughest part was getting it over the edge and safely lodged out of the way of passing traffic.

All the while, Elias kept thinking about Jack Jones’s wagon still lying at the bottom of the gully, and who would collect the body – and, more to the point, how he would tell Gwenna.

After hearty congratulations all round, slaps on the backs and calls to get moving, the newcomers made their farewells, happy to have played a minor role. 

Bill, Elias and the two riders who’d been first on the scene were the only ones left. They stood watching while the traffic recommenced its journey, kicking up dust as it went.

“We can tell the authorities about this if you like,” the first man said, sounding a little too keen to Elias, suspicious even. “We’re heading towards Papakura.” 

There was something about him Elias didn’t trust. “That’s not necessary,” he said, wondering what the man was so keen to tell the police. “I’m sure Joe Miller would have reported it already, since he sent the doctor.”

“And if he hasn’t, then I will,” said Bill. “It was because of me it happened in the first place. I’ll go see them anyway.” 

“Fair enough,” replied the second man. Eager to get away, he nudged his companion. 

The four men shook hands, thanking each other for their help. 

“Before I go,” said the first man, “you said there’s another wagon still down there? Are you going to haul that out too?” 

Bill nodded. “No. Not me. I’ll report it to the authorities. They can deal with it.”

The man turned to Elias and squinted. “What’s the story there? You seemed to know who it belonged to.” 

“Can’t say as I knew him.” Only then did Elias remember he’d not spoken to Dan again after they’d brought him up the bank. “The name was written on the side.”

“Nothing to tell,” said Bill, knowing there was indeed more but choosing not to say anything. “I’d say it’s been down there a long time.”

Within minutes of the two riders leaving, the dust from their horses’ hooves still hovering in the air, Elias was also keen to get away. “I’m off too.”

Bill put a hand on Elias’ shoulder. “Wait up a bit, lad. You seem to know a lot more about that wagon than you’re letting on. There’s something not right about it, and I want to know what it is.”

Elias shook his head. “I don’t know anything more than you. All I know is, Jack Jones’s wagon went missing a couple of weeks back.”

“So, where are you off to in such a hurry?”

“Chasing rumours.”
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Should he, shouldn’t he?

––––––––
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18 April 1900

Elias had no doubt Dan Davies knew something. He kicked himself for not checking where they would take Dan, or asking where the man lived. The signage on the rescued delivery van said Pokeno General Store, which seemed as good a place as any to start asking questions. It was no more than an hour’s ride away.

For a few moments, as he trotted down the road, Elias wondered if his journey was over. He’d been sent to find Johnno. Instead, he’d found Jack Jones’s wagon and a body. 

Gwenna said Johnno had driven off in the cart on the Thursday before Easter. Jack hadn’t seen him since the Monday before that. The boy had been missing for at least ten days, and Jack’s wagon now lay at the bottom of the gully. 

Elias hoped against hope that Jack had caught up with Johnno on that Sunday when he’d galloped away from the house – and that Jack had been driving when it went over – but Elias struggled to convince himself such a miracle had happened. His gut feeling told him the grisly remains would be identified as Johnno’s, never mind how many times he tried to rewrite the scene in his head. 

Maybe he should take the easy way out now – go home, and forget about the whole business. He felt sick at the thought of it all, but who was he kidding? Telling Gwenna and Bethan he’d found a rotting body he thought was Johnno’s was hardly the easy way out. In fact, he hoped he wouldn’t have to tell them at all. He hoped the authorities would get there first. It wouldn’t take the police long to put two and two together. They’d soon be knocking on the door of Jack’s house in Onehunga, and learn that Gwenna was married to the son. Mavis Milligan, if no one else, would be sure to tell them.

“Stop being a coward, Elias Hughes,” he said out loud as he urged his horse into a canter. All he had was rumour and speculation. He needed to be sure of his facts, to know what had happened before he said anything to anyone. The question was: where should he start?

If he went south to Mercer, or west through the small settlements of Franklin, searching for a solution, he could be away for weeks – if he could get anyone to tell a stranger anything. If he returned to Auckland, Dan might be more forthcoming; he owed Elias a debt of gratitude. Or he could leave the whole sorry affair to the police. Except the tingle that crept down his spine at the mention of Jack Jones remained.

Indecision weighed heavily on his shoulders. 

In Auckland, he would have to face Gwenna.

––––––––
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The dairy-farming town of Pokeno held little interest for him. While its monthly sales brought people from all around the district, the main sources of employment were the creamery, the railway station, where the post and telegraph offices were, and at William Dean’s flax mill. Although it had three churches, a town hall and a school, there was little else of note for travellers – apart from the general store. He didn’t expect the storekeeper to recall his name. All the confectionery was sold under the G Price & Family brand, and Hugh had done the deliveries.

“Good afternoon,” said Elias to the man behind the counter. “My name is Elias Hughes.”

“Brown. James Brown.” The storekeeper extended his hand. “And how can I help you?”

“Do you know a man by the name of Dan Davies?”

“I do, aye. What’s Dan been up to this time?” he chuckled.

“He’s had a bit of an accident.” 

Elias proceeded to explain to James Brown what had happened at the top of the Razorback, and where he’d find his goods and the damaged, but movable delivery vehicle.

“Thank you for telling me. I’d better get it seen to right away,” said James, untying his long white apron and calling for his wife to take over the store. 

Mr Brown, Elias learnt, was a member of the local road board, a piece of information that might be of use, even if Elias couldn’t yet see how.

“That corner is treacherous,” said Mr Brown. “It’s been giving us cause for concern for a while. I guess we’ll have to look into it more thoroughly after this.”

Elias wasn’t sure anyone should be ferreting around while Jack’s wagon was still in the bush – not until the police turned up – but he didn’t say anything. It wasn’t any of his business.

“Before you go, can you tell me where Dan lives, or where I might find any of his acquaintances?”

James Brown’s face darkened. “I can tell you where he lives, but his acquaintances are people I would prefer not to know. Davies is my odd-job driver. Ask at the Mercer pub. They might be able to help you better. Here.” James scribbled Dan’s address on a scrap of paper and handed it to Elias.

Elias thanked him, and was about to leave when another question popped into his mind. “Do you employ other carriers sometimes then?” 

James Brown confirmed he did. 

“Any chance you know Jack Jones?”

If Elias thought James Brown’s reaction to Dan’s friends was uncompromising, his response to the name Jack Jones was downright hostile. 

“I have nothing whatsoever to do with that man. He is despicable beyond words and is banned from entering these premises. Now, if you’ll excuse me ...”

Outside on the verandah, Elias weighed up his options. He was no closer to finding Dan’s friends, nor learning what any of them might have heard about Black Jack or the accident. Someone definitely knew something. Bill had been adamant. Given the angle of the wagon, the lack of damage and the way the body lay face down underneath the tail end, Bill swore he’d not been alone at the time.

* * *
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Elias glanced at his fob watch: three-thirty. He sighed with relief. It was too late to travel far and he could delay his return home for another day without any remorse. He remounted and turned his horse towards Tuakau, the town he liked best in this area. A smile creased his face. The Tuakau tavern attracted travellers from every direction.

Back in the 1840s, when the place had a vibrant flax-milling industry – long before the wars with the Maori in the 1860s and the construction of the nearby Alexander Redoubt – the main landing area had been situated on the banks of the Waikato River. The centre of town had since moved a mile and a half or so inland where they’d built the railway station, which suited him better. 

Within the hour Elias had settled into his room, taken a bath and now stood in the bar room with a glass of whisky in his hand. The day was still not quite done, and he had the bar mostly to himself. Outside, the gathering clouds obscuring the setting sun had turned day into a gloomy twilight, which soon turned to darkness. Inside, while not as up to date as the Star in Otahuhu, the two-storey pub was comfortable, and he intended to make himself very snug. In fact, if the weather turned bad, he might stay another day.

Ordering another whisky and ale, he sat in the armchair by the fireplace, letting his head fall against the wingback, and contemplated his day. His whole body ached, and his heavy limbs and tired mind cried out for rest, but he felt ill at ease. He didn’t care about Johnno Jones one way or the other, and less about his father, but finding a body like that had turned his stomach. And Bill’s comments worried him. It had looked like an accident, clean and simple, except he, too, sensed there was more to it.

The bar started to fill and Elias recognised some of the men. The night ahead could be more interesting than he’d first anticipated. Soon after, seated in the dining room with half a dozen others, tucking into a hearty roast dinner with lashings of gravy and slabs of freshly made bread, Elias listened to the local gossip and waited for an opportunity to talk about Jack Jones.

“Frost was lucky all the engines and machinery were saved from the fire at the flax mill back in February,” said Jim, the man opposite him. “At least he’s managed to keep everybody on while he rebuilds the sheds. Wouldn’t do to lose employment around here at the moment.”

Elias had read about the fire but said nothing. The other men nodded and muttered about what little enough work was available.

“Did you see the advertisement in the paper last week?” asked Frank from the end of the table. “The government is calling for tenders to build a bridge over the Waikato River just a couple of miles from here. Whoever wins the contract will need men to do the hard grunt.”

Most of them had seen the notice; it had been the talk of the town. A few wild guesses were tossed around as to who might win it, and everyone hoped it would go to a local.

“Bet it doesn’t,” muttered Will Cunningham, next to Elias. “I’ve heard that Orlando Wells bloke from Auckland is putting in for it. If he is, he’ll undercut anyone around here. Bet you anything he’ll win it.”

More nods as the others agreed and contemplated what it would mean. Elias watched their spirits droop at the thought of outside workers coming into town and taking their jobs, until someone mentioned the local rugby match. Elias had little knowledge of the sport or the people involved, but was content to listen. In time, when everyone was relaxed and in a happy frame of mind after a few more drinks, he could start asking questions. 

He was beginning to think he’d been wasting his time when the conversation turned to a show the musical theatre group in Pukekohe had put on, the dance at the Pokeno hall, and the Papakura races, but none of it lasted long and his luck turned.

Dinner finished, Will suggested they move to the lounge. Three men declined and said their farewells, which left Jim McFadyen and his brother Arthur, who hailed from Waiuku, Will Cunningham, whom Elias had come across before, and Frank, whom Elias didn’t know at all.

With a fresh round of drinks lined up in front of them, the conversation turned to trade. Frank was a cabinetmaker, and Elias itched to talk about how he treated certain woods or the way he turned a shape or made a dovetail drawer, but such a conversation would have to wait. Jim and Arthur ran the local blacksmith and ironmongery, and Will Cunningham was a carrier. If anyone could tell him something, Will was the most likely candidate.

“Don’t know’s as if I can survive much longer,” said Will, who was getting on in years. He had been a carter in the heyday of Mercer, when the boats brought the goods down the river as far as the township and travelled the rest of the way by land. “What with the railway through all the way now – and being extended every time I look – and the roads being improved, there’s more competition than ever. I’m getting past it all.” He shrugged and took a swallow of beer. 

The story was the same everywhere. The railway could ship goods faster, and the more places it went, the quicker and easier it became for people and their wares to get from place to place. In the early days, carriers had been needed to disperse products to farms and villages, and transport goods to and from the steamers calling in to the small harbour ports. These days, with more railway stations available, people could collect their own goods or hire a local man. Old-style, long-distance carters like Will and Jack Jones were in less demand than ever before.

“Yeah, and a few of those cocky young ’uns who know nothing about carting get me mad,” said Frank. “The way they stack the goods is enough to make you cringe. It’s how things get damaged.”

Elias agreed with him. Some woods, like kauri, although beautiful when turned into furniture, were soft and easily dented or scratched. Whatever the owner did with their furniture after delivery was their responsibility, but they wouldn’t accept goods which arrived damaged.

“Although, it’s not so much damaged goods for us,” said Arthur. “It’s hard to damage most of the items we send out, but we have lost stock. The worst one for that was Jack Jones. Total scumbag. Don’t ever trust him.”

Elias’s ears pricked at the name. His chance had come. His heart rate increased, but he took care not to show how important the answer was to him.

“Did you have any dealings with Johnno Jones?” 

“Some,” said Jim. “He’s a nice lad. Not cut out to be his father’s dogsbody, though. He should get hisself away from his ol’ man.”

“Yeah. I’ve met him a few times,” added Frank. “Got a right cheeky grin. Unlike his old man, grumpy, bad-tempered bugger that he is.”

So far, Elias had learnt nothing he didn’t already know. “Yeah, even in Auckland I’ve heard rumours about Jack. Didn’t know if any of ’em were true or not.”

“Believe me, whatever they are, they’re true.” Arthur sounded distinctly testy.

“How d’ya know if you don’t know what they are?” Elias hoped the leading question would draw out the information he needed, but Arthur would not be drawn. His lips tightened and deep frown lines creased his brow.

His brother Jim answered for him. “Trust us. We know – he swindled our poor aunt. I won’t go into the details, but we’re more than willing to make sure his reputation goes before him and he never works in our area again.”

Elias didn’t want to sound too inquisitive but, needing to keep the discussion going, he pushed the brothers. “I’d heard he was a hard-nosed moneylender. Why did your aunt need money from the likes of him?” said Elias, interlacing his fingers to steady his nerves.

Arthur sat forward in his chair, pointing his finger, and snarled. “Are you accusing us of neglecting our family? Because if you are, I’ll call you out on that.”

Hands up in surrender mode, Elias tried to pacify the man. “Not at all, mate. Not me. There’s no love lost between ’im and me neither.”

Arthur and Jim visibly relaxed. The brothers eyed each other and then glanced at the other men. Arthur nodded.

“We’ve heard a few stories,” said Jim. “’Twas thanks to Johnno he got any carting work at all. But nobody’s seen neither one for weeks now. The boy’s done himself a disservice there, he has. People aren’t gonna hang around waiting for him to turn up to get their goods sent off.”

“From what I hear, it’s not unusual for Black Jack to disappear,” said Frank. “If he’s not been seen in a while, you can count the days before you hear about another swindle.”

Elias considered this new information. If Jack Jones was as devious as everyone said, was there a chance Jack had sent his own wagon over the top and he and Johnno were in hiding together somewhere? But then who was the body lying underneath? The more Elias thought about it, the more unlikely it became, but he was grasping at any idea to avoid telling Gwenna he thought Johnno was dead. 

“Someone’s going to get him one day, that’s for sure,” said Arthur. “I’ve heard lots of talk about it. Sooner or later the talk’ll stop. Someone will get riled up enough to take the law into their own hands.”

“As long as it’s not you, Art,” said his brother. 

“That’s fighting talk,” said Elias. “Do you honestly believe someone would attack him?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me if they did,” said Will. “He’s cheated too many people for too long. He’s done for, one way or the other. He won’t work around here again. He’ll have to move to new pastures.”

Jack Jones was more disliked than Elias had thought, but none of this was helping him find out what or who had forced Jack’s cart off the road. “Do any of you know Dan Davies?” Elias threw out another hook.

“The guy who drives for Jim Brown in Pokeno sometimes?” queried Frank.

“Yeah, that’s the fellow. Me and a few others just fished him out of the bush up the Razorback.” Elias explained about the accident, which sent the conversation off track while they discussed the dangers of the road, and that corner in particular, and what the road board should do to improve matters. Everyone had an opinion on the state of the roads and the conversation turned to the chaos cyclists caused.

“Ridiculous things,” said Will. “Give me a horse any day.”

“I like cycling,” said Frank. “It’s more convenient.” Will grunted, but Frank ignored him. “A bicycle has lots of advantages over a horse: it’s easier to store, you don’t need stables, or have to go out and catch it when you want it, and it doesn’t need feeding.”

“Yeah, but they get in the way, and those bells scare the horses,” said Will, unconvinced. “Useless things. And you can’t carry anything on them, neither. Maybe around the towns they might work, but not on the open roads. I nearly ran one off the side the other day – wobbling around all over the place it was.”

“I’ll agree with you on that one, I suppose,” growled Frank. “Bloody horses. But it’s the ruts created by the wheels on your wagons what causes the problem. Not t’other way round. Get stuck in one of those and you know all about it.”

Sensing an argument brewing, Elias jumped straight in. “Talking about ruts, I spoke to Dan Davies before he got taken off by the doctor,” said Elias, dragging the exchange back to the topic. “He was saying he’d heard rumours about Jack Jones getting his comeuppance, and now you fellas are saying the same thing. You got anything more specific to go on?”

Suspicion appeared on Will’s face. “What’s with all the questions? Why d’ya want to know?” 

Elias shrugged as nonchalantly as he could even though his insides were churning. “Just curious. A man in the pub in Otahuhu warned me there’d been an accident on the same spot a week or two back. When we rescued Dan, we found a wagon down the bottom of the gully as well. Strange to have two go over in the same place, don’t you think?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. It’s a treacherous piece of road, specially in the wet,” said Will. “Whose wagon was it?”

“Jack Jones’s,” answered Elias.

“What!” exclaimed Will, spluttering over his beer. 

Disbelief echoed around the table.

“So where’s Jack?” asked Frank.

Elias tossed back his whisky. “Dunno,” he said and shuddered, either from the sharp taste of the alcohol or because of what he’d seen, but he hoped the distressing images he carried in his head would fade soon. “But there was a body lying underneath it.” His voice was almost a whisper.

While all the talk had been going on around him, Elias had debated whether to tell the men about the body or not, but the story would come out soon enough and he could see no reason to keep it a secret. And he might get more information if he did. The shock on the men’s faces achieved what Elias had hoped for. 

“Are you saying Jack Jones is dead?” asked Arthur, almost gleefully.

“No, I’m not. I’m saying we saw a body. The police’ll have to identify it. At least they know where to start.”

Will checked to make sure no one else was listening. Leaning forward, he lowered his voice. “You’ll not get anyone admitting to knowing anything – and it might not mean anything – but ...” He tapped the side of his nose. “I overheard someone in the Drury pub say we wouldn’t have to worry no more. Him and his mates had made sure a certain scourge wouldn’t bother us again. They’d clinked their glasses together and toasted each other, and started talking about something else. No names were mentioned; nothing to give a hint about what they were talking about, but it’s got me wondering, that’s all. When you put it all together.”

“When did that happen?” Elias asked. 

The story was not much to go on, but if so many people were talking about Black Jack and what might be done about him, then Bill’s suspicions that the accident was no accident were correct. Elias shuddered again. He didn’t want to think about the possibility of murder. 

“Couple weeks back,” Will replied. “Yeah. ’Twere Thursday afore last. I remember, ’cos I don’t often stop at Drury, but weather were that bad I didn’t push on.”

“Those days fit about right, from what I was told,” said Elias, mentally calculating what Gwenna had told him. “The weather was bad, you said. I don’t remember. Bad how?”

“Wet. We’d had showers on and off for a couple of days, but that day the clouds burst. Those that were on the road – and there wasn’t many, it were that slippery – were wrapped up in their wet weather gear, head down trying to get wherever they was going as safely as possible.”

“Did you recognise anyone?” Elias tried to keep his voice calm and not let on what he was thinking. Maybe if the road was that wet, it could have been an accident after all.

“You kidding me? No one was looking like anyone that day. I could have passed me own mother and not seen her,” said Will.

“So if there’d been a crash, like someone going over a bank, would anyone notice?”

“Not likely. Not then at least. Maybe in a day or two, if someone had cared to look. But most likely the rain would have hidden any evidence to the casual passer-by,” answered Will. “What’re you getting at?” 

“Just thinkin’ out loud,” said Elias, almost relieved. It sounded more like an accident to him. “I’m not local. I’m from Karangahape Road, but I hear things too. I need a new driver to help out with the sales and deliveries, and someone recommended Johnno Jones, but I can’t find him.” 

It wasn’t completely untrue. He did want a driver. He was tired of doing the deliveries himself, even those near to home, since it took him away from his woodworking, but it wouldn’t be Johnno.

“I remember now,” said Arthur. “I thought I knew you from somewhere. You’re the lolly man. You had another guy who used to come down here visiting all the villages and such. You came with him a few times, I seem to recall.”

Elias didn’t show his surprise at being identified. “Yeah, that’s right. I’ve got my own van, but the driving takes me away from what I should be doing, so I’ve not been around lately. Hugh, the guy you’re talking about, is off with the war. Won’t be back until November, if I’m lucky, and if he’s lucky enough to survive it all. There’s an awful lot who don’t. That’s why I need someone meanwhile.”

Elias detected a slight shift once they became aware of who he was. Frank suggested another round of drinks. Someone banked up the fire, and even though it wasn’t cold enough, the fire was relaxing. 

Too wound up to let the conversation go off track for long, Elias drank a deep draught of his ale and steered the topic away from the casualties of war back to Johnno Jones. “Will, if I heard you correctly, coming up two weeks ago you heard people in the pub talking about removing a scourge. Right?” Will agreed. “And you believe they meant Black Jack?” pushed Elias.

“I never said that,” replied Will, too swiftly. 

Elias lifted an eyebrow in query.

“Possibly,” Will conceded.

“So, if something, let’s say, untoward, has happened to help Black Jack ‘disappear’, then where’s Johnno?” asked Elias, planting a seed of doubt. 

“Where are you heading with this?” Jim eyed Elias uncertainly.

“Not sure. All I know is, you’ve said two men haven’t been seen in weeks. I know their wagon is at the bottom of the gully. So what happened? Is one of them dead? If so, where’s the other one? And whose body is it?”

The four men gawped at one another, consternation written on their faces.

“Well, if it were that day I was talking about,” ventured Will, “anything’s possible. But ...” He paused. “Wait up. I remember now. I saw him on Sunday. Yes, I’m sure it was Sunday. I was heading down this way with a shipment, and he came roaring past me at a flat gallop. His horse was frothing at the mouth. And if he came the whole way up the hills at that pace, it’s no wonder.”

“Never mind about the horse,” said Arthur irritated. “Who did you see?”

“Jack Jones. Who else do you think I’m talking about?”

“Are you certain it was him?” His heart pumping, Elias sat on the edge of his seat. 

For a moment, Will appeared taken aback. He hesitated. “I ... well. Yes. Yes, I am. He was wearing that funny old greatcoat of his. I remembered it. It’s the only one I’ve seen like it.”

Everyone recalled the tatty wool coat Jack wore, with its tarnished brass buttons he never did up. It was unmistakable. The shoulder cape, torn on one side, hung lopsided and flew about in the wind, and would have been the final giveaway. 

“And you do mean Sunday gone? Three days ago?” checked Elias, wanting to be absolutely sure. 

“I said so, didn’t I? How many times do I have ta tell ya? Sunday.” 

Elias downed the rest of his schooner and ordered more.

“Well, well. That’s a turn-up,” said Jim. “Where was he going in such a hurry, I wonder?”

“Good riddance, I say. The further he goes, the better. We’re well shot of him,” muttered Arthur. “For a moment there, I thought he was out of everyone’s hair for good.” Arthur’s face turned grey and grim. 

“I’m guessing he wasn’t looking for his son, at any rate,” said Elias, the beer in his gut turning sour. 

“What if Will is right in what he said about overhearing those blokes?” said Frank who’d been listening to the exchange without saying a word. “What if they did do something that day in the rain? Jack Jones’s wagon had his name painted on it, but if the fella driving it was wrapped up in oilskins, like Will said, and no one could see him properly, could they have thought it was Jack when in fact it was Johnno? It could be a case of mistaken identity.”

Elias felt the shiver down his spine again as the scene fell into place. The wagon going over the top could well have been an accident, forced off the road in the wet. Except there was no horse, and the body had deliberately been put under the wagon. 

“Are you thinking he might have been murdered? By mistake?” asked Will.

No one answered. 

Elias tossed back another whisky as he took it all in. 

The target was Jack.

But the victim was Johnno. 
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The Agreement

––––––––
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20 April 1900

“What news?” Bethan ran into the courtyard before Elias had dismounted. 

Gwenna stood on the step, her knuckles, clenched over her grossly enlarged stomach in a gaunt body, were turning white. She trapped her bottom lip between her teeth and tensed her shoulders in readiness for his answer.

Anger flared in Elias’s gut. He had wanted to avoid this situation, and now he’d landed right in the middle of it. Damn and blast! She seemed so desperate standing there waiting for him to destroy her world, he wanted to get right back on his horse and go anywhere other than here. He’d deliberately stayed away longer to get drunk, in the hope that by Friday evening someone in authority would have been in touch with Gwenna. But he was wrong.

About to snap out a reply designed to hurt her, his thoughts drifted to Alice. How he wished he could go to her right now. Alice, he sighed, as the words she’d said resounded: “She is your way out.” Maybe he didn’t have to destroy Gwenna just yet. Maybe they could both get what they wanted if he played his cards right. “It’s a long story. Too long to talk about out here. Go back inside, Mam.” 

Elias hedged but Bethan pushed him. “Tell us, Elias. Please. What did you find?”

“Don’t press me, Mam,” he said through gritted teeth. “It’s been a hard few days. I need to clean up first,” Elias added trying to control his mounting frustration. “I’ll see to my horse and come in shortly.” 

But Gwenna would not budge either. “For once in your life, stop being a coward, Elias Hughes, and be honest.”

By God, she riled him. “Coward! You dare to call me a coward. After what I’ve been through.” 

He dropped the saddle over the rail with a clatter and turned to face her, an echo of the truth ringing in his brain. With a gap of ten feet between them, tension crackled. “You want the honest truth, do you? Well, let’s have it then, shall we?”

Standing square, feet apart and arms spread six inches away from his body, he clenched and unclenched his fists. Every nerve, every fibre stood on edge ready to fight like a beast against the oncoming foe.

“Elias ...” Bethan put a restraining hand on his arm. 

He shook it off, his eyes never leaving Gwenna. “Not now, Mam,” he growled. 

To Gwenna, he said, “Come on then, out with it.”

The stepsiblings stared at one another, neither prepared to give the other the advantage. Each could read past resentments in the other’s eyes, and in those moments they made a bargain.

“He’s dead, isn’t he?” Gwenna’s voice sounded hollow, coming somewhere from deep inside her, but flat, as if any emotion, any movement would cause her to disintegrate.

He struggled to remain calm and resist his instinct to shout at her. He wanted to rid himself of all his hurts, all the injustices, tell them exactly how he felt deep inside, and throw away the shackles that bound him. But he didn’t. He surprised himself with his self-control. “Ie. I can’t say for sure, but I believe so. The police will have to investigate what happened first. They’ll have the final say.”

Elias watched her warily. Only her eyes changed. As if a light had gone out. They appeared grey and colourless where usually they sparkled as blue as a sunny sky. 

Bethan hurried to her side. “Come along, Gwenna, bach; come inside and rest. You don’t want to stir things up again.”

Gwenna refused to move.

“So what happens now, Elias?”

Even he understood the question was greater than the obvious. She wasn’t only referring to Johnno.

* * *
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“You stay. I’ll go.”

If Gwenna hadn’t heard Elias say those words with her own ears, she would never have believed them. 

“You won’t change my mind,” said Elias, when Bethan refused to accept such an outcome possible, or necessary. “And we’ll need more than tea, Mam. Pour us a drink. We’re gonna need it.” He pulled up a chair.

Bethan fussed about getting the glasses, ale and whisky for Elias, and a brandy for herself and Gwenna. When they were all settled, Elias told them in a curiously indifferent manner what he’d learnt about Black Jack and the accident, keeping his suspicions and the gory details to himself. 

His was the lone voice, and it seemed to go on and on as the clock ticked down time. He admitted he’d been learning furniture making and told them about Woody, about his dreams, and lastly about Alice. 

Overwhelmed and disconnected, Gwenna said nothing. She sat motionless, her face blank. A small tear escaped, and she wiped it away. Her body, numb. Her mind, a void. A notion she should feel distraught and rail at the world for her loss, or become hysterical, hovered vaguely in her head, but she couldn’t find a single spark to light the fire. She doubted she would feel warm ever again. Her blood, if any still ran in her veins, felt icy, her heart a lump of stone.

In contrast, Bethan needed to keep busy when she was upset, to cushion the shock – too many shocks. Jabbering about what she’d heard, Bethan rustled up another drink for Elias, made a pot of tea for Gwenna, sweet and strong, and gathered together bread, cold meats, cheeses and pickles to keep up their strength, even though no one was hungry and nobody touched any of it. She poured herself another brandy and sat in the armchair, quite flustered.

Elias refused to say anything further about Johnno or Jack and turned the conversation to his plans. “So that’s it,” he said at length. “Plainly and simply, I no longer wish to make sweets. I intend to make furniture. As far as I’m concerned, you’re welcome to the business, what’s left of it. And I make no apologies on that account. You must meet all the costs, including the lease. I wipe my hands of it. I will remain under this roof until such time as Alice agrees to marry me and we make our home elsewhere. You keep out of my way and I’ll keep out of yours. Is that a reasonable deal?”

Bethan interrupted several times but gave up after being ignored, talked over or told to hush.

“This is between me and Gwenna, Mam. I know you’d like a different outcome, but this is a far better arrangement than what we had before. Don’t you agree, Gwenna?”

How could she not agree? Without saying so, Elias confessed to how bad things had got between them. He provided reasons without excuses, outlined his intentions, leaving no room for argument and offered an arrangement which freed them both. 

Elias stood, swallowed the last of his ale, folded a piece of meat into a slice of bread, and waited. Gwenna looked up at him trying to assess what it all meant. Her pains had stopped after he and Bethan had rescued her from that dreadful house. False labour, they said, which could strike again, but she would know the difference when her time came. 

“Ie, ’tis. There’s so much to think about, Elias. My head is fair spinning. And my heart is right aggrieved.” Two days earlier had been her birthday. She’d refused any kind of acknowledgement as exhaustion and grief drained her mind and body of all resolve. “Can you give us some time – at least ...”

At least, what? At least until after the police investigation: it could take months? Until after the baby was born, which was still weeks away if she rested well? And what about a funeral? 

Even if she managed all those difficulties, taking up the reins of a failing business – if things were as bad as she expected – would take more strength than she had right now. But she couldn’t give up this chance. Her future, and that of her child, rested on it.
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Hiding the truth
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23 April 1900

Neither of them had the grace of time. On Monday morning, a knock sounded.

“Is a Mr Elias Hughes at home?” queried the man who stood at the door checking his notebook. 

Bethan stood back, opening the door wider. 

Elias rose from the table, still cluttered with breakfast dishes, and took a few steps forward. “I am he.”

“Detective Lawrence Scott.” The man, dressed in a tweed jacket and bowler hat, showed his badge. “Could we have a word, sir?”

With a wave of his hand, Elias allowed the man entry and made the introductions.

Bethan scurried to clear the table. “Would you care for a cup of tea?” 

“Thank you, ma’am. That would be very kind.” 

Once Elias and the detective were seated, Bethan made a fresh pot of tea, placed it on the table next to a plate of biscuits and moved the sugar and milk within reach. Gwenna watched, aware that fussing over the little details kept Bethan’s anxiety at bay.

“Now, sir. I understand you were in the vicinity of an accident on Wednesday on the Razorback.” The man added some milk, took a sip of tea and picked up a biscuit.

“I was, yes. We’ve been expecting you.”

“Oh, and why is that, sir?” He didn’t pay attention to Elias as he asked the question and proceeded to dunk his biscuit in the tea and suck it. 

Elias frowned. “Well, about the wagon I discovered down in the gully. I was helping rescue a man from down the bank when we saw it. I presumed you wanted to talk about that.”

“We know all there is to know about the rescue. Mr Davies has kindly advised us of the details. Mr Dean also.”

“How is Dan?” enquired Elias.

“I believe Mr Davies is recovering and will be returning home shortly.”

“Good, I’m glad. Which one was Dean? I didn’t get everyone’s name.” 

“I understand he was the driver of the other vehicle.”

“In which case, what brings you to my door?” Elias fidgeted restlessly in his chair. 

“I’m here on another matter.” The man paused and dunked another biscuit. “We’ve received a report of some suspicious activities involving you.”

“What suspicious activities?” Elias was undeniably taken aback.

“We could go to the station if you would prefer.”

“Station?” exclaimed Bethan. “Whatever for? What are you accusing him of?”

“Nothing yet, ma’am. We are simply making enquiries. It seems Mr Hughes failed to mention the body he found in, shall we say, unusual circumstances.”

A strange, strangled sound escaped Gwenna’s lips as though someone had squeezed what little life remained from her.

“Are you well, ma’am?” For a moment, the officer sounded alarmed.

Gwenna didn’t answer. 

“Really, detective,” snapped Elias. “Have some decency.”

Scott remained unruffled. “It seems you may also have omitted to tell the ladies here about your, er, ‘find’.”

“On the contrary, sir. I have informed Mrs Jones ...” Elias waved a hand towards Gwenna, “... that I believed her husband was no longer with us, and the police would formally advise her in due course – which I had supposed was the purpose of your visit. However, I chose not to supply the less-than-pleasant details of how I reached my conclusion.”

The detective had enough propriety to apologise. “Forgive me, ma’am, for the shock, but police business must take precedence.”

“Pompous fool,” Gwenna muffled under her breath, irritated by his manner. This was her husband, her Johnno, that ghastly man was talking about. Her back straightened. “I understand, Detective Scott, but surely, you could have found a more suitable way.”

The officer would not be cowed, however. “I did not comprehend you had not been informed. My apologies, but I am here on more important business.”

In his haste and anger, Elias knocked over his chair when he stood up. “Let us go elsewhere, detective. This conversation is completely out of order.”

Shocked out of her lethargy, Gwenna held up a staying hand. “No. Stay. I want to hear what happened. Elias, I know you are trying to protect me – and I thank you – but Johnno is gone and nothing is going to bring him back. I want to know how and why. Maybe you can tell me, detective.”

In the few days since he’d rescued her from Onehunga, Gwenna and Elias had rubbed along together, if not comfortably, at least not acrimoniously. They would never be close, and probably never friends either, but she hoped they were no longer enemies. He spent most of his time away from the house – seeing Alice and working at the workshop, he’d said – so the police finding him at home was pure chance.

To Gwenna’s mind, there was no doubt Alice’s stabilising and calming influence over Elias had changed him. He was a different man to the one Gwenna had lived with, but that in itself scared her; it had been so sudden, and she worried the old Elias would reappear if anyone crossed him. So far, she’d not seen any evidence of the violence returning, but she had noticed the effort it took him to control his tongue on occasions.

He’d appeared that morning in a particularly good mood, so she had asked him to stay and teach her how he managed the accounts, the stock, sales and deliveries and all the other details he had kept from her. She had no doubts about her skill in making the lollies or any style of sweet-tasting treat, for that matter, but while Pa had taught her about weights and measurements, about cost efficiencies and the value of freshness, she had never had anything to do with the running of the business. She would now have to take into account the cost of running the home, the lease, the telephone, owning the neglected delivery van and caring for a horse, as well as managing the orders. The task seemed insurmountable, but the more plans she made, the more hopeful she became. She had so many ideas she was near to bursting with them all. Dragging her down – apart from her despair over Johnno and worry about how she would raise a baby without a husband – was her self-doubt after so many years under Elias’s authority.

“Are you sure, Gwenna, love?” Bethan plainly didn’t want to know. “Some things are best left as they are. The less you know, the better, in my experience.”

Bethan had good reasons. She too had lost a husband to an accident and, in truth, lost her son at the same time. She lost another husband to sickness and had to learn to live with that same son under, at times, harrowing circumstances. Bethan had adapted, learnt to cope with whatever life threw at her, without complaint, and in the process had lost herself. She no longer had any say over anything. Gwenna didn’t want that to happen to her.

Two bright spots of anger coloured her cheeks. “I’m sure, Mam. I need to know. I have to learn to take control of my life. Please, Elias. Sit down. If you’d prefer, Detective Scott can tell me what he knows, or you can tell me. It’s up to you.” 

Elias began by explaining how the events on the day of the rescue had unfolded, including seeing a body, which he believed was Johnno’s. “I left it to the man named Bill to report the accident with Dan Davies, and what else we’d found, to the police. I didn’t consider it necessary for both of us to do so.” 

As the story developed, the detective appeared to relax. He took notes and occasionally asked a couple of questions, but mainly left Elias to do the talking. 

“It was only much later, in a conversation in the Tuakau pub, did I learn about the terrible storm everyone believed had caused the first accident – and when Jack Jones’s wagon had more than likely gone over the edge.” 

Sometimes Elias hesitated, and Gwenna could only surmise what detail he’d left out for her benefit – or could there be a more sinister reason? If so, the officer didn’t pick up on it, but he didn’t know Elias the way she did. He wouldn’t interpret the nuances she had learnt to read to protect herself, but for whatever reason, Elias was lying. Or at least not telling the whole truth. 

“In my opinion, the wagon went over in the wet and trapped the driver,” concluded Elias.

“I concur with your assessment, young man. The wagon at the bottom of the gully did belong to J Jones Esq., senior. Mr Jones is currently being sought by the police for questioning concerning his dealings, which are contrary to the proposed new laws of moneylending. He is not a registered trader and will have to answer to the courts when the bill is passed. However, he has not been sighted for some time, except it seems by Mr William Cunningham, if what you say is correct. We will follow up this sighting with Mr Cunningham.”

He folded his notebook, slipped it into his pocket and extended his hand towards Elias as he stood up. “Combined with our investigations and what you’ve told me, I believe we can now safely identify the person involved as Mr John Jones. You will be formally notified, Mrs Jones.”

The two men shook hands before the officer turned to Gwenna and Bethan. “Thank you, Mrs Jones, and you, Mrs Price, ma’am. Sorry to have intruded upon you, but police business must be attended to,” he repeated for the third time.

As soon as he took a step forward, Bethan jumped up to open the door for him.

“Just a moment, detective,” said Gwenna, who remained seated at the table. “I was not feeling my best when you arrived, and I’m even more shaky now, given what I have learnt. However, if I’m not mistaken, at the start you indicated Mr Hughes had some suspicious activity to account for, did you not?” 

The detective fiddled with his hat. “I did, ma’am.”

“And do you still believe it to be the case?” Gwenna noted the man’s embarrassment and used it to get what she wanted.

“No. I do not.”

“Then you owe Mr Hughes an apology. He did nothing other than to keep some of the more gruesome details to himself.” 

The man nodded and again extended his hand towards Elias, which, this time, Elias did not accept. Detective Scott dropped his hand to his side. “No hard feelings, I hope, sir. You will understand, I’m sure, I was simply following orders and doing my duty. I thank you for your co-operation and apologise for taking up your time unnecessarily.”

It would do.

“Thank you,” said Gwenna. “Forgive me if I don’t see you to the door. As you can see, I’m heavy with child.”

The man glanced between Elias and Gwenna, flabbergasted and shocked at her effrontery. 

Elias smiled. “You assume incorrectly, detective. Twice. I am not head of this household. Mrs Jones holds that position. Good day.”

When Bethan shut the door behind him, Elias let out an odd-sounding burst of air, which caused Bethan to squawk. Gwenna managed a small twitch of the lips at the noises they made, even though she had no desire to laugh. Death was no laughing matter, but it broke the tension that once again had surfaced.

“I’m sorry you had to go through all that on my behalf, Elias. I never realised how bad it must have been for you.” Gwenna had again slumped in her chair, exhausted.

“And I’m sorry you had to suffer that fool,” said Elias. “I’d have kept the details from you and Mam if I’d had my way. No woman should face such things. You handled it graciously.”

Gwenna stared at him in astonishment. What on earth had Alice said to him? Never in a lifetime would she have expected Elias to compliment her. She was grateful he no longer hit her. 

“I didn’t thank you for finding him. I should have. I am grateful, and obliged to you.” For a few moments, she sat motionless. “I still can’t quite believe it – even though I dreamt it.” Gwenna had known something was going to happen, some instinct she hadn’t known she possessed. An inner sense made her try to stop Johnno from going. “Remember, I told you about my dream: the one where the wilderness spread its tentacles over everything in its path – even wagons and people.”

If Johnno hadn’t done his father’s bidding that day, none of this would have happened, but he had and he’d been killed. All because of his father. She would never forgive the man. 

––––––––
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Gwenna’s greatest ordeal began later that day when the police arrived.

As Detective Scott had indicated, two officers appeared on her doorstep announcing a body had been recovered, identified and was available for burial. 

“We’ve provided a suitable box, ma’am, but regret you will not be able to view the body. Where should we send it?”

After the morning’s fiasco, Bethan nearly fainted with shock. Tillie, who’d hurried around as soon as she’d heard about the detective’s visit, supported her stepmother while Gwenna staggered to a chair. They all struggled to gather their wits to answer after the man’s bluntness. 

Eventually, Tillie came to her senses first. “I will ask my husband, Mr Thomas Griffiths, to contact you as soon as possible.”

Tom proved to be his usual tower of strength and organised for the body to be sent to the undertakers, who advised the somewhat malodorous and miserable box should be interred as soon as possible. Following their advice, Tom arranged a speedy and private burial and persuaded the minister to present himself at the house to hold a small service. At the best of times, women were not expected to attend funerals, and there were no men to speak of, other than Tom. They didn’t even post a notice in the newspapers. There seemed no point. No one, Gwenna included, wanted Black Jack to see it and turn up unexpectedly. He would not have been welcome. 

For Gwenna, it was a day to forget. 

In many ways, Johnno’s funeral was a painful non-event. She did not have the luxury to indulge in the lengthy and elaborate funeral rituals of the past, nor could she afford to shut herself away from view for a year or more, mourning her loss while she could lose the very business that kept her going.

She rejected the traditional symbols of mourning. She didn’t have a lock of hair or a photograph or any memento. All she had were memories – and few enough of those. And since she didn’t know when Johnno died, she couldn’t stop the clock. Neither would she drape the windows and mirrors after death.

Feeling empty inside, she could not bring herself to show any emotion, and the others followed her lead. Awkwardness was the overriding feature of the day. 
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A new life within reach
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Late May 1900

The tortuous weeks that followed nearly broke Gwenna’s spirit. 

“Stop fretting, little sister,” said Tillie, now a constant visitor to North Street, and Gwenna’s crutch. “You are the strongest of all of us. And anyway, you and I have a thing or two to prove to those snobby stepsisters of ours.” 

Disgusted that Louisa and Janetta had chosen to stay away – ‘for the sake of propriety’ – Tillie became more determined than ever that the Price sisters would succeed. “Sorry, Mam, I know they’re your daughters, and I shouldn’t speak badly of them, but they are no friends of ours.” 

Tillie assured Bethan Charlie could continue living with her and Tom. “Unless you want him home with you.” She had been as astounded as all of them with the change in Elias. “And I’m right gladdened to know Elias has found something – and someone, by all accounts – to make him happy in life. Maybe now he can forget his earlier troubles.”

In the end, they decided Charlie should remain with Tillie and Tom. 

“He’s happy and that’s what counts,” said Bethan. “Between Gwenna, the baby – when it arrives – and the sugar boiling, there’s more than enough to do around here. I couldn’t give him the time he deserves. And Tom is good to him. Charlie needs a man to show him the proper ways, and so he can start to forget the things he saw Elias do.” 

“So that’s sorted. Now what are we going to do with you, Gwenna, bach?” said Tillie.

Gwenna had no suggestions. Her increasingly restless unborn child kept her awake at night, and on edge during the day. “I still can’t believe Johnno’s gone – before we even started. He’s like a ghost in my head. He spent so much time away from me, with his father, I’m beginning to think he only married me because of the baby. Did he ever truly love me?”

“Of course Johnno loved you. I know he did.”

Deep in her heart, Gwenna admitted Tillie was right. And she had loved Johnno in return, but sometimes she didn’t know what to believe. 

It didn’t help that Elias refused to talk any further about the whole affair and spent every waking hour away from the house. 

“I don’t know what to do. I can’t afford the time to go into mourning for twelve months. Not now Elias has walked away from the business. I can’t lose it now.”

“People will understand when they know. And I’ll do what I can to help.”

Gwenna held her sister’s hand. “I know you will, Tillie, dear, but you have a husband and Olwen to care for. You can’t neglect them.”

“I won’t. But you’ve talked and talked about bringing Pa’s dreams to life ever since he died, and we are a team – are we not? That grandchild of his you’re carrying will arrive any day now. Surely that’s more than enough reason for you to start anew – even if you have to flaunt convention a little.”

Refreshed by Tillie’s comments, Gwenna rallied and began to make a few trays of toffee and caramels, but she just didn’t have the strength to stretch the sugar the way she usually did to make the hard sweets – not the way she liked. Yet between them, she and Bethan began replenishing the dwindling stock, adding a few chocolates and Tillie’s fudge to the mix to expand the range.

Bethan fussed over her as only a mother can. “You must rest as much as possible, Gwenna. You don’t want those false pains to start up again. And eat – you must eat. You are so thin, my dear, you won’t have the strength to do what you must, otherwise. Try some of this soup, at least.”

Bethan did her best to help with all the things Elias usually took care of, but she wouldn’t answer the telephone. Not that it rang much these days. Except for the few loyal customers who continued to place orders.

“Thank you, Mr Green. I appreciate your custom,” said Gwenna, scribbling the order on a piece of paper as she hung up the phone. Word had not yet got around that a woman would be responsible for the business from now on. She counted on the men accepting her in this more enlightened age. Meanwhile, she needed to fulfil the orders coming in. 

* * *
[image: image]


Tossing and turning in her bed on the first day of winter, she sensed something momentous was about to happen but, unlike her other dream, she couldn’t quite grasp its essence and awoke gasping. Sleep eluded her, and when the pains started she instinctively knew they were real this time. Unwilling to waken Bethan, Gwenna rolled to the side of bed and pushed herself into a sitting position. With the next pain, she grasped the bedpost and stood up. 

Shortly after, a gush of warm water flowed down her legs onto the rag rug. A random thought she would have to wash it next time the copper was lit flitted through her head. She wouldn’t ask Mam; it was too much to expect. Pacing the floor, she stopped on every second turn to peer out the window. She could see little. The cloudy night obliterated the stars, and the moon only shone its light briefly when the wind shifted the clouds. 

Ever since arriving in New Zealand, she’d loved the sky. Clear and blue during the day and with a fathomless depth at night, drawing her eyes further and further into the darkness, past so many stars she couldn’t name. Even the rain – and it rained a lot during the winter and spring months – fell differently from the soft rains of her childhood. Here the grass grew greener, the trees grew taller and the crops grew in abundance thanks to the sun and the life-giving rain. She loved her new home, despite all she had lost. 

Regardless of all that, there were times when she felt the strange pull of her homeland even though she would never return. There was a word for it in the old language – hiraeth – a special word, a word she’d never forget. There was no other word to describe the feeling of intense longing; an unbreakable bond for a place you belonged to. There was something about the essence of that land, its mountains and valleys, its rivers and streams, that spoke to her, just like it did here.

She whispered a wish her child would feel as strongly about its birthplace, with its generous light, its life-giving heart and indomitable spirit. One could only but thrive in this country. And thrive she must.

As the pains became stronger and more regular, she recommenced her pacing, the floorboards creaking under her weight, a feeling of heaviness in her limbs. At some stage during her march, Bethan appeared. In the periphery of her mind, Bethan came and went. Hot water appeared, and towels. Someone wiped her brow with a cool cloth and helped her change into a dry nightdress. A teacup against her lips, a glass of cold water. She swallowed gratefully. Slippers warmed her feet. She couldn’t rest. Sitting became a torment, lying down impossible. Time passed and daylight crept through the window. And still, the crushing, squeezing pressure persisted. 

“Gwenna, dear, you must lie down. You’re exhausted. You can’t bring a baby into the world like this. Gwenna. Stop.”

Through eyes stinging with hundreds of tiny pinpricks, Bethan’s face wavered in and out of focus. Hands touched, pushed; voices urged; noises swirled. Stars danced on the ceiling above her head. Her head pounded with the sound of a thousand hammers, and the solid band around her body tightened with each breath. Every sinew strained against the torment. Neck arched, hands clenched, her jaw bit down. A mist appeared and darkness fell. 

* * *
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Through the window, a faint glimmer heralded the dawn. Gwenna could hear a few birds singing their morning chorus in the lone tree at the corner. Slumped in the high-backed wooden armchair slept Bethan, but her snores hadn’t woken Gwenna.

Turning on her side, she felt an unfamiliar tightening in her breasts at the sight of her newborn. The baby lay sleeping in the dresser drawer on the floor beside the bed, wrapped in the exquisite shawl Bethan had crocheted. A tiny fist escaped its covers and blindly rubbed at a pint-sized mouth and nose from which came the snuffling, mewing sounds that had woken her. “Hello precious,” she whispered, a faint smile crossing her lips.

“Ah, so you’re awake now, are you? Welcome back.” A stranger’s voice came from behind her. The woman moved quietly around the bed to where Gwenna could see her. “I’m Mary Williams, the midwife. Mrs Price called me – day before yesterday – and I’m glad she did. You were in a right poor way when I got here. Do you remember any of it?”

Gwenna shook her head. “Everything’s pretty much a blur. I was aware of sounds and feelings rather than anything real. And then nothing, until now.”

Bethan woke at the sound of Gwenna’s voice. “Thanks be to God. I thought we’d lost you.”

While the two women fussed about, helping Gwenna to sit up and guiding the baby to her breast, they filled in the gaps in her memory. Tillie had spent almost as much time with Gwenna as in her own house, bringing food to save Bethan from cooking, and fudge to build up the stock. Elias, too, had called, which surprised them all.

“You nearly left us, Gwenna, bach. I was that afraid, I thought the fairy folk had come for you. But you’re a plucky one, our Gwenna. You are that.”

Gwenna smiled weakly. She had no intentions of going anywhere just yet, and she wasn’t sure she believed in fairy folk.

“That tightening is your milk coming through,” said Mary. “We need to encourage it. We’ve been feeding your son with a bottle for the last forty-eight hours, hoping you’d pull through on your own. He’s a fighter, this one. Like you, by the sounds of things, but he’s a long way to go. He’s very little and underweight.”

A son. She had a son. 

Overjoyed, Gwenna did as she was told, knowing something special, magical even, had just happened, but she had no words to explain it. Whatever this feeling meant, it would be something between her and this child. She’d never considered herself a fighter, nor an ancient who could foretell things, but maybe she was wrong – on both counts. Her future lay in her arms, and she would fight anyone who tried to take it away.

“What will you call him?” Bethan bent down over the baby and ran a gentle finger over his cheek. 

In her son, Gwenna saw echoes of Johnno. She recalled the fateful morning, the morning Johnno left forever when she’d stared at him, committing every detail to memory as if she sensed he would not return.

Tears flowed down her face, but she left them unchecked. For the first time in many months, these were tears of joy and fulfilment, even if they were still tinged with sadness. Johnno had been a glorious interlude in her life, someone she had hardly known, but this happiness would live on in his son.

“George. After Pa.” 
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Against the tide
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3 June 1900

To Gwenna’s frustration, neither Bethan nor Mary would let her out of bed.

“You’re to have complete bed rest for at least seven days,” ordered Mary. “And your mam has no say in the matter either. So even if you could persuade her around to your way of thinking, it isn’t going to happen.”

The risk her son might not thrive as well, otherwise, convinced Gwenna to do as she was told. In truth, her body told her the same. After living with anxiety and exhaustion for so long, she had little energy left, and if Georgie needed her, then she would get strong again for him. 

In the hours when he lay by her side and she watched him sleep, sometimes dozing herself, a new sense of purpose and resolve bubbled inside her. From now on, when all her doubts and fears rose to the surface, as she was sure they would, she would remember she wasn’t working just to fulfil Pa’s dreams, nor for her benefit alone. Everything she did, everything she planned and everything she achieved would be for her son, and she would let no one stand in her way.

She had refused to consider naming her son John. That evil man, known as Black Jack Jones, still roamed freely somewhere. She wouldn’t let the boy be held back by sharing the same name as the man who, by law, was his grandfather but who would never lay eyes on him if she had her way. Gwenna would also keep her Price name – G Price & Family. That had been what George stood for, what Pa wanted to give Gwenna, and it would be her legacy to George junior.

Bethan had been delighted. “Baby George will keep your father’s memory alive and give you both something to strive for. Your pa was one of a kind.” 

Tillie, too, supported her decision when she brought around a layette for the baby. 

“Oh, Tillie, this is so beautiful. You shouldn’t have.” Tears flowed down Gwenna’s face again, and she wiped them away. She was doing too much crying these days. 

“Of course, I should. Georgie is my nephew and deserves the best. As do you. Don’t cry, sweet sister. There are benefits to being a widow, you’ll see. You are mistress of your own destiny now.”

Taking advantage of her recovery time, she and Tillie spent hours closeted in her room while Georgie and Olwen slept. Between them they wrote down all the ideas they could remember their father giving them, adding several more of their own. They calculated the costs, itemised the risks and considered the threats. Every time, they found the positive column outstripped the negative. 

“So why is the business in such a state?” Tillie turned another page and chewed on the end of the pencil. “Gwenna, you’re the one for figures. You could calculate the weights in your head quicker than we could on paper. What is the problem here?”

They poured over the accounts, evaluated the errors and missing information, and reached the conclusion Elias had no idea about running a business.

“No wonder he was losing money,” said Gwenna. “He either overcharged and lost the client or undercharged and was taken advantage of. Sometimes, he clean forgot to invoice the customer at all.”

“Let’s hope he’s better at his furniture making, then.” Tillie laughed, but Gwenna took it seriously.

“He will be,” Gwenna assured her. “They are higher priced items and he doesn’t have to calculate the costs. Either Mr Woodman will do all that, or I suspect, Miss Woodman.”

“Have you met her?” 

“No, not yet. Why, have you?” 

“I have,” said Tillie. “I overheard her name in the fabric department of Smith & Caughey and introduced myself. I found her quite charming.”

“So she sews, too? What was she buying?” Gwenna was curious what sort of girl could tame Elias so easily.

“She makes the most beautiful patchwork quilts. Her stitching is finer than mine. I admired the section of quilting she had brought along to match up with some new colours and pattern. She was so easy to talk to, quite open and natural.” Tillie went on to describe Alice in detail: petite, dark-haired, dark gentle eyes, with a soft, thoughtful voice. “Her dress was well made, too, and fitted her perfectly. She wore a pretty pastel yellow, I recall. I can see why she would be good for Elias.”

“All that, after one meeting? I’ll look forward to the experience.”

* * *
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“I will not stay in bed a minute longer.” Gwenna threw back the covers and climbed out of bed to the protests of both Bethan and Mary. “I’ve finished my seven days. I’ve eaten. I’ve slept. I’ve rested. But no more. There is work to be done.”

“At least a bit of colour has returned to her cheeks,” the two older women agreed, ignoring the younger one. “And she is certainly full of energy again.” 

“I’ll be keeping a close eye on her, though,” said Bethan sternly. “And I’ll make sure she eats well and conforms to some sense of propriety.”

“And she must rest every afternoon after Georgie’s feed,” insisted Mary.

Satisfied they had Gwenna’s next few days under their control, Mary relented. “Just promise me you won’t overexert yourself.” 

Gwenna closed her eyes. There was little chance of that happening, she thought, but with Georgie to feed and boxes of sweets to sell, sitting around wouldn’t get things done either.

“I’ll have to go out, Mam. I have work to do. But no, I won’t go to parties and the theatre. I don’t want to anyway.”

Sometimes the restrictions placed on women by laws and society, despite the fact women now had a real say in those laws, infuriated Gwenna. She would never be able to take control of her life and make progress as a businesswoman if she was constantly held back.

A new determination to make Pa’s dreams come alive infused her whole being, although for ‘the sake of propriety’, as Louisa was so fond of saying, Gwenna agreed to wear black. Tillie had come to her aid yet again by making a suitable day dress and draping a hat, while Bethan dyed two of Gwenna’s cotton house dresses. 

The first task Gwenna set herself was to contact all the clients listed in the books. Most she wrote to, some she visited in person and others who had telephones she steeled herself to call.

She wrote explaining how, as the daughter of George Price, she would now handle the family business. “Elias Hughes has chosen to seek his own business venture elsewhere.” 

She didn’t elaborate. He could drum up his own business if he wanted to – or let Alice handle that side of things. As long as he didn’t get on his high horse about being head of the household again, but it wasn’t her problem – not any more.

She signed her name, Gwenna Price. 

By tradition, in Wales, and in the north in particular, married women could retain their maiden name if they chose to. The tradition did not apply in New Zealand, but neither was it against the law. Since her marriage had been short, barely four months, and no notices had been placed in any of the newspapers for the wedding or the funeral, and few people knew of her married name, she decided to keep the one she loved the most. As Mrs Price, she could still protect her son and it would endow her with the benefits and freedoms a widow could expect.

Unused to doing so much writing, Gwenna’s hand cramped as she held the latest style fountain pen. She would much have preferred to write with a pencil, but doing so would not be considered businesslike. While the pen was easier to use than the old quill, filling it with an eyedropper was far too messy, and the pen left blots on the page and stained her fingers if she wasn’t careful.

“Honestly, this is too much to bear.” Gwenna laid the pen down to massage her palm, and rolled her head to ease her neck. She viewed her stained hands in disgust. She couldn’t risk transferring the ink from her hands into the sugar, and her hands were so sore from writing, she couldn’t do much more.

“I’m going out,” she announced to Bethan, putting on her newly draped bonnet and coat, and wrapping a scarf around her neck. She avoided the mirror, knowing black stripped all colour from her face, leaving her pallid. In contrast, her eyes seemed larger and brighter with her hair tucked away out of sight.

“Where are you off to this time?”

“I’m sick of writing letters. I’ll post a couple of them along the way, but I want to talk to Edward Turner.”

“The greengrocer?” Bethan sounded surprised.

“Well, Smeeton wasn’t keen on dealing with me, so I’ll go to his opposition and see what happens.”

“But you wouldn’t expect to find lollies at the greengrocer’s. That’s not like a regular grocery shop.” Bethan sounded puzzled.

“No, you wouldn’t. But if you did, would you buy some?” Gwenna tingled with the idea. It was a novel concept, but it could work. 

Edward Turner had an even better idea.
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Surprises

––––––––
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Mid-June 1900

“Eli’s been arrested!” 

Gwenna stared at the distressed girl standing before her breathing hard and fast. Strands of hair clung to her face, still sweaty and red from the exertion of running. “What for?” she demanded, her pulse racing. She knew who this girl was talking about, even if she herself never called him Eli. 

“Accessory after the fact,” the girl panted. “At least, I think that’s what they said. But I got such a fright when they said murder, I didn’t listen any more.”

Murder? Gwenna shuddered and goose pimples rose on her arms. No one had mentioned murder. 

With her breathing under control, the girl tilted her head to one side. “You’re Gwenna, aren’t you? I’m Alice Woodman.”

The two women assessed each other over the doorstep. Going by her appearance, Alice hadn’t stopped long enough to change. She wore a simple checked skirt, apron and white blouse, and looked precisely as Tillie had described, and Gwenna instantly took a liking to the girl.

“You’d better come in, Miss Woodman.” Gwenna stood back and opened the door wider.

Introductions were made and Bethan made a fresh pot of tea. With a tea cup in their hands to hide behind, the women relaxed a little.

“I’ve never seen Eli so furious,” said Alice. “I thought he would hit one of the policemen until my father stepped in.”

Gwenna heard the new name and asked herself whether being Eli was part of his new identity, his new life – like hers. 

Bethan was too agitated to listen. “Did Elias send you?” 

Alice shook her head. “Oh. No. He didn’t want me to come, but I had to. You need to know. I hope you don’t mind my intrusion. My father has gone with him. He’ll find out what’s going on.”

“I’m sure I’m grateful to Mr Woodman, but we should go ourselves,” said Gwenna, replacing her cup on the saucer.

Shocked, Alice sounded sharper than she intended. “You can’t go there. It’s a dreadful place.”

Bethan appeared confused. “Which place? Haven’t they taken him to the new police station in Princes Street? The one they opened earlier this year?”

“I hadn’t thought of that. I just assumed they’d take him to the prison in Mount Eden. Horrible stone place that it is.” She shuddered. “I can see a glimpse of it from our upstairs window.”

“Well, I suppose we’d better find out.” About to rise, Gwenna realised Alice had no intention of moving just yet. 

“I saw a side of Eli this morning I’d not seen before. Has he been angry like that in the past?”

Bethan and Gwenna glanced at each other. Should they warn her about Elias’s temper, or could they consider the change in him permanent? Thanks to the very girl who was asking the question. 

Bethan cleared her throat. “Elias had many disappointments in life at an early age. He was too young to understand and often lost his temper when he couldn’t cope. I thought he’d grow out of it, in time, and he has for the most part. But he still has his moments.”

Gwenna respected how much it hurt Bethan to reveal her son’s weaknesses to a stranger, but if what Elias had told them was true, this girl might not be a stranger for long. “He’s learnt to control it a lot better in the last six months. Much of it is thanks to you. He speaks of you often.”

A soft blush tinged Alice’s cheeks, and she briefly lowered her lashes. Her eyes were large, dark globes with hints of sunshine, and perfectly formed. “I believe I have made some changes to his manner. When I first met Eli – he asked me to call him Eli, you know – he was sombre and withdrawn, but he’s different now. I know you call him Elias. I’ve wondered if that’s part of it. Does he feel a different person using a different name?” Alice asked, echoing Gwenna’s thoughts.

Gwenna would have struggled to consider anyone could change so much or so fast if she hadn’t seen and heard it for herself. From her own experience, a name mattered. “I can’t answer for him, but yes, quite possibly.”

“When he first came,” Alice continued, “Eli stumbled over words, but his eyes followed me all the time, without him speaking. He talks a lot more these days. He told me about your husband, Mrs Jones. I am so sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. But please call me Gwenna, and ...” She hesitated. Alice’s unexpected visit had just strengthened Gwenna’s resolve to keep her maiden name. “For business reasons, I will be known as Mrs Price. I’m keeping my name.” Gwenna shuddered at the thought of Black Jack Jones and all the trouble he’d caused. “But getting back to why you are here. Are you saying the police believe Elias is responsible for this murder?” 

Fear put an edge on Gwenna’s words. For all his faults, and he had several, the greatest of which was the chip he carried on his shoulder, she couldn’t bring herself to conceive Elias capable of murder, however unintentional. Even in his worst fits of temper, once he’d cowed her, the steam went out of him and he was no longer violent. 

“Not responsible as such,” said Alice. “But they claim he knew about it and kept it a secret. I’m sure Eli and Dad will sort it out and he’ll be back with us before day’s end.” Alice dismissed Gwenna’s concern and smiled, turning the edges of her lips up by the merest amount. Whatever was going on in Alice’s mind, Gwenna saw the girl’s shoulders relax and sereneness cross her face. 

“May I see the baby?” Alice’s eyes turned to the basket on the floor where Georgie slept.

“Of course, but please don’t wake him.” 

As nimble as a butterfly, Alice fell to her knees beside the basket and stared at Georgie as though he was a rare and precious doll. Her face softened as she leaned over him to breathe in the fresh smell of soap and rosewater and that characteristic baby smell. Alice was older than Gwenna by three or four years and yearned for a child of her own. 

However, they had more pressing business to attend to.

“Shouldn’t we at least try to find out why Elias has been arrested?” pressed Gwenna.

“We know why. I told you, the police think he knows something,” Alice answered over her shoulder without taking her eyes off Georgie. “Dad and Eli need to convince them otherwise. There is nothing we can do. The police won’t talk to us.” 

“Oh, surely they must talk to his mother,” said Bethan, kneading her hands in her apron. 

“Is it worth the risk? And you’d have to take Georgie to those awful places. The authorities will deal with it as they see fit. I’m sure we women would get in the way.”

The girl was far too infuriatingly pragmatic to suit Gwenna’s mood, but Gwenna did admire her logic and calm. Yet another reason to consider Alice would be good for Elias – like water and fire. Fire to keep the water warm, and water to calm the fiery beast.

Despite Alice’s rational viewpoint, Bethan and Gwenna still wanted to find Elias.

“I feel it’s my duty,” said Bethan. “He doesn’t have a father to stand up for him.”

“Dad’s doing that,” Alice said breezily. “He likes Eli. He won’t let anything untoward happen.”

“I could at least take them some food,” said Bethan, meandering from task to task, clutching for any reason to go. “They’ll be hungry. It’s been a long time since breakfast.”

“Mam. Calm yourself.” Gwenna took her stepmother’s hands in hers to steady the uncontrolled fluttering. “It’s no good. Much as I hate to admit it, Miss Woodman is right. Whatever happens, Mr Woodman will tell us when the time is right. I can’t take Georgie out into the cold weather without knowing where to start.”

In the end, they agreed rushing down to the police station or the gaol, or wherever Elias could have been taken, would not be in his best interests. 

“Dad says if we repeated anything Eli told us it wouldn’t help. We’ve only heard his version of events. Dad will vouch for Eli.”

Gwenna hoped Alice was right.

* * *
[image: image]


They waited throughout the endless day. Gwenna made more jars of boiled sweets between feeding Georgie. The rhythm of pulling and twisting the sugar mixture suited her mood and kept the worst of her agitation at bay. Bethan baked and prepared the meat for dinner with enough vegetables to feed an army. Warm, homely aromas filled the air, and the three women knitted together as they worked. 

Alice threw them off guard by sweeping and dusting, but for much of the time she watched Georgie and chattered about Eli. “He’s been such a godsend to Dad. I can’t tell you what a difference he’s made.” 

Alice prattled about how her father loved his furniture making, but he was getting tired, he said. 

“But it’s not a physical tiredness, it’s a subconscious thought. He was worried there’d be no one to take over the business. And he couldn’t see the point in carrying on.”

“But your father can’t be old,” said Bethan. “What if you marry and have children one day?”

“Wouldn’t matter. Unless it was to another wood-loving man. Dad says a piece of wood has its own energy, and a good wood-man knows how to find the heart. It’s not something that can be taught. But once you lose the desire to find it, it’s gone for good.”

Gwenna heard her father’s voice echo in her head at Alice’s words, and understood. You have to love what you do to succeed, Gwenna, bach. If you don’t have the heart for it, you’ll always find an excuse not to do it. 

Bethan couldn’t bear to admit this slip of a girl could know more about her son than she did. “So what’s Elias got to do with it? He’s never known one piece of wood from the next, except to split it for firewood.” 

“No disrespect, Mrs Price, but I believe you’re wrong. Dad reckons Eli has a natural ability to draw it out in abundance. It’s given him a new lease on life to teach Eli how to develop it.”

A suspicion crept into Gwenna’s mind. “How long has Elias been working for your father?”

“Since last December. I remember because it wasn’t long after the election. Dad says ...”

Gwenna was getting a little tired of ‘Dad says’ and interrupted. “And if you don’t mind me asking, who keeps the ledger?”

“I do.” A slight frown marred Alice’s forehead. “Dad can measure something to within an eensy amount to make a table stand square, or mitre a join, but he can’t add up a column of figures and get the right answer.”

Mr Woodman and Elias would be two peas in the same pod in that case, chuckled Gwenna to herself. “And you do sell the furniture he makes, don’t you?”

Alice frowned, perplexed. “Of course. How else do you run a business?” 

But Gwenna hadn’t quite finished. “And who works out the costs of time and materials so you know what price to charge?”

“I do. Dad made me go to school and learn my numbers properly.” 

Gwenna nodded, satisfied. In hindsight, she could now piece together when Elias started to change and become a better person. Bethan had been right in her assessment that something was making him happy. And Gwenna’s leaving wasn’t the cause.

“Why all the questions?”

“Just curious, Miss Woodman. Just curious.” Gwenna smiled. “However, I suggest you don’t let Elias anywhere near the ledger either.”

From her position seated on the floor next to the sleeping Georgie, Alice tilted her head to one side. The radiant smile that lit her face and reached deep into her eyes startled Gwenna with its brilliance. “Now, why would I let him do that? To each his own, I believe the saying goes.”

No wonder Elias was smitten. 

* * *
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At the point of suggesting either Alice return home before dark, or inviting her to stay the night, Gwenna heard the latch click on the door. As soon as the two men entered, Bethan rose from her chair preparing to go to her son, but hesitated, unsure of her welcome. Alice leapt to her feet and stood beaming from ear to ear before Elias, her hands folded behind her back. Gwenna felt sure Alice would have preferred to wrap her arms around Elias’s neck but restrained herself at the last moment. A vacant, lost expression dulled his eyes, and his face sagged with exhaustion. He began to tremble as all three women threw questions at him. 

“What news?”

“Are you all right?”

“What happened?”

An awkward laugh filled the void.

“All is well,” answered the older man.

“Thanks to Woody,” confirmed a relieved young man.

Gwenna extended her hand as she approached Alice’s father. 

He was nothing like she had imagined. His neatly trimmed, auburn beard and moustache suited his lined, craggy face, even while his thick mop of hair stuck out at strange angles, but the warmth in his eyes was what drew Gwenna to him. “Welcome, Mr Woodman. We’ve heard a lot about you. Thank you for rushing to Elias’s aid.”

Thomas held his trilby against his chest as he took Gwenna’s hand, bowing slightly in a stiff, old-fashioned way. “Mrs Jones. I am delighted to make your acquaintance and be of service to your family.”

“Please, call me Gwenna.” She would explain about being Mrs Price later. “I feel I know you already, and you’ve done so much for this family.”

For a few moments, nobody moved. Elias and Alice were too intent on staring at one another while Bethan wrung her hands. 

“My brother seems to have forgotten his manners. Please take a seat and tell us about the day’s events.”

Bethan began making a pot of tea and emptying the cake tins onto plates. Gwenna watched her from the corner of her eye, wishing she would sit down but, from experience, knew she wouldn’t.

Thomas Woodman repeated what Alice had told them about the police turning up at his workshop, accusing Elias of being an ‘accessory after the fact’ and wishing to talk to him down at the station. Despite Alice’s interpretation, they had not in fact formally arrested Elias, but Thomas had, nevertheless, considered it prudent to attend the police station. During his explanation, tea was poured and cake handed around, both of which helped fill the momentary silences when no one could decide what to say.

“Something funny is definitely going on,” said Elias as their tale came to an end. “I’ve always had my suspicions that Jack’s wagon did not go over the edge by itself.”

“You have?” Gwenna’s voice rose to an unusually high pitch. The tea cup clanked in the saucer as she replaced it.

The expression of horror crossing Elias’s face at that moment told her more than any words. He was hiding something, but was it just from her or was he trying to protect Alice – and Bethan – from the details?

“I’m sorry. I didn’t tell you before, Gwenna, just like I tried to spare you the details of what I found, but they’ve come out now anyway.” Elias rubbed his hands through his hair. 

“I apologise to you too, Alice. Mam. There’s no point trying to keep any of it from you any more. It’s got too involved.” 

At length, he reached the point in his story where he related the conversation in the Tuakau pub. Bit by bit, Gwenna learnt how others had feared and loathed Black Jack as much as she did. She wouldn’t be sorry if she never saw the man again, but to discover people meant him serious harm came as a shock. 

“We all agreed someone, or maybe more than one person, would sooner or later teach Jack Jones a lesson,” said Elias. “But after Will remembered seeing Black Jack only a matter of days earlier, I realised the accident was more than likely a case of mistaken identity. Johnno had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“My problem was I had no way of proving it, so I said nothing,” admitted Elias. “And apparently, that was their problem, even though Bill reported the accident and told them about finding Jack’s wagon. Someone – one of the men who helped haul the Pokeno Store’s delivery van out of the bush, I suspect, but it could have been anyone at the pub – reported me to the police saying I was hiding something.”

Thomas Woodman picked up the story, telling them how he had argued finding a wagon in the bush was not a crime. Nor was finding a body, even one the police were now saying could have been suspiciously placed. 

“Suspiciously placed?” Gwenna couldn’t believe the nightmare was continuing. 

The shock of knowing Johnno was dead was bad enough, but to learn someone may have deliberately caused the accident and tried to conceal it was much worse. It was almost beyond belief, but believe it she must. Nothing would change the outcome. And if she was honest, she had always suspected there was more to the tale than anyone was telling her.

She listened as Mr Woodman and Elias finished their story. 

“Mrs Jones, er ... Gwenna,” interrupted Mr Woodman. “I’m sorry for your loss, and I’m sure this is all a great shock to you – and you, Mrs Price. It’s a terrible thing to see your children suffer, whatever causes their suffering. I do understand.” 

Bethan smiled, and Gwenna could read the relief in her eyes, knowing someone shared her distress for her son. Her shoulders relaxed. 

“But I believe in Eli, if it’s any help. He has a future as a woodturner, and I am sure we eventually convinced the police Eli had not committed a crime in any way. He reported what he’d found and told them all he knew. It was not his place to cast suspicion or suggest foul play.”

“Are you certain?” asked Gwenna. “This family has had more than its share of upheavals of late. We cannot move on with our lives with anything more hanging over our heads.”

Thomas Woodman smiled. He turned his head towards Elias and Alice who had drifted into their own world made for two. Gwenna followed his gaze towards the unusually quiet and now pale Alice and Eli, this new person Gwenna would one day get to know better – and maybe even like.

“Yes. I’m certain,” said Mr Woodman.
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The market turns

Mid-June 1900 – the next day

In the cold, early morning light, Gwenna scurried down Grey Street towards the huge central marketplace filling the interior of an entire block at the bottom of the hill. She was running late. Her watch said it was already six minutes past seven, and the market would be well under way before she got there. While Mr Turner still maintained his greengrocery shop in Karangahape Road, he had recently begun holding auctions three days a week at the central market. He’d invited Gwenna to meet him.

Rushing through the south entrance from Cook Street, past the hay and corn hall, she came to a standstill. The cross-shaped timber building with its lean-to extensions on either side had been badly built many years ago, and was quite unsanitary thanks to the Wai Horotiu swamp, often called the Liger creek. Although the ground had been well drained since those earlier days, the area was still unpleasant and often stank. She shivered in the cold air.

The place was bursting at the seams with stalls of every kind set out in aisles and crammed into every nook and corner. Voices were raised as Chinese market gardeners offering fruit and vegetables vied with European growers for space and customers. Alongside were the flower sellers, the butchers and poulterers, and other food suppliers, but she hadn’t expected to find fancy goods, second-hand goods and furniture dealers among them. Gwenna sneezed at the varied and strange aromas confusing her nose, and her ears rang. Adding to the noise, hucksters peddled and entertainers performed before passing the hat around.

How would she ever find him in this crowd? The place was chaotic.

She wandered up the southern aisle and watched groups of people gathered round one auctioneer, bidding for the crate of cauliflower at his feet. The next caller, with a change of pitch and tone, captured her attention and her eyes followed her ears to where he stood, selling boxes of carrots. Behind her, another auctioneer raised his voice offering a fresh sack of kumara, those amazing sweet potatoes, so creamy and tasty, that she loved. As she moved around, she discovered a sense of order among the cacophony. 

The bidders knew what they wanted, and the sellers knew how to get them to buy. A nod here, a finger there, and the deal was done. Although how this all related to her, she had no idea.

“Mrs Price ... Mrs Price.” Someone called her name. “Over here, Mrs Price.”

She scanned the space around her, unable to place where the voice had come from until she saw an arm waving. Having reached the central section where the east–west halls crossed with the north–south halls, she saw just how large the market was, and how busy. From her vantage point, she could see the separate but connected buildings on each of the outside four corners. 

“Mr Turner. Thank goodness I’ve found you. What did you want of me?”

“No time to talk now. Just stand here and watch. I’ll explain later.”

Two hours passed in a flash. Auctioneers kept up the call, and the men behind the tables shifted the sold boxes and heaved fresh stock into place. After a while, she began to recognise certain voices and patterns. Although how they spoke so fast and how the buyers heard anything intelligible was beyond her comprehension. The timing of the end of each sale and the start of the next was finely tuned to the second. Buyers paid for their goods, barrows came and went, creating more disorder, but somehow the system worked. At long last, Mr Turner was free. 

“The boys’ll take over now. I do the calling, but they can handle the paperwork and delivery. Come, Mrs Price, join me in a cup of tea.”

Edward Turner led her to the café area. Gwenna could see many work-weary faces and dirty hands taking a well-earned break, eating a late breakfast of bacon and eggs and fried potatoes.

“We start early – often around four o’clock. The auctions have to be quick so people can get the goods back to their shops and on the shelves while they are fresh. By this time of the day, we’re starving. Would you like something to eat?”

They joined the queue; Edward ordered two teas, a full English breakfast for himself and a boiled egg for Gwenna with a slice of fresh bread. Finding a table proved as difficult as finding Mr Turner in the first place, but people were willing to move for Edward Turner, and he soon found somewhere for them to talk. He spooned two large teaspoons of sugar into his milky tea and stirred while he spoke. “This is the way of the future, Mrs Price.”

“I don’t see how it helps me, though, Mr Turner.”

Between mouthfuls of food, with his fork pointing this way and that, he outlined his plans. How she envied his foresight, and the way his four elder sons, although still young – and he had younger ones still at home out west in Huia, he said – were already involved and planning their collective future. 

“Mark my words, Mrs Price. The Turner name will become synonymous with auctions for wholesale fruit and vegetable at markets like these.” He patted the side of his nose and chuckled. “Although as many deals are done over a cup of tea as on the floor – but that’s good for business, too.” His eyes sparkled with devilment.

Around her, voices competed with each other above the sounds of tea cups rattling in their saucers, the squeaky clatter of cutlery on plates and chairs scraping the floor. She asked a few questions, hoping they were pertinent, but Edward didn’t seem to mind what she said. He kept talking.

“Add-ons are what you need in this world. Haven’t you noticed how every shopkeeper has something that doesn’t quite fit? I know nothing about flowers, but I always have some in my shop. A little extra for the little lady to take home, or the man walking past who needs to apologise.”

Put that way, Gwenna could see his point. Canned foods appeared amongst the fresh food. Ready-made fizzy drinks lined the counter to entice customers to buy, and sweets could be found at the tobacconists and the pharmacy. 

“When you came to me the other day, I thought to myself, this girl’s got pluck. Nobody else ever asked me if I’d stock sweets. And since Smeeton seems to prefer another source, I thought, why not. But then I thought, I can do better.”

Gwenna’s heart leapt and her eyes teared up, but she batted them away. She hadn’t realised how tense she’d felt until this moment and forced her clenched hands to relax. She had taken a wild chance, but she would be no worse off for asking. Now it seems she would be better off. “Do I take it you are prepared to offer my sweets in your store?”

“In time. I haven’t quite decided how it would work for me yet.” 

Gwenna’s spirits fell as rapidly as they had risen. She took a sip of tea to conceal her disappointment and swallowed hard, forcing back the tightening sensation in her throat and the tingle in her jaw. She must not cry. 

“But I’ve a better idea. It’s not been done before – and it may not work – but it’s worth a shot.”

Gwenna’s emotions see-sawed so fast she couldn’t decide how she felt. Maybe she would just cry later, whichever way it went. Happy. Sad. Tears came regardless, these days. Bethan said it was because of breastfeeding. With that thought in mind, she felt her breasts fill, and she would need to hurry away soon to feed Georgie. 

“Mr Turner. Please? What are you talking about?”

“The auctions, Mrs Price. I could auction your sweets for you, then you wouldn’t have to worry about the marketing and delivery. It all gets done here.”

He raised both hands in the air to encompass the building, the open-air space, the market area and the people. “Deal?” he asked, extending his hand.

* * *
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“I couldn’t shake his hand fast enough or hard enough,” Gwenna said as soon as she’d finished her story. 

A satiated Georgie lay sleeping in his cot. 

Bethan, as usual, fussed around doing chores and making herself indispensable. “I don’t understand it all, of course,” she said, as Gwenna explained the benefits of what Mr Turner offered, “but it sounds like a great chance.”

“Oh, it is, Mam. It is that.”

Gwenna would have to recalculate the costs of making and packaging to meet Edward Turner’s fees, but it was a small price to pay. In exchange, she wouldn’t need to employ someone to deliver the goods or take time away from what she did best, to persuade someone to buy them. Not that she could do much selling while she was in mourning. The buyers would be tolerant up to a point, and she was still to see how a woman in charge, and a young one at that, affected her regular customers. 

“We’ll have to work hard to build the stock up and make sure there’s enough available each week. Mr Turner said he would auction them once a week during the Thursday session. He’ll even give them a special name. I don’t know what it is yet. He said he’d think on it.”

Energised by the possibilities, Gwenna scribbled in the notebook she kept, recording what type and quantities she made, and when. Her estimates were pleasing. “This will open the market right up. I could be selling to anyone, rather than a select few. The expansion options are huge. Mr Turner gets buyers coming in from all points south, he says.”

“But isn’t it risky? Didn’t you say no one had sold sweets this way before?” Bethan nervously wiped her hands on her apron.

“I can’t see any risk. I’ve nothing to lose. If they don’t sell, they come back here and I can still sell them the old way. But if they do sell, then I’m a step closer to my goal. I will open a shop like Pa wanted. I just don’t know when, or where, yet.”

Gwenna reached out for her stepmother’s hand, inviting her to sit beside her at the table. Against her warm, strong hand, Bethan’s hand was cool and dry, and surprisingly thin and lightweight given the work they did.

Some days, the weight of responsibility weighed heavier on Gwenna than others. She, Tillie and Charlie were all that remained of Bethan’s family. Sam had disappeared from her life. The odd letter was her only connection with him. Her relationship with Louisa had not improved. And where Louisa went, Janetta followed. Bethan still felt like a stranger – more like a faithful old servant who was tolerated, she’d said – than their mother. Their husbands were no more or less polite than they would be to any person of their acquaintance. “And I’m sure the children have no idea I’m their grandmother,” Bethan had complained. 

And now Elias had gone.

“Don’t fret, Mam. Everything will work out fine, you’ll see.”
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The start of a new dream

––––––––
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August 1900

“It’s time, Tillie. It’s time to open our first shop, but I need your help. And Tom’s.”

Gwenna reminded her sister she’d always believed their front parlour would make a brilliant shop, situated as it was on a corner with direct street access and an excellent three-bay window along the front. 

Tom, as usual, was kindness itself. He listened at length to Gwenna’s proposition and asked many questions before going off to check some financial details. She’d asked a lot of Tom and Tillie, but since their house was large enough and they rarely used the front reception room, Gwenna kept her fingers crossed Tom would see the benefits. She didn’t have to wait long.

“Your concept is a fine one, Gwenna. Go ahead, do what you like. I’ve secured you a loan and, as your backer, allocated as much money as you require.”

Gwenna didn’t know how to thank him, or Tillie, but he wouldn’t listen to her gratitude. “I’ll do all right out of it, Gwenna.”

By supporting their scheme, Tom believed he would recoup all he spent and more. He even approved of the name and gave his blessing to Gwenna retaining G Price & Family.

“From what I’ve heard of your father, I’m sure he would be proud of you, and the least said about the Jones family, the better, in my opinion.”

Tillie’s excitement was as great as Gwenna’s when Tom agreed. It would take months to come to fruition, and the sisters lost no time in putting plans into place. 

Bethan took over the role of mother and housekeeper for both households. Cooking, cleaning, washing, and caring for Charlie, Olwen and Georgie gave her a new sense of purpose. Her whole manner changed. She was like her old self again. 

She no longer wrung her hands or hesitated to speak, and while sometimes the sisters felt as if they too were children again, being told to wash their hands or tidy up before dinner, both Tillie and Gwenna were relieved to see the positive change. 

Despite the chaos caused by the builders doing the necessary alterations, Tom too seemed quite happy to come home at the end of a day’s work to find his mother-in-law in charge. His only request was for Tillie to spend the day with him on Sundays going to chapel first, and taking a walk if the weather allowed, or just talking, reading aloud and playing a game or two of cards in inclement weather. 

All was going to plan, but even the sisters admitted they couldn’t have done any of it without the help of Tom and Bethan – nor Edward Turner, who had made it all possible. 

Six weeks earlier, astounded at how simple his scheme had been, Gwenna had turned up on the morning Edward designated, with her heart in her mouth and samples of her confectionery in her basket. But he wouldn’t let her voice her worries. 

“Chin up, Mrs Price, you cannot lose. You have nothing right now, so you can only go up. And I guarantee you will have something by next week, so don’t worry your little head about anything. Leave it to me.”

Standing on his box, head and shoulders above the crowd, he extolled the virtues of her lollies, inviting ‘one and all’ to help themselves and sample Gwenna’s handmade confectionery. 

“Too many have switched to making their product by machine. I’m all for innovation and modernisation, you understand. And mass production is all very well in certain markets. But,” he paused, lowering his voice and leaning forward to make the buyers listen more intently, “my friends, listen to me. I’ll let you into a little secret. If you want quality, if you want elegance, if you want individuality, then Gwenna’s Superior Sweet Treats are for you.” He stood up and his voice returned to its normal auctioneer pitch. “Come along now, only by tasting will you believe me.”

Her heart swelled with pride to hear her confectionery named after her. When he’d made the suggestion, she expressed doubts at the informality until he assured her the personal touch would make the difference. She watched as her samples disappeared.

“Taste Gwenna’s Superior Sweet Treats for yourself and tell me if I’m wrong. I know I’m not. Tell your friends to come along and try for themselves.” 

In the first week, she sold a dozen or more boxes, and more the next week, and the one following. As the weeks passed and the shillings kept rolling in, Gwenna’s confidence grew. 

* * *
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One day early in September Tom came home feeling exceptionally pleased with himself. After Tillie had helped divest him of his wet raincoat, brush off his bowler hat and shake out the umbrella, he asked them all to sit down. Bethan sat in the armchair with Charlie on the floor beside her, while Tillie and Gwenna took a seat at the dining room table. Tom stood with his back to the fireplace, warming himself after the soaking he’d received. He reached for his pipe sitting on the mantelpiece, tamped down fresh tobacco and struck a match on the striker. “I’ve made those enquiries you asked of me, Gwenna,” he said between breaths, drawing the pipe. “And it seems you are right. I am able to secure the next-door property for a very reasonable sum.” He shook the match out and threw it in the fire. “Gwenna, Bethan, you can now give up your residence on North Street. They accepted my offer.” 

Gwenna beamed. Everything was falling into place nicely. The neighbouring cottage also had stables for the horse and her pa’s beloved van. Neither would be needed as much as they once were, but Gwenna was loathe to dispose of them. Tom, she was sure, would find them useful. The cottage had a garden for the children to play and a back porch where she and Bethan could sit. It all made sense. Costs would be less, distances shortened. She couldn’t wait to move in – just her, baby Georgie and Bethan.

“But I have a better suggestion, Gwenna,” continued Tom. “I am of the opinion it is I and my family who should move next door,” he said, thrilled to have solved so many problems at once, “so you, dear sister-in-law, can live in this house and fulfil your dreams.”

Baffled, Gwenna wanted to argue. “But ...” 

Tom held up his hand to stop any further questions or interruptions. Tillie placed her hand over Gwenna’s, trying to contain her own excitement. Her face creased into a wide smile. 

“Tillie and I have spoken about this, and we are agreed. The bungalow would much better suit our purposes. The documents are signed and sealed.”

Gwenna glanced between the two. 

Tillie nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, my dear. You are hearing correctly.”

Unable to contain her own exuberance once realisation hit her, Gwenna hugged her sister and leapt to her feet. Her skirt rustled around her feet as she hurried towards her brother-in-law. “Oh, I can’t believe it. Thank you. Dear Tom, thank you so much. There will be no way I can repay you for all your generosity.”

He took the legal documents from his inside pocket and handed them to Gwenna. 

Being under the age of twenty-one, Gwenna was not legally entitled to own property, but Tom’s role as titular head of the whole family meant Gwenna had secured bank funds she might not otherwise have been granted, even as a widow.

Waving away her concerns about how she would service the loan, Tom patted her hand. “Make a success of it, my dear. Show those naysayers a thing or two, and it will be all the thanks I need.”

Gradually, over the winter months, the project took shape. After a visit to the solicitors where signatures and papers were exchanged, Tom granted Gwenna full use of the house at 18 Beresford Street. The same day she gave notice on the North Street property. 

A month later, Tom, Tillie and Olwen moved into the adjacent cottage, which Tillie declared delightful and more conveniently laid out than the corner place. Bethan, Gwenna and baby Georgie moved into the upstairs rooms and rearranged the back rooms of the house during the renovations. Charlie could be found eating or sleeping at either house as the mood took him. 

As soon as the builders and decorators finished their tasks at number 18, including adding the latest up-to-date cooking range and fitting Gwenna’s confectioner’s table, the girls completed the transformation to the shop. 

They lined the shelves against the back wall with jar after jar of Gwenna’s handmade sweets. On the recently purchased rimu sideboard, plates sat under glass domes in readiness for Tillie’s fudge, alongside an assortment of handmade chocolates and delicate cupcakes. Dainty teacups, saucers and side plates adorned their old Welsh dresser against the other wall. The floorboards had been repolished and a large mirror above the mantelpiece reflected light throughout. Adorning the walls was a pale cream wallpaper with burgundy sprigs set against a frieze of large burgundy flowers with dark green leaves and trailing shoots.

“Didn’t I tell you this corner would be the place for Pa’s dreams to come true?” said Gwenna.

“You did, sister dear, and my heart knew you were right, even if I doubted it would ever happen. But you’ve done far more than he dreamed about.”

Pa had wanted a small shop where he could display his goods and where retailers could inspect, taste and negotiate prices for larger quantities. Gwenna’s ideas were far greater. She wanted a large shop, and a tearoom.

“No, Tillie. We’ve done it. I couldn’t have done any of this without you and Tom.”

“Tom is the most wonderful man, isn’t he?”

Gwenna wholeheartedly agreed. “He most certainly is.”

The position was perfect. Close to several churches, en route to the park and several schools, and in easy walking distance of the busyness of Karangahape Road, they had plenty of passing traffic. Gwenna imagined the ladies with their parasols and plumed hats sitting at the small round tables sipping tea. 

Outside, they stood back and admired the finished building work. With a fresh coat of cream paint contrasting beautifully with dark green window and door trims, the main entrance now came straight off the street into the extended front parlour. The family could go through to the other end of the house, thanks to a new internal door. The elegant three-bay sash windows facing the street were now draped in the fine lace curtains Tillie had made, drawn back to let in light and allow people on the street to peek inside. 

They watched the signwriter hang a painted sign between a pair of hanging baskets above the central window.

Gwenna’s 

for Superior Sweet Treats

G Price Proprietor

She owed so much to Edward Turner.

Tillie agreed to make her specialty fudge but in greater quantities. Bethan’s role was to manage the households, and on occasions bake some of her marvellous Welsh cakes, but most of the work fell to Gwenna.

As well as being the sugar boiler, she would also be the front person. “Except I’m still dressed in black.” 

“Gwenna, bach. In all good establishments, the hostess wears black. It’s not only for mourning. Take heart, dear one. You will succeed.”
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The grand opening

––––––––
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October 1900 

Gwenna chose Labour Day, Wednesday October 10th to open her tearooms. “Shops and offices will be closed that day so people can go to the parade,” she explained, knowing tearooms and confectioners were exempt from the Shops Act and she could choose her own hours. Thousands of people were expected to attend the parades and she considered it a perfect opportunity. “If they can’t go to their usual place, maybe they’ll try something new.”

Bethan and Tillie were as excited as she and assured her they would be on hand to help. Even so, the butterflies in Gwenna’s stomach were causing chaos. Her hands shook and her mind seemed to flit from one thing to another as she checked every detail. 

Tom offered to take Charlie to the park before they went to watch the parades. The two babies would be under Bethan’s care at the back of the house, where she would keep an eye on them while making the hot chocolate, teas and coffees, but still Gwenna worried.

“Stop fussing, Gwenna. It will be all right,” said Tillie. “You already have a good reputation for your handmade sweets, but instead of tasting them down at the markets, or in the grocers, they are coming here. The difference is you’re serving a cup of tea or whatever drink they fancy while they sample your treats. An add-on – isn’t that what Mr Turner said?”

“I hope you’re right, Tillie.” 

They worked doubly hard to make sure the display of fudge, chocolates, cakes and sweets was perfect. Gwenna made up small paper cones filled with lollies and twisted at the end for people to take away with them as a free gift if they sat in the tearooms, and a pile of small lollipops, one free for every child. The scales were set in the middle of the counter so both she and Tillie could use them when people asked for a ‘quarter’ pound.

Tillie fussed with the tablecloths and serviettes she’d embroidered with GY in the corners. They’d learnt the art of hot chocolate and coffee making, purchasing some fancy new pots suitable for pouring the liquid, and practised carrying trays loaded with a full set of dishes. 

Believing no one would be interested in buying lollies, or having a cup of coffee so soon after breakfast, Gwenna decided a ten o’clock opening would be best. 

Seconds after entering the rear of the shop shortly before opening time, Gwenna yelled down the passageway. “Oh, my goodness. Tillie! Come quickly. There’s people waiting.” 

Through the windows, Gwenna could see a party standing around the doorway and others queuing along the window front. She hurried across the floor to unbolt the door. Wearing a half-mourning dress Tillie had made for her with lilac and grey trimming, she looked remarkably pretty. Independence suited her; she had regained most of the weight she’d lost, and with ringlets framing her face, and eyes bluer than the day, she was a picture of confidence, even if she shook with nerves. “Welcome. Welcome, everyone. Do come in,” she invited as soon as the door opened wide enough. 

Three women, dressed in their finery just as Gwenna had imagined, complete with feathers in their hats, crossed the threshold first. Chattering amongst themselves, they took a turn checking out the fudge and cupcakes under the glass domes, and the array of lollies in bowls along the counter front as well as in the jars lining the shelves. 

“We’ll have English breakfast tea for three, please, and some of that fudge,” one of the women said to Tillie who now stood behind the counter, “and a quarter of each of those three.” Her gloved finger pointed to the specific choices she’d made before she joined her two companions who had taken the table in prime position by the window. 

A man and his daughter waited, and Gwenna hurried back to the counter to serve them. The girl, with bouncy curls that shook and danced as she moved, eyed the lollipops and boiled sweets. Wearing a short white dress with black T-strap shoes, she hopped from one foot to the other, sometimes biting her lip and sometimes putting a finger to her mouth. At last, she pointed to the brightly coloured and striped boiled lollies and looked questioningly at her father. He nodded and bought a twist of Gwenna’s traditional brown and white striped humbugs with a chewy toffee centre, for himself, and a quarter of Swansea mix of fruit drops, acid drops, rhubarb and custard and strawberry and cream balls, mints and sours for the young girl. 

Gwenna flashed a smile at the man as they exchanged money and goods. “Would you like one of these too?” she asked, coming around the side of the counter and bending down to offer the child a small lollipop.

“No, she wouldn’t,” the man snapped, putting his hand between Gwenna and the child. “I’ve spent what I’m going to.”

Gwenna had been so wound up and worried it could all go wrong she sucked in air and put her hand against her chest. Goggled-eyed with worry, she stood up straight. Blinking away a sharp tingle in her eyes, Gwenna gushed, “No, sir. Oh, no. That’s not what I meant. It’s free. I’m giving them away to my first customers. I’m sorry if you thought otherwise ...” 

The man’s attitude changed in an instant. “Well, in that case,” he grinned. “Thank you, mistress. Thank you.” Still smiling, he turned to his daughter. “You may have the lollipop, Cora.” The girl accepted the proffered treat and whispered a thank you.

The man eyed Gwenna for a few seconds. “You’ll do well if you carry on as you started. Good luck.” He tipped his hat and Gwenna watched as the two of them left.

A voice dragged her attention back to the people in front of her and Gwenna forgot about the little girl. An hour later the shop was still teeming and reverberating with chatter, the ding of teacups and the rustle of people and chairs moving. The tinkle of the bell attached to the door announcing more customers added to the background noise. All five of the small tables were occupied and a steady stream of people visited the counter.

Not for one moment had Gwenna dreamt so many customers would come on her first day, despite the numerous advertisements Tom had put in the newspapers on her behalf. She barely had time to breathe as she turned from one client to the next. 

Beside her, Tillie was busy measuring out quarters and taking orders for hot drinks and delivering them to the tables when Bethan rang the connecting bell to tell them an order was ready.

“Next, please,” said Gwenna as she faced the closest customer.

Mr Turner removed his hat. His face beamed and he turned to the woman beside him. “May I introduce my wife, Mrs Maude Turner. Maude, dear, this is the young lady I was telling you about. Mrs Gwenna Price.”

Gwenna recognised the great compliment she’d been paid. Mrs Turner resided at their property at Huia and, by all accounts, rarely came to the city. Gwenna bobbed a quick curtsy. 

The room went quiet when Mrs Turner spoke. “How delightful to meet you, Mrs Price,” she said. “I’ve heard so much about you, and now I’ve visited your charming establishment, I will be certain to tell my friends and acquaintances of its appeal.”

Blushing with a mixture of embarrassment and pleasure, Gwenna hid her elation. “Thank you, Mrs Turner. I am honoured by your presence. May I get you something?”

Mr Turner surveyed the room before answering. “You appear exceedingly busy, Mrs Price, so we won’t stay to have tea this time, but could you prepare a pound box of your superior treats for Mrs Turner, please.”

For the next few minutes, Maude Turner indicated to Gwenna which of the fudge, chocolates, caramels and sweets she wanted. These Gwenna placed into a white cake box and tied it with ribbons suitable for carrying. 

“Goodbye, Mrs Price, and thank you,” said Mrs Turner accepting the box. “I am sure we will enjoy your treats very much.”

Mr Turner replaced his hat, winked at Gwenna and escorted his wife to the door. In a voice loud enough to be heard from across the room, he said, “Good luck, Mrs Price. Although I’m not at all sure you need it. You have a successful business here already.”

The moment the door closed behind him the hubbub of voices began again. Gwenna had secured her position thanks to Mrs Turner,

The remaining hours disappeared in a whirl. The parades had been due to start at two o’clock and Gwenna expected trade to drop off, but it hadn’t. Her feet throbbed, her head spun and her back ached, but the plates of fudge lay empty and the pile of dirty dishes and the half-empty canisters told their own story. Not long after four o’clock, came the second surprise of the day. Gwenna stared stupidly at the two women standing there until Tillie nudged her into action.

“Louisa. Janie. What an agreeable surprise. How lovely to see you,” effused Gwenna, unsettled by their appearance and hoping nothing bad would come of it.

The women kissed the air next to each other’s cheek in greeting, while the two older women removed their gloves and scrutinised the premises. All bar one of the tables were now empty. 

Tillie left them to serve the two customers who came in to buy a bag of lollies on their way home, while Gwenna talked about the changes she’d made. A few moments later, the last two ladies at the table by the fireplace rose. Leaving Tillie to chat with the stepsisters, Gwenna excused herself and saw the ladies to the door.

“Thank you for coming, today. I do hope you will call again,” Gwenna said, handing them a free bag of lollies as she closed the door behind them.

“Would you care for some tea? Or hot chocolate maybe,” Tillie offered her siblings.

“Thank you, no. We can’t stay,” said Louisa, taking in every detail of the room. “We called in to see what all the fuss was about.” 

Fuss? Good news, Gwenna guessed. But what had they heard?

Janetta was kinder. “What a pretty shop, Gwenna. It’s so light and airy and I do like your decor.” Wandering to the sideboard, she observed the nearly empty plates but made no comment, and ran her hand along the shiny woodwork.

“Where did you purchase this?” she asked. “It’s rather lovely. I wouldn’t mind something like this for my home.”

“You don’t have the space for it,” snapped Louisa.

“I will one day, Louisa, and in the meantime, I can dream,” replied Janetta.

“You don’t appear to have anything to offer us anyway, Gwenna,” said Louisa, staring pointedly at the sideboard. “Come along, Janetta. I must be going.”

Gwenna and Tillie exchanged glances. Tillie imperceptibly shook her head to warn Gwenna not to say anything, but she couldn’t resist. 

“Goodbye, Louisa. Thank you for stopping by, even for such a short time.” Linking her arm with Janetta, Gwenna walked her to the door. “I do hope you will come again, Janie, and I bought the sideboard from Mr Thomas Woodman, in Burleigh St, off Mt Eden Road.” Janetta could find out for herself who the craftsman was.

They didn’t close until after five o’clock, as it happened, because another influx of people arrived just as Louisa and Janetta were leaving, to Louisa’s dismay.

“Don’t glare, sister dear,” Gwenna heard Janetta say as they stepped down into the street. “Frown lines will spoil your lovely face.” 

Astounded by the change in Janetta, Gwenna could not begin to guess what had happened to give Janie the upper hand. 

Later, after they’d finished cleaning up and Gwenna had changed her lace-up heeled boots for a pair of comfortable brocade slippers, she chatted with Tillie, Tom and Bethan about their day over a welcome cup of tea in the kitchen.

“Congratulations,” said Tillie. “You couldn’t have wished for a better day.”

All Tillie’s fudge sold, and the hot chocolate proved popular. Gwenna had given away numerous lollipops to youngsters coming in with a parent, and most of her free twists of sweets had been distributed to the adults who sat at a table. 

“Thank you, Tillie, but my goodness me, I’m glad to sit down.” She stretched her feet in front of her and wiggled her toes. “And I’m going to have to be careful which shoes I wear in future; my feet are killing me.” 

“Mine too,” said Tillie, changing her shoes. “I don’t remember ever having stood for so long.” 

Bethan waggled her foot showing a sensible satin pump with a long tongue and decorative buckle on the front. “You’ll learn,” she chuckled. 

“Whatever the state of your feet, ladies, sounds to me like you have a winning combination,” said Tom, biting into a piece of ginger slice Bethan had made as an extra. “Charlie and I had fun too. Didn’t we, Charlie?”

Under Tom’s care, Charlie had blossomed and become a different child to the thin, sickly boy of not much more than a year ago. Apart from a cough, he’d not been sick over the winter like he used to be. Coming up nine in February, he’d thickened out and grown several inches, but more importantly, the boy was happy. He was succeeding at school, proving to be a great help to Bethan with the babies, whom he adored, and helping Gwenna by running messages. 

“Yeah. We did, Tom.” Charlie nodded, excited by his day out, but before Tom could continue, Tillie butted in to tell him and Bethan about the other events of the day.

“Mrs Turner played her part so well. Everyone in the room would have heard every word, but I’m positive Mr Turner set it all up. Gwenna is certain to get lots of customers now, once the word gets around. And I’m sure it will.”

Gwenna hoped Tillie was right. So much rested on the shop being successful, reminding her she still had work to do this evening to prepare for the morning. 

“But you should have been there when Louisa and Janetta arrived. Louisa pouted as if she had a sour plum in her mouth, but she couldn’t resist coming in to sneer.”

Gwenna rested her hand on Bethan’s and gave it a little squeeze. The family had fragmented so much since Pa died, sometimes they forgot Bethan was the mother to seven. From the first day little Georgie was born, Gwenna had understood what they meant by a ‘mother’s love’, likewise for Tillie and Olwen. And it wasn’t something that went away, never mind what happened. Gwenna’s heart ached for Bethan. How could Louisa be so disagreeable when her mother didn’t have an unkind thought in her whole being?

“I feel sorry for that girl,” said Bethan. “Something is wrong in her life for her to be so unpleasant, especially to you, Gwenna. She doted on you when you were little.”

Gwenna hadn’t considered that possibility. Could Louisa’s nastiness be a sign of unhappiness? 

“So why doesn’t Janie say something?” asked Tillie. “They’re always together.” 

“Janie worshipped her older sister and wanted to be just like her,” explained Bethan. “When they were little, Louisa was the sparkling one. Always so bright and cheerful, and even more so when she was the centre of attention, but she could get terribly jealous at times. Janie was the shy one in comparison and followed in her sister’s wake, hoping the sun would fall on her sometimes. She still does, but Janie underestimated herself. She has a loving heart.” 

The more Gwenna listened to Bethan’s reasoning, the more it made sense. Louisa behaved badly when she needed attention, until someone – most often Janetta – gave her the comfort she craved. Hers was a recipe for control. Gwenna could see it all now, but what did any of it have to do with her or the shop? A small niggle squirmed. Something wasn’t right.

While her thoughts meandered, Gwenna paid little heed to Tom describing the colourful parade floats, the flags and bunting flying from the many buildings, the noise from the brass and Highland bands and the street sellers, but she was all ears when Charlie spoke.

“There was a boy my age down there with a tray hung around his neck selling lollies and sherberts and them sore throat lollies in little papers bags. Can I do that, Gwenna?”

Gwenna tried to find out who sent the boy out selling, and which shop the lollies came from, but Charlie shrugged his shoulders. “I dunno, do I? I didn’t ask, but I could do better, I reckon.” 

He had it all worked out. “This boy just stood with his back against a wall and waited for people to pass by before he’d ask if they wanted some. But I’d do what Mr Turner does and call out. And move amongst the crowd too. Bit of a risk someone would swipe a bag or two, but you gotta make sure you’re noticed.”

Three adults chuckled at his tale, but Gwenna took him seriously. 

“Do you know what, young Charlie, maybe next time you could.”

“What on earth are you contemplating now?” asked Tillie.

“Precisely what Charlie said. Street selling. Give me time to figure out how it would work best, what the costs would be, and what the tray could look like, but it could be achievable.” Gwenna stretched her aching back and put her hand to her mouth to stifle a yawn. “But I can’t think about it now, I’ve work to do.”

* * *
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Gwenna rose when Georgie stirred with the dawn. The early morning time when he first woke warm and soft became their special time. She would feed him, bathe him with orange or violet water, use Vaseline on any rashes, rub him over with Bethan’s special skin lotion and dress him in fresh clothes. After lots of cuddles, he soon snuggled back to sleep, and she could attend to her own ablutions. 

Thankful for running water in the house, even if it didn’t have a separate bathroom, she’d bought herself a new washstand with a particularly pretty ewer and bowl, decorated with mauve roses the exact colour of the dress she was longing to wear again, the one Tillie had made for her wedding, which seemed a lifetime ago but was less than a year. 

She dashed into the privy built onto the end of the back verandah next to the laundry, collected hot water from the copper tank beside the firebox, mixed it with cold water from the scullery and returned to her room. After adding a few drops of the scented water Bethan had made to the bowl, Gwenna sponged herself from top to toe. Feeling fresh and revived, she dressed in her usual black silk dress trimmed with purple, which had become her staple for working in the shop, and styled her hair into her favourite shape. Brushing it softly back from her face, she let her naturally curly hair fall in wavy ringlets down the back of her head. Fastening a pair of small, dangly jet earrings in place, she patted the front of her hair into shape with a touch of oil and left the room, taking the bowl with her.

In the kitchen, she donned a large white apron and settled into the sugar boiling routine she and Tillie had worked out. The whole operation was still new and raw, and they made mistakes. Gwenna blistered her hand more than once, when in too much of a hurry to turn and stretch the sugar before it cooled enough, and Tillie’s fudge failed one morning because she’d overslept and was in a rush, and they ran out. As the weeks passed, Bethan complained Gwenna wasn’t eating enough and offered to bring her a cup of tea, or some bread and cheese, or a bowl of soup, but Gwenna was too busy to stop. To help out, Bethan had, at long last, agreed to answer the telephone if neither Gwenna nor Tillie were around. She wrote the requests in the order book, tore out the top page, clipped the orders together and hung them from the hook above Gwenna’s hot plate for her to fill. Thankfully, orders from the markets had increased, and her regular customers remained steady, both of which kept the books healthy, but she found it a struggle to keep up with the orders mounting up on the hook, and she fretted about the shop.

She longed for the words ‘let’s meet at Gwenna’s’ to trip off many a tongue before the summer season arrived, but they’d not had a crowd waiting at the door since their first day. While she still believed a ten o’clock opening was early enough, fewer customers came to her door and trade was inconsistent, despite Mrs Turner’s visit. 

Bit by bit, Gwenna discovered which days needed more provisions than others, and which flavours were the most popular. Despite not knowing how many customers they would have or when they would arrive, and to keep the customers guessing and coming back for more, she introduced Bethan’s Welsh cakes sprinkled with caster sugar, and her bara brith fruit loaf, on alternate days. On Saturday half-holiday everything was available, including her own specialty caramels and Tillie’s fudge, which Gwenna made exclusive to the shop.

But it seemed, never mind what she did, nothing turned out quite as planned. 
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Success comes to those who try

––––––––
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October 1900

Elias could hardly believe what Woody was saying.

“The rimu sideboard you made has been sold. Didn’t I tell you it would be the first to go?”

Most of the time, Elias made the smaller items: side tables, wall racks, coat and hat stands, and portable writing boxes. He’d learnt a lot in the last ten months but he still had more to learn. He wanted perfection, but Woody assured him his skills were far superior to many who’d been at the lathe a lot longer.

One day, Woody suggested Elias try his hand at a larger piece. The timber Woody offered him had suited his idea perfectly, but the project had taken longer than Elias had expected, and he’d only finished it a few days earlier. “Sold? Already. My goodness. Who to?”

“Didn’t I tell you it was a fine piece and would be snapped up. It went to a new establishment about to open. The owner said it would be ideal for the purpose.”

Woody didn’t elaborate and Elias didn’t ask any further questions. For the first time, he felt as if he was doing something worthwhile, and which would bring greater rewards to the business. 

Working on the sideboard had kept him sane and given him purpose. The intricacies of the cupboards and getting the hinges to sit so the doors shut exactly against the shelves, the dovetailing of the drawers and the polishing of the long top, brought him a degree of satisfaction out of the wasteland he’d created.

After the exhausting and traumatic events surrounding the death of Johnno Jones, he’d felt all his anger and hatred returning. He wanted to lash out – at the police, at Gwenna, at anyone he could point the finger at – even, obscurely, Woody, for seeing his shame. Alice had been shocked by what she’d learnt after Woody had dragged him away from the clutches of the police. She’d sat and listened, saying nothing, getting paler by the moment. 

The next day she began asking questions, lots of questions, too many questions. “I want to know everything,” she said. “It must have been awful for you. You must feel terrible. Talking about it will help, Eli. Truly, it will. Tell me.”

She meant well, but he couldn’t. He tried, but his anger made him tongue-tied. In the end, he stopped talking altogether. He’d had nothing to do with Johnno’s death but he’d ended up involved up to his neck. His newfound happiness and sense of satisfaction dissolved, and a vacant, unfulfilled void entered his being. 

He’d moved out of the house in North Street, where Gwenna and Bethan were still living, and found a boarding house. He didn’t want to ask Woody if he could move in with him. He couldn’t – not until he and Alice reached an understanding – if they ever did. He’d been too scared to speak to her since, to ask her to marry him, even though he felt sure she would accept him. He believed Woody would approve, but something kept holding him back.

Alice, upset by his behaviour, kept asking what was wrong, but he had no answers. He couldn’t bring himself to say anything kindly or meet her eye to eye. Now she barely spoke to him. Her eyes beseeched him sometimes when she caught him watching her. He yearned to say something, but couldn’t. 

Fear kept him mute. If his temper still resided at the edge of his control and he lost it every time something went wrong, Alice would suffer. And he couldn’t bear the thought. It would be better she was hurt by his silence than by his fists.

He turned his attention to the large, turned leg of a dining table he was working on and dismissed all the conflicting thoughts from his mind. When he was under the spell of the timber, he felt at rest. The noise from the planer, the leveller and the saw became a panacea, and the turmoil inside his head faded into the background. Swirling dust tickled his nose and sawdust lay around his feet, clinging obstinately to parts of his clothing and sticking in his hair, but he didn’t notice. The world outside no longer existed. His timber world was all that mattered.
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Learning to forgive

––––––––
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November 1900

“Eli. Come through, would you please,” called Woody. 

Elias put down his sandpaper, wiped his hands on his apron and walked through the adjoining door. Woody had created a space at the front of the work area for people to view finished products without having to come through to the dusty workshop. Elias was not convinced about it at all. The working space was now smaller and more cramped, and the larger pieces of furniture they were working on took up more space. It all seemed back to front to Elias, but they were managing. And the furniture was selling. 

“I’d like you to meet Mrs Lewis,” Woody said as soon as he entered. “Mrs Lewis, Eli Hughes is the craftsman who made the particular sideboard you are describing.”

For a split second Elias didn’t recognise the woman, but something in her expression transported him back to childhood days and, like a series of pictures, memories flooded his mind. Benumbed and dimwitted, he continued to stare at his sister for several seconds before Janetta found her senses.

“There’s no need for introductions, Mr Woodman. After all, we know each other quite well, don’t we, Elias? Although I confess, I did not know my brother was a craftsman. At least, not with wood.”

Woody considered it prudent to say nothing, and Elias couldn’t quite get his tongue to work either.

“How are you, Elias?” Janetta enquired when it became evident Elias wasn’t going to speak. “I haven’t heard much about you lately. You’ve kept very much to yourself, I fear. How surprising to find you here, of all places. But then no one told me you’d become a woodturner.” 

Eli couldn’t decide whether she was offended because she didn’t know, or receptive to renewing their association.

Clearing his throat he rasped, “Hello, Janetta,” but couldn’t find any other words of welcome. He swallowed again. “What are you doing here?”

Seeing Eli’s bewilderment, Woody said, “Mrs Lewis was asking if we made furniture to order. She’d seen a particularly fine piece recently and the owner informed her where to come.”

Janetta viewed the two men with a puzzled expression Elias couldn’t interpret. 

“You want me to make something for you?” he asked, still sounding perplexed.

“Well, I didn’t know it was you, did I? But yes, that’s why I came here.” Again, Janetta appealed to Mr Woodman to see if he would say something more helpful. “Mr Lewis and I want a sideboard, smaller than the one Gwenna has, but if ...”

“Gwenna! What’s Gwenna got to do with this?”

“For goodness’ sake, Elias. Will you listen,” snapped Janetta, sounding totally exasperated with him, exactly like she used to get when she still lived at home. “Gwenna has a sideboard I liked in the shop.” 

“What shop?” interrupted Elias for the second time, feeling his head spin with all the new information.

“The tearooms and sweet shop. Didn’t you know? No, I suppose not. It’s only been open a few weeks. She told me she’d bought the sideboard from Mr Woodman here, so I came here to order one like it.” She turned to address Mr Woodman. “That is, if you are willing to accept an order from me.”

Further stupefied at the news Gwenna had opened a shop but not wanting to know any more about it, he turned on his heel and left Janetta and Woody talking. Woody would tell him what he wanted him to make. It didn’t matter who bought it. Nothing mattered any more. All Elias cared about was whether the wood responded the way he wanted it to. He couldn’t even bear to think about Alice. 

He’d pushed her away – for her own good, he’d argued – and had crushed the one person he wanted most in his life. The one person he truly loved. All he had left were the remains of something else that once lived – the wood. 

Determined to put Gwenna out of his mind, he picked up his tools and resumed work. Memories of Janetta and growing up before everything went wrong grew into happier and more pleasant images. The five-year age gap between him and Sam didn’t allow for friendship, but Elias had enjoyed his sisters’ teasing and laughter. Sam was the loner, stuck between two older sisters and two younger stepsisters. Those two sisters had been thick as thieves even then, but good-natured and kindly, including Gwenna, despite her stubbornness. Not until his father’s death had things gone bad. Those memories he shut out. But he could not avoid the truth: it was he who had changed, not them. 

As usual, the more he stroked and shaped the wood under his hands, the more contented he became. And the more absorbed he got, the more the world retreated.

Sometime later, Eli sensed a ghostly shadow behind him, as if a memory had come alive. He spun around to find Alice standing there, hand reaching out ready to touch him, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. 

Unsure of her welcome, a small smile shaped her lips, but when the light reached her eyes, he was lost. She hadn’t come into the workshop for more than a week. Not since they’d argued about his increasing indifference and, in desperation, he told her to leave him alone – an outburst that had torn him apart ever since, but he’d had no idea how to rectify the situation.

“Eli,” Alice murmured, “can you not find it in your heart to forgive me?”

Forgive her? She’d done nothing that needed forgiveness. It was himself he couldn’t forgive.

Alice took a step closer. “I’m not sure what I’ve done or said, but I fear I’ve offended you somehow. I’m sorry, Eli. Whatever it is, please, can we go back to how we were?”

The unexpected pain in his throat prevented him from speaking, but his eyes piercing hers spoke volumes. He wanted her so much. He loved her. More than anything in his life before – more than he had words for – but doubts overrode his desire. He couldn’t believe he deserved someone so perfect. And he didn’t trust himself. Seeing Janetta brought back all the memories and reminded him of all he’d lost. 

He now recognised the terrible empty feeling of living apart from everything around him as loneliness, and he didn’t want to live in this bleak void for the rest of his life.

His arms reached around her waist and he pulled her closer to him until he could bury his face in her hair. She tilted her head back and brought her hand up to touch his mouth, her finger following the outline of his lips. He closed his eyes in rapture and imagined what it would be like to kiss her. To hold her like this in his arms forever more.

Her hand crept along his jawline and fingers slid through his hair, clasping the back of his head. He lowered his head to hers until his lips touched hers, softly, tenderly, touching again. Deeper and more intensely their lips sought each other; she melted into his arms. Whatever doubts he once had faded with her kiss. No one could be so trusting and not have faith in their own judgement. He would trust her, even if he didn’t believe in himself.

“It’s you who should forgive me, Alice. I never meant to hurt you. I love you, but you need to see me as I am – I’m not a good person ...”

“Shush.” She stroked his hair as she spoke, like a mother calming her child. “I know who you are. I know you better than you know yourself. I know what you are capable of, and I love you because of it.”

* * *
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Elias felt like a new man. His heart felt lighter, and a sense of urgency stirred within him. He wanted to make up for lost time, for lost moments. 

“Thank goodness you sorted yourself at last,” said Woody, watching Eli work, “and asked that lovelorn girl of mine to marry you. I was getting desperate I’d have to do it for you, the rate you were going.”

Elias laughed, but his reply was serious. “It was all her doing. And yours. I’m grateful for your faith in me. And I will repay you both, I promise. You have my loyalty, and she has my love. I won’t let you down.”

Woody clapped Elias on the shoulder. “I’ve known that for a long time, Eli. It’s yourself you’ve let down, lad. Now you’ve found your will again, greater success and greater rewards will come your way. And it will show in your work. Just you wait and see.”

Alice couldn’t stay away from the workshop. She swept and tidied, helped hold pieces she didn’t need to hold, brought more food than they needed and took every opportunity to be near him, to fleetingly touch him like a feather floating past in the air. They hadn’t set a wedding date yet, both wanting to nurture and strengthen the bond between them before they declared it to the world. His happiness soared every time she came near him. 

One day at the beginning of December, Woody came through from the front shop. Elias had been busy with a range of small items again: consoles, bedside tables, occasional tables, bookstands and davenports, all which sold well as Christmas presents. 

People rarely ordered custom-made furniture any more. Not now machinery had sped up the process and ready-made furniture could be bought from the likes of Tonson Garlick’s massive store in Queen Street. Thomas Woodman was a small operator by comparison, but by limiting the use of machinery, his point of difference was the quality of his handmade products. He liked the old ways. It might take longer, but the finished product was more personal.

“Eli. Take a look at this, will you?” He handed Elias a photograph of an elaborate chiffonier. “There’s a man out front who wants to know if you can make something like this.”

Elias studied the photograph and shook his head. “No, I can’t do all that fancy carving, but I wouldn’t, even if I could. It’d ruin the line and colour of the wood. And I don’t like those overly ornate spindles everywhere propping up the out-of-balance top section.”

Elias handed the photo back to Woody searching his face for a reaction. Had he overstepped the line? After all, it wasn’t his choice, it was what the customer wanted that mattered.

“Fair enough,” said Woody, surprising Elias. “What would you do instead?”

“I’d do something plain with curves rather than curlicues, with a back to it. I’d keep the panels simple with a bit of moulding.” He took a pencil from behind his ear and crossed the floor to one of the work tables. Ripping a sheet of paper from a pile tied together on a peg, he drew a rough sketch to show Woody what he was talking about. “Drawers here just under the top, and more inside one of the cupboards and shelving space for platters and terrines.”

Woody took it without saying anything. A few minutes later he came back. “Eli, come with me.”

Again, Elias laid down his tools and followed Woody out to the front shop.

“This is Mr John Court.” Woody introduced Elias. “Mr Court, Eli Hughes is my craftsman. He is a fine carpenter and turner, and I respect his opinion.”

Elias didn’t like it when Woody sang his praises. He was aware of how many mistakes he made, and that he had a lot more to learn. He and Woody worked well together. Sometimes one of them made the legs, or fashioned drawers or fitted hinges to doors, while the other sanded and shaped and cut the door fronts or table tops. Never mind how many times Woody told him he was a natural, Eli knew Woody fixed up his errors without comment. If anyone was the master, it was Woody.

Elias shook the extended hand. “Mr Court,” he said with a nod.

“Nice to meet you, Mr Hughes,” acknowledged the man. “My wife speaks highly of your skill. She has bought several articles of yours, which others have admired, and now wishes something larger.”

Elias said nothing, hoping it would not be construed as rude, but embarrassment tied his tongue. Woody must have told the man Elias had refused to copy the picture.

“Mr Woodman tells me New Zealand woods do not lend themselves to anything as ornate as this.”

Elias glanced at Woody, whose slight smile disappeared almost before it had begun. It wasn’t entirely true, of course – any good woodworker could create whatever he wanted from any wood, New Zealand or not, but native wood naturally lent itself to plainer finishes. The ruse was clever, nevertheless, and provided a reason for Elias’s point-blank refusal.

“Well, I ... that is ...” Elias stammered.

Mr Court continued. “I like the style of this drawing. I know it’s a rough sketch, but it sits far more comfortably with me than this thing my wife found. I’d like to commission you to make it for me.”

Elias glanced at Woody for the second time. An imperceptible nod confirmed he should accept. “Thank you, sir. I’m honoured.”

Elias talked with Mr Court for a short while about the specifics of height and length, and left Woody to negotiate the price and delivery time. 

“Thank you, Mr Hughes,” said the man, “I will ask Mrs Court to provide the details of her requirements for the size, but rest assured she will adore the idea of a one-off piece made just for her.”

Later that evening, over a drink in The Edinburgh Castle, Woody congratulated Elias on winning his second commission.

“Second?” queried Elias.

“Oh yes. Didn’t I tell you?” Woody swallowed a mouthful of ale and pondered for a moment or two. “No, I don’t suppose I did.” 

Elias could tell Woody had deliberately not told him about it.

“Well? Out with it, what’s the other one?”

“A sideboard. But not on the scale of the one Mr Court has ordered, but you should be able to cut the sections at the same time.”

“So, who’s it for?”

“Never you mind for now, just be happy your work is being noticed and people are asking for you by name. It’s not doing me no harm either,” added Woody. “It’s bringing in the cash, I can tell you.”

Eli tried to find out who the commission came from, but Woody wouldn’t be drawn. 

“It doesn’t matter right now. You make it, I sell it. Who buys it makes no difference.”

He recalled Janetta coming into the shop six weeks ago. Could it be her? Eli shrugged. He didn’t care.

The men chatted convivially over another couple of beers before Woody got around to telling Elias his next plans. “After the success of last year’s Auckland industrial exhibition, I’ve put your name forward for the next one.”

The man never ceased to surprise.
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The burden of responsibility
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December 1900

Close to two months after the shop had opened, the women had settled into a regular system, but Gwenna was working far more hours than was healthy. And the paperwork was starting to overwhelm her to the point that Tom offered to tackle it.

“Gwenna. Don’t be stubborn. You can’t do everything yourself. Let me help. I can do invoices over a few evenings, and it’s one less task for you to worry about.”

Tom had offered before, but Gwenna always refused. Now she gave in. She wasn’t so keen on getting someone else to help, though.

“Honestly, Gwenna. You can’t keep going like this,” said Tillie one evening as they sat around the table after supper. 

“I don’t know why I bother cooking sometimes,” said Bethan, staring at Gwenna’s plate. “You eat less than a sparrow these days. It’s not good, I tell you. No good will come of it.”

“You need someone to help,” echoed Tillie. “Either in the shop, so you can make the goods, or in the kitchen, so you can run the shop. You can’t do both. You could do with someone to help with the distribution, too. And you shouldn’t rely on carriers you have to pay. It’s ridiculous when you have a perfectly good delivery van – and horse, might I remind you – sorely neglected in our backyard.”

Tom rode the horse to keep it exercised, but in all honesty, he wasn’t much of a rider and chose to walk to and from his job at Smith & Caughey’s on a daily basis. He occasionally hitched up the van and did a few deliveries on a Saturday afternoon for Gwenna, but he preferred to spend his half-holiday with Charlie, when the women were working. And he refused to use it for personal use when it was emblazoned with G Price & Family, Confectioners.

“I know that,” Gwenna snapped, “but it can’t be helped right now. I can’t afford to employ anyone else yet – some days we don’t take enough to pay for the ingredients, let alone make a profit. If it wasn’t for the wholesale orders coming in, we wouldn’t be able to continue.”

Gwenna hated admitting she was close to defeat. The wholesale side had picked up considerably, thanks to Edward Turner’s auctions, even if the business wasn’t quite back to the level her father once enjoyed. On his half-day, with Charlie’s help, Tom packed the orders into boxes ready for the carter to deliver them if he couldn’t do the deliveries himself. Some evenings, too, one or more of them helped Gwenna parcel up the sweets she’d made, label and store them. 

But she couldn’t decide whether the shop helped or hindered since the shop itself had not yet turned into the dream she’d held for so long. Some days she was rushed off her feet, others she hardly saw a soul. While she’d never say so, even paying Tillie was a stretch, but since Tillie had given up her piecework sewing job, Gwenna felt honour-bound to contribute to the household. More so, if Tom did her paperwork as well.

“Don’t expect miracles, Gwenna,” said Tom in his usual calm manner. “Give it time. The spring weather has been awful. I’m sure the sunshine will help bring people in, but ...” Tom paused and Gwenna felt her stomach flip. “... may I offer you some advice?” 

Gwenna sat up straighter in her chair and nodded. What was wrong?

“I’ve noticed you are not advertising any more, or at least only on Saturday mornings, which is why I think trade is better. You need to spend money to make money, Gwenna. You need to advertise during the week. It’s cheaper then, so try placing an advertisement on Mondays and Thursdays and see if it helps. And...” he continued, “Charlie wants to say something.”

Until this moment, Gwenna had forgotten Charlie was in the room. He was patiently entertaining Georgie and Olwen, who gurgled and murmured in the background. At nine months old, Olwen was starting to crawl and needed constant watching. 

“Yes, Charlie, what is it?”

Charlie had changed so much in the last twelve months there was little left to recognise of the old version. “I didn’t want to say anything, but Tom says I should.” Charlie hesitated as if unsure, which was not like him, which in turn made Gwenna more nervous.

“Go on,” she encouraged.

“None of the kids from school will come to the shop. They say it’s too grand and they aren’t allowed. They buy their lollies from the likes of Smeeton’s and the other grocers. But yours are better.”

Having always been wholesalers, Gwenna had never thought about children buying lollies from her before. She had targeted the tearooms to the ladies, but now Charlie made her think about it – children only came with a parent.

“You could be right, Charlie. Children don’t come to the shop by themselves. And you think that matters?” 

Charlie sat Olwen on the floor between his legs so he could keep hold of her and gave her toys to play with. The serious expression on his face almost made Gwenna laugh, but she didn’t.

“Of course. Who likes lollies the best? Kids, of course. If they can buy your lollies, they’ll ask their mums and dads for the money. They’ll ask why and where from and then everyone will know about Gwenna’s,” said Charlie, having given his idea a lot of thought. “So the trick is to get the kids to the shop.”

“And how do you suggest I do that?” chuckled Gwenna, feeling more relaxed.

Charlie turned to Bethan to gauge her reaction. “Mam, can you look after Georgie and Olwen after school without me?”

“I’m always grateful for your help, Charlie, but you don’t have to if you don’t want to,” said Bethan.

“It’s not I don’t want to help, it’s I think I can help Gwenna better.”

Intrigued by his idea, everyone was all ears to how he thought his plan would work. “Set me up with a tray thing or a box on a table and I can stand in the street. I’ll sell them all in no time, I reckon, once the kids get to hear about it. I’ll tell them all at school when and where they can get the best lollies. Then there’s the workers walking home, and the mums and dads coming along to see what’s going on. And I reckon some of those broken and funny-shaped sweets and stuff that goes wrong sometimes could be sold off cheap in little bags once a week, right on closing time.” 

Throughout his explanation, he’d continued to shake a rattle with Olwen and pick up things she’d thrown, paying little attention to what the adults were doing or saying, but he’d made his point.

Tom sat at the table, head propped on an elbow, with one ankle resting on his other knee, drawing on his pipe and smiling as if it had been his idea. Bethan made a moue of uncertainty. Tillie’s clap of her hands and enthusiastic face showed she thought it a superb idea, and Gwenna ... Gwenna didn’t know what to say, silenced by the simplicity of the boy’s idea.

“It’s an original idea, Charlie, but I’m not so convinced. What happens when the weather’s bad? And I can’t have you giving up your afternoons to work for me. You’re too young.”

Charlie shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t go anywhere else after school; I come home and help Mam. I’m not too young for that. Why am I too young to help make money?”

Damn. The boy had a point. Other boys his age were expected to work, and much harder than anything she’d ask of Charlie. Some of them didn’t always get to go to school because they had to work for their parents. Gwenna wasn’t having that, but maybe it was time to stop coddling him. 

“And if it’s raining I can move under the verandah up the road, but it’s summer soon and holiday time coming up, so it shouldn’t matter,” finished Charlie. 

The image of a small handcart painted up with her name on it flashed into her mind. She’d have to be careful not to upset any of the other shopkeepers.

“And, Gwenna?”

“Hmm, yes, Charlie,” Gwenna murmured, her thoughts having already drifted towards the possibilities.

“Can I get a cut of everything I sell?”

The adults all burst out laughing.

“Yes, Charlie, my little go-getter. You can.”

* * *
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“Leave it to me,” declared Bethan, insisting she would do all the preparation for the Christmas celebrations. “You girls will be in too much of a tizzy to do it properly anyway.” 

Gwenna breathed a sigh of relief. The closer it got to Christmas, the more frazzled she became. So much had happened in the last twelve months or so, her head spun. She’d gone from underdog, to bride, to widow, to mother, to businesswoman, in such a short time, and fluctuated between jubilation and despair so often, she doubted she had any control over her life.

As usual, when beset by doubts and worry, Gwenna made sweets. Unable to sleep, she headed for the kitchen. The routine soothed her mind as she bent to her task with a naturalness the others didn’t possess. While she heated the sugar, prepared the flavourings and calculated the quantities, her heart rate slowed, and a calmness came over her, allowing her to think without getting agitated.

The trauma of the months leading up to her Christmas Eve wedding a year ago filled her mind. Even though Johnno’s death had been Gwenna’s saddest and most difficult time, and the day Elias was arrested scared her more than she thought possible, in amongst it all were many things she could be grateful for. Her beautiful boy Georgie, a new home and fulfilling a dream she’d held for many years, along with the ever-changing dynamics within the family. Gwenna had nothing to complain about, and yet something was keeping her awake at night. 

Charlie was her greatest surprise – next to Elias. Nearly every day, she could see changes in him as he grew more confident, more cheerful and more carefree, as if he’d forgotten all his previous misfortunes. For that, she could only thank Tom. How any man could be so willing, so caring and so agreeable was completely beyond Gwenna’s experience of men – even her father. Except Tom was all of those things. 

He once said, “Happiness breeds happiness. I’m a happy man. Happy in my work, happy in my home. It’s easy to spread such happiness around.”

Tom was also the most loving of men towards Tillie and Olwen, and Charlie, whom he treated more like his own son than a younger brother-in-law. 

At least she didn’t have to worry about them. And Mam was in good spirits. Although, on occasions, Gwenna suspected they were false. As for the others, well ... some days, she didn’t know where to start.

Gwenna hadn’t seen Elias for many months, but Alice popped in from time to time. The girl was so transparent, Gwenna could tell by the way she walked how happy she felt, and she hadn’t been happy in some time. Many a time, she was sure Alice was on the tip of saying something but held her tongue. Gwenna suspected Elias and Alice were having troubles, and had been since the day of Elias’s arrest. His continued transformation still amazed her, but for now, Gwenna was happy to leave him at a distance. Her life was confused enough, thanks in part to her stepsisters.

Gwenna sensed a change in Janetta, who had called twice since, without Louisa, and who hinted of something afoot. This morning, she called in again.

“Gwenna, I have to say I was surprised, nay, shocked, to find Elias at the workshop you sent me to. Did you know Elias had made your sideboard?”

“Not until after, if I’m honest. When Alice Woodman found out I was looking for furniture for the shop, she told me her father had a unit in his display room I might like. It wasn’t until after Mr Woodman delivered it did he tell me Elias had made it.”

“So you knew when you sent me there.” Janetta bit her bottom lip and frowned, visibly bothered by the whole issue.

“Does it matter who made it? It’s a piece of furniture and it serves its purpose. It’s well made and often admired. I’m the one getting the credit; I can afford to send a little his way, can’t I?”

Janetta still hesitated. “But ... I’m not so sure. After what he was like. Why should I give him my business?” Janetta sounded unusually critical and disparaging.

“Janie, this isn’t like you. What’s changed?”

“It’s just ... Oh dear, I don’t know. Percy said it was up to me, he didn’t care one way or the other. If I wanted a new cabinet, I should get the one I liked best. But Louisa ...”

Gwenna sighed. “What’s Louisa said now?”

“Nothing. That’s what worries me. I’d ask her advice, but she’s stopped going out, and hardly talks to me. When I call, she is polite but withdrawn. Last time I visited, she looked awfully tired. I wondered if she was with child again, but then she said something very strange – she said, ‘the family are unworthy of my attention’. What does she mean?”

Gwenna didn’t like the sound of it, whatever it meant. 

“I don’t know, Janie, but Mam says there’s something wrong too. Does her husband treat her right? Or is it money, or his father – or mother? Is she ill? Could be lots of things.”

“She’s certainly not said anything,” answered Janetta, “but then ...” Janetta didn’t finish what she was saying. 

She left soon after. “Goodbye, Gwenna. I’ll see you again soon.”

She had watched her stepsister leave, aware Janetta had not spoken to any of the others, least of all their Mam. Irritably, Gwenna pounded the sugar into shape – as if she didn’t have enough on her plate without having to worry about everyone else in the family.

* * *
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The next few days passed in a whirl. Shop trade picked up in the middle of December, in particular for her bags of lollies, but in her weary state Gwenna functioned lethargically, without her usual vivacity. She had even forgotten about Charlie’s idea about a hawker’s tray and barrow. Tillie and Bethan worked around her and, she suspected, did more than their share. Lack of sleep dragged her down.

Every time she lay her head on the pillow confused dreams from the past of the fun-loving Johnno, the embittered Elias, the sickly Charlie and the unhappy Bethan filled her head. Sometimes the stern, uncompromising expression Hugh wore when he’d caught Elias out flashed into view. What woke her, however – sweating and with her heart pounding – were the fleeting images of Black Jack. None of it made sense.

At least, they had a lot of stock on hand, thanks to her nightly efforts.

Two days later, one worry fell from Gwenna’s shoulders. 

Alice literally bounced into the shop. The heels of her tiny feet encased in her soft leather pumps barely touched the ground as she walked and she seemed to find joy in everything around her. “You’ll never guess,” she said, doing a little twirl, both hands held against her chest. “Eli and I are engaged.” Another couple of bounces on the balls of her feet and a clap of her hands before she announced, “We’re getting married. I couldn’t tell you before, because ... well, because ... I wanted to, but ...”

“Congratulations, Alice,” Gwenna cut the girl short. “And you don’t need to explain. I’m just happy for you both; that’s if you’re sure it’s what you want.” 

“Oh, it is. Well, it is now. The ordeal Eli had to go through after Johnno ...” Alice clapped her hand to her mouth and her eyes widened. “Sorry, Gwenna. I didn’t mean to bring Johnno up, but the whole affair unsettled Eli terribly. It took him a long time to get over it.”

Gwenna forced a smile to her lips. Elias wasn’t the only one unsettled. “It’s all right, Alice. Johnno’s been on my mind a lot lately. But I agree, Elias shouldn’t have had to go through it, and I hope he can put it behind him. It’s over now. It took months, but the coroner’s inquest finally ruled accidental death.”

What she didn’t admit to Alice was the date the coroner had written on the certificate. 18th April 1900: her birthday. Gwenna had been horrified when the official notice arrived. Why had they chosen that one, of all dates, when he’d been missing since the first week of April? 

Alice, relieved by Gwenna’s reassurances, scanned her up and down. “Are you well, Gwenna?” she asked. “You’ve lost weight ... If I may be so bold as to mention it,” she added, embarrassed by her outspokenness.

“Well enough, thank you.” Tillie and Bethan had been on at her about the same thing. At that moment more customers came into the shop, giving Gwenna the chance to avoid further questioning. “And congratulations again. Now, you’ll have to excuse me.” 

Gwenna felt sure she would feel better once the new year began. Although why she should be so distressed, she couldn’t explain. By the end of the week, Gwenna struggled to move her feet. Charlie had been called in to stay with the babies so Bethan could help Tillie, and Tillie forced Gwenna to retreat to the sitting room.

“Mam and I can finish up, you need to rest. Put your feet up awhile and see if you can grab forty winks.”

Too tired to argue, Gwenna lay on the sofa and closed her eyelids to ease her stinging eyes and pounding headache. Some time later she stirred, surprised to see the clock on the mantel said seven thirty. Cross that Tillie had let her sleep so long, Gwenna got to her feet with a vague sense of unease.

Unable to hear any noise, she made her way along the dim corridor. She didn’t like being alone after dark when all the memories of the house in Onehunga came back. Entering the shop, goose pimples rose on her arms. The place was deserted and locked up for the night. All appeared as it should have, except for the silence. About to check the kitchen for any sign of life, Gwenna saw a shape in the window behind the lace curtains. Hazy and uncertain in the gathering dusk, like something from her dreams, the shape moved. 

Black Jack, her subconscious shrieked. She held her breath and blinked, twice. When she looked again, the shape had gone. She stood, frozen to the spot, afraid to move, worried her mind was playing tricks. The silence echoed around her and she fled to the kitchen. It, too, was deserted. Without pause, she hurried down the steps, leaving the back door swinging open behind her in her haste to reach Tillie’s house. 

She turned her head, certain someone was chasing her in the gloaming and ran headlong into something solid. Her head spun round as a scream erupted from deep inside her, followed by another, and another. 

––––––––
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Sitting bolt upright, thanks to the smelling salts Bethan waved under her nose, Gwenna found herself on the sofa in Tillie’s living room surrounded by worried faces: Tom, Charlie, Tillie, Bethan – and Hugh.

“What’s going on?” she asked, sounding brittle even to her ears. She blinked rapidly and tried to assemble her thoughts. 

“We’re hoping you can tell us,” said Tillie. “Mr Powell saw you running out the back door like you were being chased. You ran straight into him. Your screams brought us all running, but you’d fainted. Mr Powell carried you in. What on earth scared you so much?”

Gwenna shook her head, gazing at each face until she stopped at Hugh’s. Worry etched his features and he looked ghastly: hollow-eyed and worn down, and nothing like the Hugh she’d known. A whole string of questions formed, but they could wait.

“Gwenna. What happened?” urged Tillie when she didn’t reply.

“I don’t know. I saw something. At least, I thought I did. A shadow in the window. It was getting dark and the house was empty ...” 

She shuddered at the memory and burst into tears. She couldn’t begin to explain her certainty that she’d seen Black Jack. No one would believe her. Bethan sat beside her, put an arm around her stepdaughter and let the girl sob into her shoulder. 

“There, there, Gwenna, bach. All will be well.” She handed the girl a handkerchief. “You’ve worked yourself to a standstill, you have, my dear. You’re exhausted.” 

Tillie brought her a cup of tea, Charlie sat on the floor beside her and rested his head on her lap, and Hugh stood uncomfortably holding his hat until Gwenna’s tears subsided.

“Mr Powell,” said Tom, “won’t you take a seat? You are welcome in my home.”

“Yes. Please,” echoed Tillie. “Do sit down and have a cup of tea. You look all in.”

But Hugh declined. “I’m sorry to have given you a fright, Miss, Mrs ...” He hesitated, unsure how to address Gwenna. “It wasn’t me at the window, just so you know. I was in your garden, but it wasn’t my intention to scare you.”

“What were you doing in the garden?” asked Tom, surprise putting an edge to his voice.

Hugh shifted uneasily from foot to foot. “I’ve just got back ... sir.” 

Tom nodded, having read in the paper that some of the early contingents sent to South Africa were returning after their twelve-month assignment. It explained a lot about Hugh’s appearance. 

“The people in the old place told me the family had shifted. I wanted to see where you lived and if ...” Hugh stopped.

“If what, Mr Powell?” pushed Tom.

“If Miss Gwenna, um, if the family were well. I should be on my way now, I guess. Thank you for inviting me in, but I should be going.”

“Where are you staying, Mr Powell?” asked Bethan.

“In the hostel, Mrs Price, ma’am. Until I find something suitable.”

“Well, then, you’d better come and see us again tomorrow. In the daylight. After church would be best. And do come to the door, there’s a good chap. There’s a lot to talk about.”

Throughout the discussion, Gwenna sat in a daze. The last time weird dreams haunted her was leading up to Johnno’s accident. She started to shake, scared her visions meant something sinister would happen again. After all, she’d seen Hugh’s face in her dreams – his old face, at least; not the one she’d seen this evening – and now he’d appeared without warning.

Her skin crawled as those strange feelings of unease returned.

Black Jack would be next.
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Happier Times

––––––––
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Mid-December 1900

Hugh returned after church the next day, as Bethan had asked. Gwenna had only vaguely taken in his appearance the night before and hoped he hadn’t noticed her shock when she saw him in the light of day. His upper body drooped and his jacket hung loosely on the once broad, strong shoulders. With dark bags under his eyes and sallow skin, he looked ... well, ‘haunted’, was the word, but the vacant expression in his eyes upset her the most. 

Hugh had been back in the country for a month, and while the government talked of returned soldiers being offered a plot of land to farm, Hugh was a townie and he didn’t want to move to the country. Not that he looked fit enough to do any manual labour, to her. Without hesitation, Gwenna asked him to help her again, just like he used to – if he felt up to it. 

Briefly, light entered his eyes and he pulled his shoulders back momentarily before they sagged again. He assured them he was fit and well enough to do whatever they wanted of him. 

Over the next few days, in an effort to fatten him up, Bethan made sure he had more food than he could eat, and Gwenna found that, while not as strong as he once was, Hugh was more than willing. Having been forced to package her sweets into smaller boxes so she and Bethan could lift them, they found Hugh lifted the larger boxes effortlessly. 

They developed a pattern she’d forgotten they possessed. He could read her needs before she asked, placing the sacks of sugar and other ingredients within easy reach, and improved on the system of labelling and order of storing the sweets waiting for despatch. One day, he rescued a pot of sugar Gwenna had left on the heat when she’d been called through to the shop. When she returned, he was working the sugar almost in the way he always had, except she could see he’d adjusted his pull-and-wrap rhythm, as if one arm was not as supple as it once had been. Whatever the problem, his batch of sweets was still as good as ever. 

But he hated noise. If she accidentally banged pots together, or a metal spoon scraped the bottom of a pan, he would recoil. Sometimes, for no apparent reason, he’d step away from what he was doing and, leaning forward in a crouch, would put his hands over his ears. Other times, he’d stand frozen to the spot, staring at something she couldn’t see, or shudder violently. He never explained his reaction and returned to what he’d been doing. Never mind how many times she asked, he refused to talk about what happened in South Africa.

Whatever his demons, Gwenna was happy to have him back working with her. The difference he made in less than two weeks was impressive, and she hoped for longer-term effects. The one aspect that had hardly changed at all was that he rarely spoke unless spoken to first. She could cope with that, happy to work in companionable silence, knowing he was there.

* * *
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In the days since the shadow from her dreams had scared her half to death, and Hugh had appeared out of nowhere, she’d been run off her feet in the shop. She’d not had a spare moment to worry or fret over anything, except ensuring the customers were served. The tables were full with ladies ordering teas, coffees and hot chocolate, even though the summer temperatures reached the high seventies. 

Mrs Turner had called again, bringing two acquaintances. Gwenna later found out one was the wife of Mr Ernest Yates, the seed merchant, and prominent in social circles, and the other, Mrs Annabella Geddes, whom Maude Turner referred to as Mary. Gwenna had met Mr John McKail Geddes once or twice in passing after purchasing coffee and tea supplies from the firm still known as Brown Barrett, even though Mr Geddes was the sole owner. The Geddeses were a wealthy, influential couple. Mrs Geddes was known for her patronage of the welfare of women even if her Maori heritage was often a topic of discussion. A simple word from either Mrs Yates or Mrs Geddes would make all the difference to Gwenna’s clientele. 

Apart from that pleasing but singular episode, Gwenna recognised several women from church. She hadn’t noticed their absence until they started to become regulars but had no idea why they hadn’t come in the first place. 

Gwenna asked Janetta about it as they left church together after the Christmas service. 

“Because of Louisa.” 

“Sorry, Janie, you’ll have to explain better than that. What’s because of Louisa?”

They paused in their conversation to shake hands with the minister and comment on the sermon before continuing their walk down the path and onto the street, where they waited for Bethan and the others. Percy Lewis stood talking to three gentlemen, Tom and Tillie were passing time with another couple Gwenna didn’t know, Bethan held Janetta’s two youngsters by the hand, while Charlie, excited by what the rest of the day would offer, bounced alongside.

“Really, Gwenna, sometimes you are so clever, but other times you’re too gullible. Louisa is the leader of the Ladies Committee.”

“Why should that matter?”

Janetta rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Gwenna. You’re too good to be true. Do you remember the day we came to the shop when you first opened and Louisa was all snippy?”

“Yes, but then Louisa can be difficult when she wants to be.”

“Exactly. That’s what I’m saying. She took it into her head that you didn’t deserve to have so much luck. She was jealous. Like she used to get sometimes when we were kids.” Janetta moved them further down the street in case they were overheard. “I don’t know what she said, but I suspect she threatened the other ladies with their position on the committee. Saying it was in jeopardy if they patronised your shop.”

Gwenna couldn’t believe her ears. “Surely not? Louisa isn’t spiteful. I know we haven’t always got on, not since she married Mr Evans, and I get so cross with the way she treats Mam, but I can’t believe she’d deliberately do something quite so mean.”

“Well, she did, Gwenna. She did. But, much to my surprise, she also did the reverse.”

Now Gwenna was utterly confused. “You mean she’s since told them they can come to the shop?”

Janetta nodded. “Word gets around and your name – or rather the shop’s name – has come up a few times at meetings. You know, someone said they’d overheard someone else say how good it was, and so on. Lately, she’s basked in the associated glory of telling everyone she’s related to you, and suggesting they were, indeed, missing out if they didn’t patronise the place.”

“Why would she do that? And didn’t anyone take her to task for her about-turn?” Such behaviour was beyond Gwenna.

Janetta shook her head. “Some of the ladies value their social positions, however false they may be, and follow the most vocal opinions in order to be part of the crowd. I’m just not sure what’s happened to change Louisa’s mind. But something has. And something is definitely wrong. I’m certain of it.”

* * *
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Sitting around the dining table later on Christmas day, Gwenna admired the miniature pine tree Charlie had decorated. Its aroma filled the room. Fresh foliage interspersed with the clusters of red stamens of the pohutukawa flowers festooned the mantelpiece. Other more traditional decorations sat on tabletops and cabinets, and Bethan’s precious cards and letters from the home country hung on a string above the fireplace, to be read and reread many times. 

“You’ve excelled yourself, Mam. The place is very festive,” Gwenna congratulated Bethan, thankful to be surrounded by her family who helped block out memories of the Christmas she and Johnno had shared last year. Still euphoric and wrapped in new love at the time, she’d pretended it didn’t matter, never mind how bleak and cheerless their day had been. She hadn’t fooled herself and she doubted she’d fooled Johnno either. “And the food is magnificent,” she added, in an attempt to rid her mind of the past.

Tom ceremoniously carried the roast turkey, surrounded by potatoes and carrots from the garden, and set it on the table next to a bowl of peas and a jug of gravy. Expertly carving slices from the bird, he placed two on each plate, until everyone was served.

“Can we pull the crackers now?” asked Charlie, once Tom had sat down.

“Course you can,” said his mam. 

Bethan had made them herself, and Charlie would find the best gifts inside his – a whistle, a marble or two and a miniature puzzle, at least – on top of the comics she’d given him earlier. 

Tillie had given him a new set of clothes since he’d grown again, and he adored Gwenna’s box of toy soldiers, but his favourite present was the hand-painted, cast-iron fire wagon Tom had given him. 

“Look, Mam. The wheels turn and the ladder can be swivelled around and extended. And look at the little firemen sitting up top. Even their buttons are painted on. Oh, thank you, Tom. What fun.”

After they said grace, Tom raised his glass. “To family, to posterity, and to you, Gwenna.”

“Me?” 

“Yes, Gwenna. You. Despite all the setbacks, all the hardships and all the anguish you’ve suffered, you have risen above it all and come out on top. I’m honoured to know you and call you sister-in-law. May the coming year bring you both joy and success.”

Bethan and Tillie echoed Tom’s praises, and the clink of glasses tinkled amid the laughter and babbling from Georgie and Olwen. Gwenna smiled through eyes wet with happiness, relief and optimism. 

Maybe the tide had turned.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

31

[image: image]


New love overshadows the past

––––––––
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New Year 1900

At precisely midnight, Elias handed Alice a small, flat packet wrapped in plain brown paper. While the crowd stood in awe of the fireworks, entertained by the blast of sound coming from ships’ horns, clanging bells, harsh whistles and chiming clocks, Elias and Alice only had eyes for each other.

“What’s this?” she shouted into his ear.

“Open it and see.” He held his breath, waiting, eager for her response.

Pulling the string tie open and unfolding the paper, she gasped at the sight of the intricately carved lovespoon lying in her hand. The Welsh tradition of a lovespoon, proof of the carver’s skill as well as a gift of love, said more than any words he could have used. Each of the symbols had a meaning: a horseshoe for luck, a cross for faith, bells for marriage, hearts for love, a wheel, supporting a loved one and a lock for security – and he’d used them all. 

Alice’s hair bobbed up and down as she bounced on her toes, and she flung her arms around Elias’s neck, ignoring the stares and sniggers from people around her. “Oh, Eli. It’s beautiful. Thank you so much.”

As soon as the fireworks finished, the Garrison Band, under the baton of Mr Hunter, picked up their instruments and started playing again, while the paddle steamer Eagle continued its excursion around the harbour. 

The open top deck was crammed almost elbow to elbow, but Eli couldn’t have been happier. He’d booked two places aboard the boat on the second trip of the night so Alice could see the fireworks. He’d wanted, no, needed, to tell Alice how much he loved her and explain how guilt-ridden he felt about his earlier detachment but, unable to put any of it into words, he had to come up with a different plan. 

The newspaper advertisement for the New Year’s Eve excursion had sparked one idea, but the lovespoon had been entirely his. Out of the blue, a memory had come to him one day of the simple lovespoon his father had given his mam when they wed – the one he, their son, had snapped into pieces in a rage and thrown in the fire when his mam married George Price. 

He’d watched the tears trickle down her face, but she said nothing. She had never reprimanded him or mentioned it since, even though she must have been heartbroken. Only now was he beginning to accept the power of love over the potency of hate. He never wanted to feel hatred like that again. It had nearly destroyed him and everything he once loved.

He had much to regret, and even more to make amends for, but the mythical folklore surrounding the custom became significant. Whether as an act of contrition, a form of retribution or as a pledge, Elias couldn’t decide, but the urge to make a lovespoon for Alice was too strong to resist. Like her.

Wrapping his arms around her, his heart soared and his mind cleared. For the first time, Elias truly believed he could make something more of his life – with Alice beside him, and a new century ahead of him.

* * *
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A few days later, taking a break from the oppressive heat inside the workshop, Elias sat in the shade in the courtyard reading the newspaper. Since Woody had built the display room out the front, the workshop had become unbearable in summer. He would have to hint to Alice they should find better premises one day soon.

Elias read about several remarkable and unremarkable events, but the editorial in the Observer saying farewell to the old year and ‘the death of the Nineteenth Century’, and welcoming the twentieth, held his attention and he read from beginning to end. 

It is a momentous moment in the history of the world. Looking backward upon the records of history, it is impossible to view the passing away of the Nineteenth Century with other than feelings of regret, for it has been a hundred years unparalleled for marvellous scientific discovery, for the rapid evolution of religious and political freedom, and for a wonderful improvement in the social condition of the peoples of the world.

It is sad to think that the closing hours of the century should be embittered by bloodshed and strife, but so it is for, with all our advancement and enlightenment, we have not yet reached that idealistic era when the sword shall be beaten into the ploughshare and racial hatred and carnage shall give place to universal love and brotherhood. However, let us hope that the new century may see an end to war and its horrors and bring about that happy period when international quarrels shall no longer be submitted to the arbitrament of the sword.

To us in New Zealand, far removed from scenes of bloodshed, the closing year has been gratifying and prosperous, and we must always look back to it as one of the brightest and most progressive periods in our history. Whether the credit is due to the prevailing administration, or to the better conditions of trade and commerce, the fact remains that New Zealand finances were never more buoyant than they are today, and the people were never more prosperous and contented. Let it be hoped that this condition of things will be maintained, that the wellbeing of the people will continue to advance, and that the destinies of this young and self-reliant country will be moulded into a noble and glorious future by the wisdom and sagacity of our legislators.

We in Auckland have every reason to think well of 1900, for it has increased our prosperity, and left us vigorous, happy and hopeful. During the twelve months our city has advanced by leaps and bounds, the development of our natural resources has been profitably proceeded with on an expanding scale, while the last few months has witnessed the gradual recovery of the mining industry, upon which we so largely depend. Employment is plentiful, wages are good, and the working classes in this country never lived in greater comfort or more free from poverty.

Under these circumstances, there is a peculiar sadness associated with the death of the Old Year. We owe it much, it has been a kindly friend to us, and we cannot part from it without a pang of regret

The Old Year must die, and all that is left to us is to speed the parting, while we welcome the coming guest.

Elias, of course, couldn’t agree with half of what he’d read. He was never more pleased to see the back of a year. Despite whatever scientific and social advances had been made during the last century, his life had been a series of disasters. He hoped a new century would bring about the changes and prosperity and comfort, the writer so ardently championed, but he doubted it. Nor, in his view, would mankind learn any lessons from the ravages of war.

Of more interest were two other announcements taking effect from 1 January 1901 – the Federation of Australia, that New Zealand had stood apart from, which mattered little to Elias, and the release of the Universal Penny Postage, announced by Joseph Ward, which mattered a lot.

According to the newspapers, both inland and overseas postage were now set at one penny throughout the British Empire, and Postmaster-General Ward would be opening new post office buildings in celebration up and down the country throughout the coming year. 

Exempt from the new penny postage would be Australia, now it had become a federation of its own, and other foreign territories such as the United States of America, France and Germany, who chose not to take part and who were accused of protecting a falsely perceived fall in their postal revenues. Telephone connection numbers were expected to boom. 

If the fact that Woody had recently installed a new telephone connection was anything to go by, the papers were right. Woody didn’t like modern inventions, he liked to do things the traditional way. Alice had been responsible for persuading him otherwise. She could cajole both of them into anything she wanted.

Putting aside the newspaper, Elias returned to the workshop to resume where he’d left off shaping the smaller of the two cabinets he’d been commissioned to make. Woody insisted the smaller one should be finished first, to Elias’s consternation, since Mr Court’s larger order would bring in more reward. But it wasn’t his place to question.

Again, under the spell and aroma of the native timbers Elias loved the most, his thoughts could wander. After the most glorious of New Year’s Eve celebrations, the next day he and Alice had attended the picnic at Matiatia Bay on Waiheke Island. 

Against all his instincts, Elias enjoyed the trip. The passengers experienced an unusual sense of movement and power aboard the SS Kawau as it surged through the gentle waves of the Waitemata, creating a white-water wake like a snow-laden road after being ploughed. Elias found the jaunt by steamship far more exhilarating than the paddle steamer the evening before. The Eagle had also churned up the water like lather but the slow, unwieldy vessel hadn’t excited him like this.

The expanse of water and smell of the ocean brought back memories of the ship that had brought him to New Zealand ten years earlier. In those days, his anger and resentment battled against anything remotely agreeable and he turned his bitterness into animosity: for the water, the ship and the people who had taken him across the world. He had never fathomed Gwenna’s love for the harbour, until now. 

But it wasn’t only the joys of the harbour, the natural bushland of Waiheke Island, its beaches and festivities that had made the day so successful. He and Alice had also set a wedding date. Rather than wait, they agreed on Saturday February 2nd. Alice’s reasoning was more emotional than practical. 

“Two for Two,” she said. It was all they needed, two people together. The rest would simply fall into place.

* * *
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Elias had no idea what had come over Janetta. Whether the changes in him had triggered a change in her, or whether something else had sparked the shift, he couldn’t say, but since her first visit back in November, Janetta now called in to the workshop most weeks. The two of them had almost reached the point of being comfortable, if not friendly. 

Alice offered her a cup of tea or some other refreshment.

“Thank you, dear, but I won’t be staying. I just want to catch up with Elias for a few minutes.” 

Woody never objected. As long as Alice was happy.

“I won’t keep Elias long, Mr Woodman, I promise, but it’s so good to talk to him without the rest of the family interfering. No offence, Alice, dear. I meant my sister mostly, who would interrupt and correct me.”

Elias inwardly cringed whenever anyone referred to family as something whole and worthwhile. 

Janetta told him innumerable stories about Gwenna and Louisa. Elias learnt something new about their state of flux with every conversation, but he rarely heard anything about Mam. He wondered why, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to ask about her, yet. 

Those months after Gwenna and Charlie had left ... Elias shuddered, remembering the time when the devil had reached so far into his soul that he’d mutated into a beast he’d rather forget. Those months when there’d been the two of them living in the house – him and Mam – had been the turning point in their relationship. Since then, other people had come between them again and he’d maintained a distance. 

On the few occasions he’d stood watching the shop and all Gwenna had achieved, hoping to catch Bethan on her own, he’d been disappointed. Every time she left the house she had someone with her: two infants in a double baby carriage, who Janetta had told him were Tillie’s Olwen and Gwenna’s George; or Charlie, often; or Tillie; sometimes Tom Griffiths; and of late Hugh Powell. Elias couldn’t fit Hugh into the picture. Janetta had not mentioned him, but obviously, he’d returned from the war. 

Never once had Elias seen Bethan by herself, and he recoiled from exposing his shame in front of anyone else. In the end, he would turn on his heel and return to Alice and Woody, who only knew the recreated Eli.

“Elias?” Janetta began haltingly, dragging him back to the present. “Do you remember how Louisa could get when things didn’t go her way?”

“What about it?”

“She’s behaving like that now. All snappy and argumentative. Restless. Impatient even. Have you heard anything?”

Elias shook his head. He had less to do with Louisa now than ever. He couldn’t even remember her married name. Wed a butcher, he vaguely recalled. “What’s it to me?”

“Nothing, I suppose. Except ... well ...” Janetta explained, “This family’s had enough of its share of troubles and upsets, don’t you think? I don’t want to see a second generation caught up in a similar turmoil. Isn’t it time we all made amends?”

Elias questioned why Janetta needed to make amends. His faults he acknowledged. He doubted Gwenna needed to make amends to anyone – if anything, she was the one sinned against, and not only by him. He had refused to accept it for a long time, but he and Gwenna were alike in many ways, both proud and stubborn. 

At the cusp of starting a new life with Alice, he wondered what Janie wanted from life. For so long he’d shoved his family away, kept them all at arm’s length, not caring for one moment what happened to them. All he’d cared about was his hurts, his problems, but being with Alice had made him see beauty in the people and things around him, things he’d not noticed before.

Tillie loved beautiful things. In her perfect world, people would live in harmony with one another. Gwenna would fulfil her father’s dream – she was driven enough to fight off any naysayers. By Janetta’s account, Louisa had numerous friends and loved being the centre of attention. It wasn’t all he remembered. Independent was the word he’d use to describe her – she’d hated being restricted or bound by rules, even as a youngster.

But Janie? He couldn’t decide about her. She wasn’t creative like Tillie, Gwenna or him, nor as self-reliant as Louisa, but she was more than capable, with far more common sense. 

“What are you getting at, Janie?”

“I just thought, what with you getting married soon ... you are, aren’t you?” 

Elias nodded without giving the date away. 

“Maybe we could gather together to welcome Alice into the family. I’m sure Gwenna would allow us to meet in her shop, there’s room there, and Mam would love it. She’d put on a feast I’m sure. And ... we’d have to talk to Alice, of course,” Janie rattled on. Now she had the chance to give her thoughts free rein there would be no stopping the floodgates until she’d finished. “But it’s a chance for absolution for all the wrongs we’ve done each other.”

Elias said nothing, but he thought plenty. There’s no way I could put myself through that. And what has Janie done? 

“Oh, Elias. Please,” begged Janetta. “So much has changed – none of us are the same people we used to be. Look at you – if you hadn’t made the change, none of us would be as we are today. Is there a chance each of us can learn to forgive, if not forget?”

Elias gazed at her for several moments in total bewilderment. “You’re asking the wrong person, Janetta. I can accept people might need to forgive me, but who do I need to forgive?” 

By openly admitting fault, his contrition and humiliation were complete. He bade her good day and returned to his work, her final word ringing in his ears.

“Yourself, Elias. Forgive yourself.”
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Caught in a whirlwind
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January 1901

Whatever plans anyone had for the week or even for the rest of the month, Tuesday January 22nd put a stop to all of them. As news of the death of Queen Victoria filtered through, the entire country went into mourning. The papers wrote endless columns about her reign and her achievements, detailing her life from child to queen, and all she endured. Crowds gathered in open places, black armbands appeared on the sleeves of men from the lowliest workers to the highest in political power. Women draped in black, talked and wept for the poor woman who had lived a long and dignified life as a much-loved and respected monarch, but who suffered in her personal life. Workplaces closed, and the New Zealand ensign flew at half mast alongside the Union Jack on poles tied with black crape.

As the days passed, people sought news of every detail of what would happen next and the all-important question of when her funeral would take place. Albert, her estranged eldest son, whom she blamed for causing her beloved husband’s death decades earlier, had become the new monarch as Edward VII. His reputation as a playboy gave cause for much speculation and a healthy degree of cynicism. 

Alice paid little heed to anything other than the date of Queen Victoria’s funeral: Saturday February 2nd. 

“Oh, Eli. What shall we do?” Visibly distressed, Alice took both Elias’s hands in hers. “We can’t get married on the same day as the funeral. It wouldn’t be seemly, not that anyone would marry us anyway.” 

Elias wrapped his arms around Alice and nestled her against his shoulder. She was much shorter than him and he loved the protective feeling coursing through his veins whenever he held her like this. She fixed her arms around his waist and tilted her head back. With their faces close together and their breath entwined, their lips were drawn to each other like a magnet. They kissed long and deep, their hands and arms in constant motion in an effort to draw closer to each other. 

“Well then, my little sweet pea,” said Elias, when they separated their lips long enough to breathe, “my suggestion is we get married sooner. Today if we can.”

“Oh, Eli. Can we?” sighed Alice, dewy-eyed, taking a step back.

“Why not? Everything is in place, is it not? You have a dress to wear, I have the licence. What more do we need?”

Alice, always a little more practical than him, knew what was and what wasn’t possible. Her curls bounced as she shook her head. “We need a minister or registrar to start with, and witnesses and oh, I don’t know what else right this minute – but we could do the day after tomorrow.” Her eyes shone the more she thought about the possibilities. “Wednesday January 30th – it’s a half-holiday – and ...” Her inflection changed. “Eli?”

Still holding her hands in front of him, Elias laughed. “What are you angling for now?” 

“I’d like to ask ... that is, you ... No ... I should ...” For once Alice didn’t quite know how to say what was on her mind.

“Come on, out with it. What’re you talking about?”

Alice took a deep breath. “Would you mind if Gwenna came?” she said in a rush. 

“Gwenna?” First Janetta, and now Alice. What plan are these women hatching? He let her go and rubbed his hands through his hair. 

“I want her to be my bridesmaid or matron of honour or whatever you call a married woman, except she isn’t married any more. Oh dear. And,” Alice rushed on without a break. “I’d like a hot chocolate after the ceremony with some of Tillie’s fudge, and your mam’s Welsh cakes and try those Glamorgan sausages I’ve heard about and ...”

He put his hands on her shoulders and bent down to face her, eye to eye. “Slow down, Alice. This is the first I’ve heard of any of this. What are you talking about?” 

She blushed a bright pink from her chest all the way up to her hairline. Alice dropped her head, before raising it again to find him at her eye level. “I’ve been talking with ...”

Elias’s hands dropped from her shoulders. “Janetta,” he interrupted as he straightened up, recalling his sister’s suggestion. “That explains it. What’s she persuaded you into?”

“She’s not persuaded me, Eli. One day, Janie called when you were out with Dad and we got talking. I love Gwenna’s sweet shop.”

“What? You’ve been there?” Elias was bewildered. There was so much he didn’t know.

“Oh yes, all the time,” admitted Alice. “And I want to be part of who they are. I want us to be part of a whole family. Please, Eli. For me. It’s truly what I want.”

Elias still struggled with his old thoughts and feelings of blame towards the people who personified all he hated about himself. Now Alice wanted to drag him back into their fold. He couldn’t do it – he just couldn’t. 

He turned away from her, paced, took deep breaths. “Alice. Do you have any idea what you’re asking?” 

“Of course. But it’s nothing more than you are capable of, Eli.” 

Alice sounded so calm, so sure, Elias struggled to comprehend they were talking about the same subject. He was also battling to keep his temper controlled.

“That’s not the point. You’ve said what you want, but what about what I want, Alice? What about me?”

She moved towards him and placed a hand on his arm. “This is about you, Eli. You’ll be better for ...”

“Better! You have no idea what you’re talking about. I want nothing to do with the Price family.” He brushed her hand from his arm and glared at her.

But Alice wasn’t easily put off. “Your mother is a Price, and I know you want to see her. Gwenna technically is a Jones, even if she has kept the Price name – it’s the name of a business – not a trap. And what’s Tillie done to you? Or Janetta for that matter? And hasn’t she asked your advice about Mrs Evans? I’ve not met her, but she sounds nice. And the little ones – and Charlie. What did they ever do to wrong you?”

His head ached with all her questions. “Alice. You must listen. I want nothing to do with any of them. My life was ruined because of them. I won’t go back. I won’t. All I want is you as my wife, wood to work and a future together, just you and me.”

“Honestly, Eli. You’re being silly now. They didn’t ruin your life. Nobody did. You simply hadn’t found what you wanted to do before. But you have now. And you can’t isolate yourself from reality. They are your family. They exist. They live a few streets away. You can’t pretend they don’t.”

The more Alice talked, the more agitated and perplexed he became. 

“I can and I will.” He grabbed his hat from the peg on the door and left before he could say anything he would later regret.

But once outside and striding up the road, he didn’t quite know where to go. It was too early in the day to go to the pub – not that he wanted to any more. He enjoyed a quiet ale at the end of the day with Woody, but he didn’t want to get drunk any longer. For one thing, Alice complained at the smell and refused to come close to him for days. But mostly because it reminded him of the person he’d once been.

Passing The Edinburgh Castle reeking of that potent brewery smell Alice objected to, he strode the length of Newton Road. The climb up the hill to the junction of Ponsonby Road had him panting, but today he was glad of the exercise. The fresh air in his lungs stirred his brain into action. 

One block along Ponsonby Road he stood and stared across the tops of the trees growing in Western Park and admired the harbour that had captured his affection after so many years of blaming it for his problems. He’d discovered so much about himself of late, thanks to Alice. A sense of peace filled him.

He’d never been known for soul-searching. His attendance at church had been more for appearances than true faith, and he’d never been certain what the words faith and truth meant. 

Reflecting on what had brought him so low, he could see how his guilt had obscured much of the truth. Now, embarrassment and shame held him back from admitting fault to anyone. 

How could a man, a real man, confess to such failure?

But Janetta believed he could. She had asked him to forgive – and, specifically, to forgive himself – if not forget, and to allow them to welcome Alice into the family circle. Alice had asked him to do the same. Could he trust them not to look at him with contempt as they used to look at the other person he used to be? Could he trust them not to tell Alice what he’d been like? Could he trust Alice to continue to love him when she learnt how contemptible he had once been? And she would, one day she would. Could he forgive himself and let the past go?

“Mr Hughes?” a voice queried behind him. 

He turned to be greeted by Hugh Powell. 

Elias felt a wave of pity fill his heart. The man was half what he used to be. Elias extended his hand, which Hugh accepted limply. “It’s good to see you back, Hugh. How are you?”

Hugh nodded, acknowledging Elias’s words, but made no comment. 

“I’ve seen you around, watching the shop,” said Hugh without any recrimination. “I hear you are quite successful these days.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” began Elias, surprised by the other man’s acclaim.

“I’m glad for your good fortune. And I want to thank you,” said Hugh.

“Thank me?” Astonishment complete, Elias blurted, “Whatever for?”

“For giving Gwenna ... begging your pardon, sir, Mrs Price, that is ... for giving her a chance and the ... well, freedom, I suppose is the word, to fulfil her dreams. It was good of you to walk away and hand the business over to her. She won’t let you down.” 

Elias was too dumbfounded to comment. 

Hugh raised his hat. “Good day, Mr Hughes. And I believe congratulations are in order, too.”

The ability to speak escaped him. Elias touched his hat and watched the other man walk off towards Karangahape Road. Why would anyone – Gwenna most of all – care one way or the other about letting him down? 

He couldn’t make sense of the encounter any more than he could fathom why Janie and Alice thought him worthy of forgiveness. Hugh had just given Elias credit for something he had done for himself. His motives had been entirely selfish, an act of self-preservation rather than anything noble or honest. Yet his decision had earned their respect.

Just then, a group of young men in a jovial frame of mind walked past him, heading down Ponsonby Road. 

One of them slapped Elias on the shoulder. “The Queen is dead, long live the King,” he chanted, dancing round in a circle. “Change is coming, I can feel it in the air.”

For the second time in as many minutes, Elias seemed unable to form a coherent thought, and his mouth was too dry to wrap his tongue around any words he might have formed. 

Another of the young men said, “Cheer up, man. We’re sorry the Queen is dead too, but we’re on the brink of a new era and the possibilities are endless. We’ve a new King and a chance our luck will change.”

They carried on their way leaving Elias staring after them, with the words ‘new’ and ‘chance’ and ‘change’ swirling in his head. After a few minutes, he headed along Karangahape Road with a new resolve.
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January 1901

“Gwenna. Oh, Gwenna. What am I going to do? I fear I’ve ruined everything.” 

“Hello, Alice, dear. What brings you here today?” Gwenna came out from behind the counter hoping to prevent the breathless girl from saying anything more in front of customers. With a glance at Tillie, she said, “Come through and tell me what’s bothering you.” Taking Alice by the arm, Gwenna led her into the house.

Alice burst into tears seconds after the door closed behind them. Guiding her into the sitting room, Gwenna sat beside her on the sofa and patted her hand while the girl mopped up her tears with a handkerchief. 

Alice related the conversation between her and Elias over a pot of tea and plate of biscuits. “I’d so hoped I could arrange a reconciliation with everyone. You are such a dear, dear friend, I couldn’t bear for you to be estranged from the man I love more than anything in the world.”

Gwenna was taken aback to think Alice considered her in such a light, and would speak so openly about her most intimate feelings. 

“You would always be welcome here, Alice, even if Elias chose not to call,” Gwenna said. “I bear no ill will towards him. I have my life to lead and he has his. We don’t need to share our lives to be happy.”

“But, I ... oh, dear. I’ve got it all so wrong. I wanted you to be my matron of honour. Oh, please, don’t look so shocked,” said Alice, seeing the surprise in Gwenna’s face. “It’s true. I don’t have any other friends I could ask. It’s always just been Dad and me since my mother died. Until Eli came along. And I want to share my happiness with those who love him too.”

Gwenna wasn’t so certain any of his sisters would admit to loving Elias, but they didn’t wish him harm either. Life was just so much less complicated without his anger and bullying, and they all avoided putting themselves in his way. Alice was right on one count, though: his mother would welcome him and feel her world complete if Elias was a regular part of her life again. 

“Is it what Elias wants?” asked Gwenna. 

Alice lowered her head and shook it slowly. “No. And now he’s so mad at me – I don’t mean angry mad – more bothered mad. Vexed, I suppose. I want one thing; he wants another. He wants to please me, but I’ve pushed him too far. He’s left me,” she wailed, suddenly lurching into Gwenna’s shoulder. 

Gwenna put her arms around her and patted her shoulder. “There, there, Alice. I don’t believe that for one minute. Now tell me what happened?”

Between hiccups and deep breaths, Gwenna gleaned how Elias had walked out while they were still arguing. In Alice’s eyes, the glower he’d given her and the way he slapped his hat on his head and stormed out the door, slamming it loudly behind him, meant he’d gone for good. In Gwenna’s eyes, it meant the opposite.

“He’ll be back, Alice. He used to do that as a young boy when things got too hard for him. He still did it as a man, after rowing with me or Mam. It’s his way of calming down.” Gwenna didn’t want to alert Alice to the extent of Elias’s violence in the past – as far as she was aware, Alice had never been told what Elias had done – but she did want to assure her all was not lost.

Alice immediately lightened. She dabbed at her eyes once more. “Do you think so?” Hope turned her dark eyes into gold. “Truly?”

Gwenna reassured her, “I do. Trust me, he’ll be back.” Silently, she prayed she was right.

Bethan popped her head around the door. “Gwenna, could you come into the shop? There’s someone you need to see.”

“Is it necessary?” asked Gwenna, not wanting to leave Alice just yet. “Can you or Tillie deal with whoever it is?”

“No, dear, we can’t.”

Gwenna stood and smoothed her hands over the skirts of her navy and teal trimmed dress. Since the start of the new year, she no longer wore mourning. Johnno had been gone for eight months, and since she was the only one who mourned him, she believed the time had come to live her own life. Out of respect for the Queen, she would wear a black armband in the shop and don a black cape when she ventured out, but nothing else black.

Leaving Alice to Bethan, but with her mind still on her distress, Gwenna entered the shop. She didn’t need to ask Tillie who wanted to see her. She blinked twice to make sure she wasn’t imagining anything, but larger than life and equally as nervous, Elias stood facing her. Seconds passed.

“What are you doing here ...?” began Gwenna at the same time as Elias said, “I can’t find her ...” 

They both stopped, each waiting for the other to speak again. Frantic with worry, Elias couldn’t keep still, twiddling with his hat or running his hands through his hair and stepping one forward, one back. 

Gwenna put two and two together, but aware people were listening, she indicated he should follow her. She led him outside and around to the side gate. “If you are searching for Alice, she’s here.”

Relief flooded his face and his shoulders relaxed. “Can I ... may I see her?”

“Maybe,” Gwenna hesitated and saw his jaw clench. She couldn’t resist making him suffer for a little longer. He had to learn to stop making women weep. “But after what I’ve heard, will she want to see you?” 

The sight of his crestfallen face made her feel rather mean, but she justified her action for Alice’s sake, if it meant he came to his senses once and for all. 

“No. I suppose not. But will you ask her? Please, Gwenna. Ask her for me.”

Pushing her luck a little further, she feigned surprise. “Are you asking me to do you a favour?”

She didn’t need to explain. He turned every colour from milk to puce and back again, but Gwenna saw the huge effort he made to control his anger and not walk away. She could see he truly did love the tiny, dark-haired girl in the sitting room and would swallow his pride if it made Alice happy.

“I’m a different man now, Gwenna. If you knew how different, you’d understand why I ask.”

She stared at him while she sorted out the war going on in her brain. If she only gave thought to herself, inviting Elias back into her life was a risk and not something she wanted to consider. They were both better people without the other – but when she thought about Alice, who clearly adored him, and Mam, who would never stop loving her firstborn, then the picture blurred. 

She had the others to consider as well. Janie believed Elias had changed. Tillie had warmed to the idea. They all wanted to include him in their lives. The surprising viewpoint, and the one to hold the most sway, was Hugh’s. 

Hugh rarely expressed an opinion, being content to work alongside her and do her bidding. No amount of cajoling had enticed him to speak about his experiences in South Africa, and he would still jump at unexpected noises, so when he did say something, Gwenna listened. 

She recalled the day when Hugh, choosing his words with care, had explained how she was honour-bound to their fathers – hers and Elias’s – to make the business a success. That part Gwenna grasped. What she had failed to see, and what Hugh emphasised, was how Elias had handed Gwenna her destiny when he gave her the business. She couldn’t let him down either. 

Even if that decision had been for Elias’s benefit to start with, he could have insisted on keeping the business or selling it, instead of letting her have it. Gwenna had married Johnno, was about to become a mother, and even as a widow could never have expected to share in what was his by law. Elias took his chance by leaving and had given Gwenna hers in return. 

All these thoughts flashed through her mind in a matter of seconds while his eyes remained fixed on hers. She sighed. She had no choice. She owed it to the others.

But she wasn’t going to let him off the hook easily. “And how am I supposed to get to know this different man you profess to be if you won’t have anything to do with anyone you should call family?” she goaded.

Every muscle in his body tensed. She heard the sharp intake of air and held her breath waiting for the explosion. Instead, he dropped his shoulders, hung his head and let the fight drain out of him. Watching him twirl his hat between his fingers, it took all her effort not to smile. Her point had hit home, but the situation was too serious to laugh at. 

“Truce?” offered Gwenna, extending her hand.

Elias raised his head and stared at her, assessing her motives. “Truce,” he mumbled at length, hesitating before grasping Gwenna’s hand for the briefest of moments.

“Let’s be honest, Elias,” said Gwenna, “we bring out the worst in each other and will never see eye to eye, but for the sake of Alice, Mam and all the others, shall we agree to at least be civil?”

Elias continued to stare at her. She couldn’t quite read what was going on in his mind behind those shuttered eyes but trusted he would reach the same conclusions she had, and for the same reasons.

“If it means Alice is happy and Mam will see me, then yes,” he concurred. “But let’s agree to avoid each other as much as possible, too. I can’t guarantee you won’t push me too far one day.”

“Agreed,” she said, in accord with his analysis. “Come with me.”

Picking up her skirts, Gwenna led him up the back steps, through the kitchen and into the sitting room where Bethan and Alice sat talking. The joy, relief and adoration on Alice’s face when she saw Elias was reward enough for Gwenna. So, too, was Bethan’s expression, which mirrored young Alice’s, even as tension and doubt edged its way in. 

* * *
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Whatever Elias and Alice said to each other in her sitting room, Gwenna would never know but, to her surprise, Elias asked her to be Alice’s attendant. He surprised them even more when he asked Tillie if she would kindly allow them to gather at her home after the ceremony, or at least in the garden.

“Of course, Elias. I’m sure we can accommodate everyone,” said Tillie, mentally ticking off what would be needed after checking how many people would be there. 

“Alice would like to invite you all – Mam, Louisa, Janie and Mr Lewis, Tillie and Mr Griffiths, Charlie and you, Gwenna. Woody will be there naturally, but we want to keep it small.”

Alice had pulled Gwenna aside while the others were talking. She wanted to explain that getting together in Gwenna’s shop was one step too far for Elias. He didn’t want to be surrounded by jars of sweets and reminders of the past, but he had allowed Alice her choice of guests.

“It’s perfectly all right, Alice,” said Gwenna. “I understand why he feels like he does. And since you’re having a midday ceremony, it makes sense to spend the rest of the day in the garden. Tillie and Mam will make you proud. And I’m honoured to stand at your side.”

Within forty-eight hours every detail had been attended to, invitations sent and acknowledged. Gwenna took the brave step of placing a notice in the newspaper on Tuesday to say she would be closed all day Wednesday for a family occasion – hoping it wouldn’t affect trade too much. Hugh had offered to keep the shop open, but Gwenna felt it was asking too much of him. Gwenna often did a fair trade on Wednesdays, thanks to half-day closing for most offices and businesses, but while Hugh was a great sweet maker, he would struggle being around so many people, let alone making the teas, coffees and hot chocolates. The lack of staff was something she might have to consider sometime.

After securing the minister and placing notices in the newspaper, Woody and Elias kept to themselves in the workshop until they were needed. Elias started on Mr Court’s sideboard and Woody on replacement stock for the shop. The smaller sideboard Elias had made sat finished in the shop with a ‘Sold’ sign on it. 

* * *
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“I will,” said Elias in answer to the minister and, to the sound of church bells, the couple found the happiness they sought. Alice looked radiant as Elias lifted her veil, attached to a circlet of orange blossom and roses, and with all eyes on them they walked together down the aisle as man and wife. 

Outside, the family were ready with the rice and rose petals to scatter over the pair. Dressed in a simple ivory silk gown and long kid gloves, Alice turned around on the church step and threw the herb and floral nosegay Bethan had made. 

Gwenna hadn’t meant to catch it. She coloured as laughter and teasing rang in her ears. “I’ve no intention of marrying anyone, never mind what the old wives’ tale says,” she said emphatically.

Before they began the procession from the church back to the house, Bethan and Tillie handed out the traditional boxes of wedding cake they’d made with favours inside. Janie gushed with delight and hugged her mother. “What a wonderful day it is, to have us all here. I’m so happy I could cry.”

Louisa looked like she could cry, too, but not with happiness. Gwenna had no idea how Janie had managed to persuade Louisa to attend. There was no sign of Albert Evans, which Louisa explained away by saying he had stayed with the children. Janie had left her two at home with her mother-in-law, and Hugh, bless him, agreed to keep an eye on ten-month-old Olwen and eight-month-old Georgie as they amused themselves in their playpen during the ceremony. 

Alice and Elias led the party up Nelson Street, Thomas Woodman extended his arm to Bethan, and they fell into place behind the couple. Charlie, feeling very important as Elias’s best man, held his arm out to escort his sister in the correct manner, even though he wasn’t quite tall enough. Amid giggles and a tangle of arms, he and Gwenna were forced to swap, so he linked his arm through hers and they could walk side by side in comfort. Janie and Percy Lewis dropped in behind them, leaving Louisa to walk with Tillie and Tom. As usual, Tom, putting others before himself, graciously stood aside and encouraged Tillie and Louisa to walk together while he followed. 

By the time they reached the garden, where Hugh had earlier placed an assortment of tables and chairs under the trees, any formality had disappeared and chatter had taken over. Tillie and Gwenna rushed inside to check on their children and put them down for an afternoon nap, Bethan and Janie, aided by Hugh, carried the food out to the tables, while Tom, Percy and Woody poured the drinks set out on another table: ales for the men, home-made lemonade and punch in pottery urns, as well as sherries and port, for the women. The men would partake of their whisky or brandy indoors later, over a pipe and cigar. Charlie, hovering around the men hoping to be given a taste of beer, listened in on their conversation. Alice and Elias only had eyes for each other.

Emerging from the back of the house, Gwenna saw Louisa sitting on her own away from everyone else. She looked as fragile as a glass ornament glittering in the sun, perched on the edge of a precipice. Her hat was placed at such an angle that with the merest tilt of her head she could hide behind its brim.

Gwenna was prevented from going to her at that moment by Bethan who called them all to take their seats. “Come along, everyone. The food is ready. Take your seats for the speeches.”  

Janie and Percy pulled up a chair each at Louisa’s table. Alice and Eli were given a table of their own, Tillie and Tom sat with Thomas Woodman at the next table, leaving Charlie, Bethan and Gwenna to sit together. 

Hugh’s placement of the tables, whether by luck or forethought, meant everyone sat in an unformed semicircle facing the bride and groom, and no one had their backs to anyone. 

Charlie reached his hand out to grab a piece of pie, but Bethan tapped it away, whispering, “Wait till we say grace, and Mr Woodman has to speak first.”

Thomas rose to his feet. “Alice, my dear, you look beautiful. You have always given me every reason to be proud of you, and I have no doubt you will continue to do so. I thank Eli’s family, Mrs Price in particular, and Mrs Gwenna Price and Charlie for standing up today with the bride and groom. Thanks also to the ladies who prepared all this lovely food. I won’t say much more, only that I am happy to welcome Eli into my household and as a wedding gift to the happy couple, I am offering Eli a partnership in the business.”

Applause met his words, while Elias’s mouth dropped open. He struggled to believe he’d heard correctly. He rose to his feet. “Woody ... Mr Woodman. I don’t know what to say. I’m honoured you allowed me to marry you daughter, who I agree is the most beautiful person I’ve ever known, but to favour me with a partnership is beyond my wildest dreams. I can’t thank you enough.” 

He sat down abruptly, but Alice plucked at his sleeve, whispered something in his ear and Elias stood up again. “Sorry. I’m so overwhelmed, I forgot. Alice,” he grinned, “um, that is ... Mrs Hughes and I ...” he hesitated, turning to his bride who nodded encouragingly at him. “... that is, we are grateful to you for sharing this day with us ...” Elias fidgeted with his jacket and tried to loosen his necktie. “I never believed it would happen. I got so many things wrong ...” Elias tapered off, unable to continue, and sat down again.

In the momentary silence, Tom stood up. “Mr Hughes – Eli, if I may. We are not well acquainted. I know little of you beyond what my wife and Mrs Price senior have told me. But a man who admits to the errors of his ways and takes steps to correct those mistakes is worthy of a second chance. You have proven yourself worthy of late, and I speak on behalf of the ladies here today when I say they welcome their son and brother home.”

More gentle applause while Tom paused. 

He put his fist to his mouth and cleared his throat. “But a word of warning, Mr Hughes. I expect greater things of you in the future. Should you ever falter, I will be watching.”

The two men stared at one another, each acknowledging the other’s meaning. Elias nodded and Tom retook his seat. 

To break the awkwardness, Woody jumped up. “A toast to the bride and groom. May they have a happy life.”

Once the toast was over, Bethan led a quick prayer to bless the food. “Help yourself, everyone. There’s plenty.”

Once everyone had had their fill of all the delicious food and the plates had been cleared, it wasn’t long before the group split again. The men resumed their conversation under the trees, while the ladies put away the remainder of the food. Bethan’s attention was claimed by the younger children. Tillie, Janie and Alice had their heads bent together talking over something, which left Louisa and Gwenna alone. She’d had no opportunity to ask Tillie what she and Louisa had discussed on the short walk back from the church, but Gwenna couldn’t leave the woman standing there forlorn.

“Louisa, you look lovely today. Who made your outfit?” asked Gwenna hoping to get her stepsister talking. 

“My usual dressmaker, although it’s not new. I couldn’t ...” Louisa stopped, unable or unwilling to finish her sentence.

“New isn’t necessary. It’s the fact we are all here that matters. It’s been a long time.” 

Louisa didn’t respond, nor did she face Gwenna. The garden took her eye instead. 

“Louisa, dear, I don’t wish to rake over old coals, there is no reward in discussing what can’t be changed,” said Gwenna softly, “but I would so like us to speak freely to each other again. Please, Louisa, you appear unhappy. Will you tell me what’s wrong?”

Louisa turned her head sharply towards Gwenna, her eyes glistening and her face flaming. “What’s Janetta been telling you?” 

Taking a step back from her stepsister’s sudden hostility, Gwenna replied, “Nothing. I don’t know anything other than Janie said she was concerned. I have no idea why she should be, except for her comment you were a little short-tempered lately. Which I’ve just seen for myself.” 

Louisa’s head tilted and her face disappeared behind the brim of her hat. Her shoulders began to shake.

“Shall I fetch Mam?” asked Gwenna. “Would you talk with her?”

Without lifting her head, Louisa gripped Gwenna’s arm. Gwenna waited. 

After a few moments, Louisa’s hand disappeared into her reticule and she pulled out a fine lace handkerchief and dabbed her eyes. She lifted her head, her eyes sad and red-rimmed. “I’m sorry, Gwenna.”

“Whatever for? There’s no need to apologise. You’re upset. Let me help you.”

Louisa shook her head and took a deep breath. “You don’t understand. I’ve not been a very nice person at all. I’ve spoken badly of you too many times.”

Gwenna stopped Louisa from saying anything further. “All that is in the past, and I don’t want to hear any more about it. We’re in a new year, a new century, and we have two people who are about to embark on a new life. We should take heed. New possibilities and opportunities await.” Gwenna smiled warmly, with a sparkle in her eye.

“Why are you being so kind to me?”

“I’m not being kind, Louisa. I’m being realistic. Truly I am. It’s better for us all if we get along.” Gwenna turned her head to find Alice and Elias and saw how happy they were together. Alice brought out the best in him and, to Gwenna’s mind, their future was secure. Now all she had to do was sort out her own. “Look at those two, Louisa. Are they not a picture? Alice has taught me much since I’ve known her. She’s practical, her eyes are wide open and she’s loyal. And I’ve learnt the importance of family from someone who doesn’t have one.”

Taking Louisa by the arm, Gwenna led her to one of the tables. On her way to fetch a glass of sherry for them, Gwenna caught Tillie’s eye; she saw what Gwenna was doing and eased the others further away. 

Gwenna explained to Louisa how Janetta had beseeched her to forgive Elias, how Alice had persuaded Elias to bring them all together today, and how she and Elias had reached an agreement. “Alice wanted the family together for reasons of her own, and she made it happen. It mattered to her enough to throw caution to the wind and fight for it. Can’t we do the same?”

Louisa remained silent. 

Gwenna carried on talking about the difference Charlie made to their lives now he was healthy and happy, and how Bethan had blossomed since she had grandchildren to care for and a purpose in life. “I can’t tell you what a difference she’s made. I couldn’t have done what I have without Tillie, and Tillie couldn’t have done it without Mam, and behind us both is Tom.” And Hugh, but Gwenna didn’t add his name to the mix. “We’re a team – like Eli, Alice and Mr Woodman are a team. What makes it work is we are happy, as individuals and with each other. We like what we do and who we are.”

Gwenna detected a shift in Louisa. Not enough for her to say anything, but some of the tension went out of her. She was listening but, more importantly, Gwenna could see she was hearing the message. “Oh, Louisa, I don’t want to dwell on the past. There were too many reasons to be unhappy back then. I want to look forward. To build the business up to be strong enough so Charlie can be part of it, and so young Georgie will be the second George Price to run the business. Do you remember my pa’s dreams, Louisa? Do you?”

A faint nod was all Gwenna needed.

“Well, I’m following mine; Elias is following his; Tillie already has hers with Tom and Olwen, her sewing and her fudge. Her dreams may not be as grand, but they are hers and she’s happy. Janetta, too, has changed. I don’t know why yet, but I’ll find out. But what are your dreams, Louisa? Will you tell me? What happened to them?”

After several moments when neither of them spoke, Louisa lifted her head. “I lost them,” she whispered, staring beyond Gwenna into a distance only she could see.

Unable to say anything more, Louisa surveyed the garden. She watched Charlie playing catch with Mr Woodman. Percy and Elias were talking about something of great interest, going by the animated conversation. Bethan could have been mistaken for being years younger, with the little ones playing at her feet while she talked with Janie. Tillie and Alice must have gone inside because she couldn’t see them, and Tom was walking towards them with fresh glasses in his hand.

“Come on, you two, enough of this sisterly chatter; it’s time you joined the others.” Turning to Louisa, he said, “Mrs Evans, I can’t tell you how delighted I am to have you here at my home for such a joyous occasion. I hope you will continue to visit us. And I look forward to getting to know Mr Evans.”

At the mention of Albert Evans, Louisa’s face clouded. She swallowed her sherry in a most unladylike manner, turned to Gwenna and said, “I want to come home.” She burst into tears and fled into the safety of the house.

“Did I say something wrong?” asked Tom, watching the woman, one hand on her hat and the other holding her skirt, running up the back steps and disappearing into the shadows.

“Actually, Tom, you’ve more than likely brought everything to a head. Excuse me, I must go to her.”

Gwenna didn’t get to Louisa. As she walked across the lawn, Janie stopped her. “I’ve got something to tell you,” she said. “When we can find a quiet moment.”

That moment passed, too, as Tillie emerged from the house followed by Alice. Clapping her hands to attract everyone’s attention, Tillie said, “Can we all gather on the steps, please? It’s time to take the photographs.”

This turn of events was a surprise to everyone except Tillie. Alice looked as if she’d won the prize of her life. She hurried down the steps towards Elias, almost bouncing with excitement. 

The buzz of conversation rose as one turned to another, eager to know more and ask who’d had their photograph taken. It wasn’t a new invention, but the idea was still too novel to take for granted. None of them had been photographed before.

Gwenna soon saw who was responsible. Tom stepped forward and retrieved a canvas bag placed under the table where all the drinks had been set out. Those nearby peered over his shoulders as he removed a black leatherette box from its cover. He explained the circle at the front the size of a ha’penny was the lens, and it had a shutter lever, a winding handle on the side for turning the film and a two small viewing lenses – one on the top for vertical images and one on the side for horizontal – with two small latches keeping the back cover shut. 

“It’s called a Brownie, and the first ones were released by a company called Kodak in America last year. You have a roll of film, which you thread through like this ... and there it is, ready to use,” said Tom, clicking the latches into place. “No need for any more trips to those stuffy studios with large cameras on tripods, false backgrounds and large lights. And no more fixed stares waiting for the shutter. We can take our own family snaps,” he explained, feeling pleased with himself. “Now, can we have everyone on the steps, please.”

After issuing instructions as to who should stand and sit where, with Alice and Elias in the middle and Bethan at the front with the two youngest, everyone stood in place. 

Tom took several shots before Gwenna pointed out, “Louisa’s not here, and we need a photo with you in it, Tom.”

Janie scurried off to find Louisa, while Gwenna ran next door to ask Hugh to join them. He would be able to use the camera as well as anyone, Tom assured her. When Gwenna and Hugh returned, Janie had placed Louisa in front of her on a lower step and firmly rested her hands on her sister’s shoulders. Louisa’s face was a little puffy, but it wouldn’t matter in time to come. The important fact was she was there. Janie whispered something in her ear and Louisa’s lips flickered into a small smile. 

Tom took a few moments to tell Hugh how to operate the camera. “And don’t worry when you see us all standing on our heads through this viewfinder. You will see the image upside down, but it prints the right way up. Clever, isn’t it?” Tom placed himself in the group. “Smile, everyone.”
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Home Truths
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February 1901

Gwenna had given little thought to the fact Saturday February 2nd had been designated an official day of mourning for the recently deceased Queen Victoria, or that shops, offices and other businesses were expected to close for the day. After having closed all day Wednesday for Alice and Elias’s wedding, she was now champing at the bit. 

“Honestly, Gwenna,” said Tillie. “You’re wearing yourself out. Do you realise how much weight you’ve lost? Mam says you’re not eating properly, again. You can’t be up making sweets half the night and working in the shop all day.”

“I’ve got Hugh helping. I’m not doing it all by myself,” answered Gwenna, moving from bench to shelf, from shelf to worktop, worktop to stretching hook and back again, checking the copper pan heating on the range as she passed.

Tillie paced around after her, trying to get Gwenna to slow down. “Maybe – but you’ve got him packaging up the goods and out on the road doing deliveries more than he’s here with you making them.”

“Hugh’s doing a good job. If he didn’t do those jobs, then I’d have to, or I’d have to hire someone. And he’s not doing out-of-town deliveries any more. Haven’t you noticed? We’re much cleverer these days. Our stock goes by rail or steamer to the nearest station or port,” explained Gwenna, proud of her innovations. “And as for the sweet making, my reputation stands on the quality of what I make. I have to do it.”

Since her own fudge was at stake in this conversation, Tillie was having none of it. “That doesn’t stop you making fudge, even though you say mine is superior. You can charge more for your specialties, like you do with my fudge – relabel them so everyone knows the difference if you want to – but let Hugh make the basics. He’s as capable as you.”

“I’ll think about it,” said Gwenna, carrying on as if Tillie had not been there.

“Well, if you won’t think of yourself, think of Mam.”

Gwenna paused in her work and gaped at Tillie. “Mam? What’s the matter with Mam?”

“Haven’t you noticed she’s ended up being full-time mother to our two? Tom pointed it out to me. I hadn’t noticed either, but apart from when Olwen wakes in the morning and I put her to bed at night, it’s Mam who looks after her and Georgie. Tom says it’s all right for the moment, but Mam’s getting older, Gwenna, and our children shouldn’t grow up believing she is their mam.”

“Mam’s not that old, Tillie. She’s not fifty until next year.” Gwenna continued with her work, walking around Tillie leaning against the long table. “Maybe when the shop’s more established, I’ll consider it.”

“The shop is established. How much busier could we get?” 

“But it’s still small change, Tillie. I haven’t paid back what I owe yet. I can’t lose all I’ve gained by letting up now.”

“That’s not what Tom tells me, and you know it. He says the business is going very well. And he should know. He’s the one who does all the figures. You’ve done it, Gwenna. You’ve brought Pa’s dreams to life. Ease up a bit. Before you fall over.” 

Giving into a moment of glee, Gwenna’s mischievous smile brightened her eyes to sapphire. She took a stick of rock, twisted it into a figure of eight, held it against her eyes like a pair of glasses and poked her tongue out at Tillie. “Yes, Mrs Griffiths. Whatever you say, Mrs Griffiths,” she teased, before becoming serious again. Tom had told her the books were looking good, but Gwenna couldn’t bring herself to believe it possible. “Oh, Tillie, I do hope he’s right. But I can’t let up just yet.” 

She threw the twisted stick of rock into the air but missed when she reached out to catch it. It split into pieces on the floor sending them both into peals of laughter.

“You must be done here for the day, Gwenna?” urged Tillie, helping pick up the bits of rock. “Do you want to go to the funeral service for Queen Victoria? It’s being held at Albert Park; there’s a parade carrying the wreaths to be laid at the foot of her statue.”

Gwenna shook her head. “Actually, no, I won’t. Do you mind? I know Mam wants to go. Could you and Tom go with her? You could take the babies in the pram. I’d like to slip around to Janie’s. She said she had something to tell me at the wedding but we never got the chance to talk again. And I want to try and find out how Louisa is. Poor woman. Something’s not right.”

* * *
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“You’re with child again, aren’t you?” Gwenna cried as soon as she saw her stepsister and gave her a hug. Janie’s face was a little rounder, her skin a shade pinker and her eyes appeared darker than ever.

Clutching her hands before her, Janetta nodded enthusiastically. “How did you guess? I wanted to tell you at the wedding, but it never seemed the right time.”

“You look so happy, Janie. Congratulations.” 

The two sat in Janie’s parlour with John, a year older than Georgie, playing on the floor. Billy, now four, had gone with his father to the funeral service, leaving the household peaceful. Over a cup of tea, the women chatted about the wedding and all the gifts the pair had received, from linens to glassware and a six-piece dinner set, to the glorious bed quilt Tillie admitted to making in secret, in the hope the pair would eventually set a date.

“The partnership Mr Woodman gave Elias will set him up for life now,” said Gwenna. “Alice will have her hands full keeping both men on track, but she will. She is so good with figures, and she can still do the books even once they start having a family – and I bet they start soon. Elias might not realise it, but Alice can’t wait.”

“Mr Woodman told me why he’d decided to give Elias the partnership,” said Janie. “He says Elias is destined to become a well-known name in the industry and he wanted to make sure the firm would be recognised as the best in bespoke furniture. But also to give Elias something to ‘perpetuate’ – is that the word? – after he, Mr Woodman, that is, retired.”

Above all these things, though, was the standout surprise gift of the sideboard. 

“What sideboard?” asked Gwenna, unaware of the gift, having never visited the workshop and seen the work in progress. 

“The one Elias made.” Janie explained how she had first gone to his workshop after falling in love with Gwenna’s sideboard. “I used it as an excuse to visit Elias,” she said. “I go there quite often.”

“You two always did get on the best as children,” said Gwenna. “But if Elias made it, who bought it?”

“Guess.”

Gwenna shook her head. “I’ve no idea.”

“Louisa,” said Janie, keeping her voice down.

Gwenna’s voice sounded too loud in the quiet. “She did? Why on earth would she do that? She never had anything to do with Elias after she married Mr Evans. And she certainly didn’t look like any happy gift-giver at the wedding.”

“Shh.” Janie put her fingers to her lips. “Louisa’s asleep in the back bedroom.”

Gwenna’s mouth dropped open and she spluttered. “Why is she here? What’s going on, Janie?”

Gwenna sat aghast as Janie revealed Louisa’s story.

It all began when Louisa heard about the thrashing Elias had given Gwenna back in October 1899. Pity for herself, mingled with pity for Gwenna. She, too, suffered – at the hands of Albert Evans. 

According to Janie, Albert’s mother, a tyrant at the best of times, had taken control of the household, the children and the money. Louisa was expected to keep up appearances and be the epitome of the society lady and do exactly as she was told. She didn’t always measure up. 

Butchering made Albert strong, but he made sure never to leave visible marks. Bruises on her upper arms where he squeezed too tightly, and on her back and shoulders, a punch to the stomach. Afterwards, Albert would buy Louisa a gift to say sorry, and life would go back to normal. Except the beatings had become more frequent.

“Louisa hid it all behind a facade of prosperity, too ashamed to admit what her life was like,” explained Janie. 

Gwenna bit her lip. She felt guilty she’d never noticed. Should she have recognised the signs?

“Remember what she was like at our get-together in Tillie’s house, just after Olwen was born? All so uppity and angry, and she couldn’t control the children,” continued Janie. 

Gwenna nodded. She remembered Bethan had said something was wrong that day. 

“It was going on back then. She had been on the verge of confessing to Mam many times but couldn’t bring herself to say anything. It’s only in quite recent times I’ve learnt about all of it myself.”

Janie topped up the teacups and pressed on with her story.

“But it was after you married Johnno, and everything else that followed – and then Elias decided to run off and become his own man – that Louisa became jealous. Every time you turned your hand to anything, you succeeded. Worse still, it seemed Elias was becoming successful too, while her life narrowed. It turned her mean.”

Everything started to fall into place in Gwenna’s mind: the moods, the nastiness, the absences – they all made sense now. “Has Louisa left him? Is that why she’s here?”

Janie nodded. “He hit her the morning of the wedding, and her mother-in-law had forbidden her to attend. She defied his mother but paid for it later that night.” 

“Oh, that’s terrible, but I still don’t understand about the sideboard,” said Gwenna, frowning in confusion.

“It goes back to the day you opened the shop,” said Janie. “Louisa also admired the sideboard. Not that she would have told you – or me, for that matter. She ordered one, a smaller one, for her own home, without knowing Elias was the maker. She found out later when I started telling her about my visits to the workshop and how well Elias was doing. That’s when she started to behave out of character.”

Gwenna recalled the conversation she and Janetta had had after the Christmas service: She’d said Louisa had started being nice to Janie and telling everyone to visit Gwenna’s shop, totally opposite to what she’d done in the previous months.

“I don’t know what happened to change things, maybe the violence got worse, but the invitation to Elias and Alice’s wedding did it.”

Gwenna’s exasperation with Janie’s convoluted tale erupted. “Did what, Janie? For goodness’ sake, get on with it.” 

“Forced her to leave, of course. Louisa has told me since she’s wanted to leave her husband for some time but couldn’t see a way out. But when Mr Woodman contacted her to ask about delivery of the sideboard, she had an idea. Since it was already paid for, she told them to keep it as a present. And I don’t know what you said to her, but whatever it was, it gave her the strength to leave.”

“And I’m never going back,” said Louisa, standing by the door. She had arrived so quietly in stockinged feet, Janie and Gwenna jumped at the sound of her voice.

Gwenna rose to her feet and crossed the room to wrap her arms around Louisa and guide her to the sofa. Tears fell. “I’m sorry, Lou. I never knew.”

“How could you? I hid it from you all, but after what you said about happiness being the key to fulfilling your dreams, I just couldn’t stay there any longer. No one is happy. Not me, not the children, not Albert or his mother. I have no idea about his father, but he’s so wrapped up in the business maybe he is.”

The afternoon disappeared as the three sisters talked. Percy returned, popped his head into the sitting room and promptly left them alone again. More tea was made and drunk as Louisa filled in the unhappy moments in her life. She was adamant she would not go back. She would miss the children and would ask to see them, but they’d been alienated from her already and she doubted the children would care. They were still too young to have any say. 

As they talked, Gwenna schemed. “Louisa. Have you thought about what you want to do, or where you’re going to live?”

“I don’t know what to think.”

“Three days ago, you said you wanted to come home. What did you mean?”

Louisa’s crestfallen face crumpled. “They were only words, Gwenna. I don’t have a home any more. I’ll have to find lodgings and get a job, I suppose. Can I stay for a few days, Janie? Until I get my head together.”

Janie assured her she could, but Gwenna went one better.

“Before you get too carried away, I have an idea which would suit us both. My house is big enough; you could come and live with me and Mam, and Georgie. Charlie, too, when he’s in the house. He spends most of his time with Tom. But in return, I need your help. I need someone extra to work in the shop and help Hugh put the orders together. It would give me more time to spend making sweets and being a mother to Georgie, so Mam has time to do what she wants. Does it sound like something you’d like?”

“Truly?” asked Louisa, trying to grasp what Gwenna offered. “You’d do that for me?”

Gwenna smiled. “Only if you do me the favour in return and work your hands to the bone.”

Louisa didn’t smile. “Why would you do me any favours, Gwenna?”

“Because you’re family. I’ve known you all my life, and because someone did me a favour not so long ago, and now I’m doing one in return.”

* * *
[image: image]


The following Wednesday half-day, they celebrated Charlie’s birthday. For the first time in years, six step- and half-siblings sat in the same room without daggers being drawn. Bethan’s dreams had finally come true. If her absent son Samuel had been there too she would have felt complete, but having Louisa home again, and Janie expecting another child, was enough.

Gwenna invited them all to share in her latest experiment – lime with a chocolate centre. The shape and balance weren’t quite right yet, but taste was her main objective. “Do you like it?” she asked, eagerly awaiting their reaction. 

“Mmmm. Lovely,” said Charlie. “All sweet and sour. I like it.”

Percy wasn’t at all keen, and Alice’s face puckered when the lime juice hit her taste buds. “Too sharp for me, but the chocolate’s nice.” 

Elias ate his and took a second and then a third one, murmuring something unintelligible, so Gwenna assumed he liked them. Tillie and Tom had been her tasters while she perfected the combination, and approved. Janie, Bethan and Louisa were rather more non-committal. They didn’t dislike it but couldn’t say it would be a favourite. While not quite the response she’d wished for, Gwenna could not consider it a failure either. 

After tea and cakes, the men decided to wander down to the park with Charlie for a game of cricket, leaving a restless Alice, a still downhearted Louisa and a radiant Janie talking about Tillie’s latest quilt and complimenting Bethan on the fine lace shawl unfolding from her crochet hook. Gwenna sat at the table sketching an idea for the barrow Charlie insisted upon, with only one ear on the conversation. 

“I’m nine now,” he’d argued earlier, disappointed he wasn’t getting a barrow for his birthday. “And summer is more than half over, and school’s in and you promised. You promised, Gwenna. But it never happened. Louisa’s here now and helps Mam, and you’ve got more time to make things. I can tell. Why won’t you let me?”

Gwenna sighed. She had promised him. She had even thought it a clever idea, but somewhere in the whirlwind of life, she had forgotten. Pushed aside to make space for other more important things. “There’s time, Charlie, bach. You’re still young. It’s a great idea and I will come up with an idea or two, but be patient with me.”

Never mind which way she explained it – she wanted him to have a childhood of freedom and fun, not a time spent standing on street corners hawking her sweets – he came back with a counterargument.

“But Gwenna, I want to. I need money of my own. I’ve got ideas. And I want to know how to make sweets, and how to run a business so I can help when I’m older. Gwenna. Please?”

Not until she’d talked to Hugh, who agreed to make something suitable, had she conceded. “Very well. But I’m not teaching you how to boil sugar until you’re twelve. Do you understand?”

Charlie’s face lit up with delight and he scampered off.

In the meantime, Hugh had created a simple tray from a cardboard box and attached a strap to go around Charlie’s neck, and painted it dark green. Gwenna would give it to Charlie this coming weekend, after signwriting ‘Gwenna’s Confectionery’ along the front. 

Snatches of conversation drifted into Gwenna’s consciousness as she turned her attention away from the barrow and started to scribble down combinations of flavours to go with this and a texture to go with that.

Alice had brought the wedding photographs, which were passed around to be oohed and aahed at. “Dad says he’s entering Mr Court’s commissioned sideboard into the Industry Awards at the next exhibition. If Elias wins, there’s a monetary prize as well ...” 

Gwenna looked at the snaps and saw for herself what Tillie and Bethan had been telling her for some time. She had lost weight. She also saw one Hugh had taken where she was the central image, rather than the bride and groom. It unnerved her how Hugh had focused on her to the detriment of the bride, but she couldn’t decide what it meant.

“Percy and I’ve agreed to have at least six children. I do so hope this one is a little girl. I love the boys dearly, but ...”

Gwenna passed the photos on and turned the page to jot down more ideas. She liked experimenting with new options, even if some of them didn’t work.

“Tom said they were rushed off their feet at Smith & Caughey’s annual sale yesterday. He came home exhausted.”

Louisa had been almost silent since she’d moved in upstairs, so when Gwenna heard her muffled voice, she stopped writing and listened. 

“I’m grateful ...”

Gwenna had given Louisa the room at the back, the quietest and sunniest, and where she had a view across the tops of houses towards Western Park. 

Between them, Bethan and Gwenna had agreed not to question Louisa. She would talk if she wanted to, and if she didn’t, then as long as she settled in and was happy, they would be content. Janie had told them enough for now. 

What Louisa wanted to do with her life from now on, Gwenna couldn’t begin to guess. For now, Louisa was a willing worker and surprisingly cheerful with the customers, but getting her clothes and personal possessions from her mother-in-law had proved an upsetting challenge. Wives who deserted their husbands and families were frowned upon, regardless of the circumstances. Divorce would be out of the question. 

“I feel like I’m in a storybook,” said Louisa. “I’d accepted my lot, living in a rut I couldn’t escape, but here I am, and I don’t know what happens next.”

Bethan stopped her crocheting and patted her daughter’s hand. “You take one day at a time, Louisa. We’ve all spent time in a rut not of our making, but something always happens to change it. Sometimes it’s good and sometimes not; we just have to wait and see what life brings us.”
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Opportunities come and go

––––––––
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April 1901

Autumn sunshine extended the warm summer, allowing Charlie to launch his career as a hawker. After a few false starts, he decided on the days he preferred to use the tray and those when he would take the barrow. 

Hugh had excelled himself with a lightweight cart with two wheels and shaft-style handles which were easy for Charlie to manage. Painted in the shop colours, with Gwenna’s Confectionery written on the sides, and a light canvas roof to keep the sun off the sweets, the effect was stylish and classy. 

True to his word, Charlie attracted the children from school and soon had a small but loyal clientele. So far, he’d not run into any trouble – at least, nothing Gwenna heard about – but then he always stood on a different corner, or in a different spot, in the hope of catching a different crowd. 

Thanks to Edward Turner, Gwenna’s order base through the markets was steady, but for some reason had not increased in several weeks. The battle between imported goods and those locally made continued, and competition was fierce among the big names in confectionery like Rowntree, Cadbury, Halls and Whittaker’s. Elias had said the same thing, even though their products were quite distinct from each other. Imported furniture selling in the big stores outsold anything locally made. Both he and Gwenna were determined to establish themselves as worthy rivals to that philosophy. Bespoke ‘anything’ sold itself by its quality to those who recognised it. The trick was getting people to understand the difference, then persuade them around to the idea of buying New Zealand hand-made products.

Charlie’s ploy was to offer free sweets as he marched up and down Queen Street, or walked around the picnickers at the park, or amongst the men playing cricket in the Domain. Often they would buy a small bag or two, and he made sure he handed out Gwenna’s trade cards – another of his ideas – to every new customer. 

His stack of coins grew every day, and he kept them in a special tin labelled ‘Hopes and Dreams’. No one doubted his ability to succeed, but apart from saying he wanted to be a sweet maker like Gwenna, he wouldn’t let on what his other hopes and dreams might be.

“And I have to thank you for the increased trade, too, Charlie, my boy,” said Gwenna. “I’ve been surprised by how well you’ve done.”

* * *
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Life settled into a routine. Louisa fitted into family life as if she’d never left. Her most surprising trait was her ability to handle people. The more fuss she could make of them, the better, and there were times when she undoubtedly enjoyed herself. Gwenna could see how easily she had become a leader of the women’s groups she had once belonged to. She’d resigned from them all, removing herself from her past life. When any of the women came into the shop, Louisa was as polite and friendly as ever but refused to engage further. She focused on working in the shop with Tillie, leaving Gwenna to experiment and make a lot more of Gwenna’s specialty sweet treats. 

As Tillie suggested, Gwenna passed the boiled lolly making over to Hugh who, due to his strength, could manage larger quantities at a time. He no longer looked the forlorn derelict who had turned up on the doorstep all those months ago. Since his return from South Africa, he’d put on weight, and some of the deeper lines on his face had eased. He was still the silent and trustworthy man he’d always been, but he had left something of his true self behind on foreign soil.

Bethan started going out more to women’s groups; one day she came home and said she thought she might join the church choir. The girls were thrilled that she was, at last, coming out of the dark space she’d lived in for so long. They all were.

Only one blemish clouded Gwenna’s peace of mind: the dreams had returned and once again fear haunted her nights. There seemed no explanation. After the night she’d seen the shadow in the window and Hugh had scared the daylights out of her, her dreams had returned to normal. Worry about the figures adding up kept her awake more often. 

But lately, her dreams had been far more restless, disturbed by shadows and vague shapes, and snatches of Johnno. During the day she put it all out of her mind, even though the calendar kept telling her Johnno’s anniversary was fast approaching, and with it came the memories she’d wished to put behind her.

After a tiring Saturday, which had at times required all three sisters in the shop, Gwenna collapsed into the armchair in the kitchen. Lamenting the fact she’d been feeling more tired than normal, Gwenna remembered she still wanted to tell Louisa what a difference she was making – in particular, with the customers.

Bethan was cooking her usual weekend meal of mutton and boiled potatoes with cabbage from the garden, and lashings of gravy.

“Have you seen Charlie?” she asked, getting the plates ready to serve dinner.

“He’ll be with Hugh or Tom,” said Gwenna, without moving from her chair. She’d closed her eyes to ease the itchiness, but she wasn’t so much sleepy as bone-weary. 

She heard Bethan moving around the kitchen, going to and fro to the dining room and standing at the back door calling Charlie, but couldn’t stir herself to help. A few minutes later, Bethan rang her little brass handbell, which could be heard at Tillie’s, to tell everyone dinner was ready. They all ate together on Saturday night, including Hugh, who was working in the lean-to they’d converted into a storeroom. 

“Has anyone seen Charlie?” Bethan asked as everyone came into the kitchen.

A hand on her shoulder disturbed Gwenna enough for her to open her eyes. 

“You must come and eat, Gwenna,” said Louisa. “Come on, I’ve got a story to tell you.” Louisa offered her hand and pulled Gwenna to her feet. 

“Where’s Charlie?” asked Bethan again, getting more panicky as she checked the dining room after everyone had gathered and he still wasn’t there.

No one had seen him. 

“He must be here somewhere,” said Tom. “Let’s call him again.”

“The last time I saw him, he was heading down Pitt Street,” said Hugh. “He said he was going to try his luck on the waterfront.”

“What time was that?” asked Gwenna, suddenly alert.

“Earlier this morning. About nine.”

“And no one’s seen him since?” queried Tom uneasily.

Heads shook and sisters held hands, worry written on every face.

“Where can he be?” fretted Bethan. 

“I’ll go find him if you like,” offered Hugh. “You stay here and have your dinner.”

“I’ll go too. I’ll never forgive myself if anything has happened to him,” said Gwenna, heading towards the hallway.

“We’ll all go,” said Tom. 

Dinner forgotten, the others grabbed their hats and were about to head out the door, when Tillie said, “We can’t all go. Someone has to stay with the children.”

Through eyes watering in despair, Bethan pleaded. “Will you stay, Tillie, dear? Please? I can’t sit still knowing he’s out there somewhere.”

“If you’d rather, Mam. But are you sure you want to go?”

Bethan was sure. She pinned her hat in place, pulled her jacket over her blouse and followed the others to where they stood in a group on the street. 

Tom took charge while Hugh passed around hurricane lamps. “Hugh and ...” Tom hesitated. Deciding who should go with whom and understanding Tillie’s concern for Bethan, he paired the two. “... Bethan. Go down Pitt and Hobson to the waterfront and back up Nelson. Keep your eyes open up the side streets.”

“Gwenna, you come with me. Louisa, go to the Lewises and ask Percy to go with you. Check Queen Street and don’t forget the marketplace. It’ll be closed up now, but he could be locked inside. Gwenna and I will check Western Park while there’s still some daylight. There was a friendly cricket match there this afternoon.” He checked the setting sun against his pocket watch. “It’s coming up six o’clock. Meet back here in no more than two hours. It’ll be too dark to do anything further afield by then. Stay together, at all costs. I don’t want anyone on their own.”

Everyone murmured their agreement and set off as instructed. Gwenna and Tom set a fast pace, heading along Karangahape Road and down Ponsonby, looking down every side street and alley, before entering the park from the top end. Within moments the dark shadows cast by the trees and the fading light gave Gwenna the shivers. A sense of doom settled in her stomach. “Tom, what if something bad has happened to him. What will I do?”

“Hold fast, Gwenna. He’s a clever lad. He’s probably rushing home right now, realising how late he is. Don’t upset yourself. We’ll find him soon.”

The further away from the road they got, the more fearful Gwenna became. Tom lit the lamp he carried and pushed on, confident he knew the path in front of them. Feeling better for having a light close by, Gwenna followed, calling Charlie’s name over and over.

The shadows at the bottom end of the park were deeper, and the few lights from houses and gas lamps on the ridge looked a long way away. They could see little. About to make their way back up the hill, Tom spotted something pale on the ground. “Look, Gwenna. He’s been here. This is one of your bags.”

They called Charlie’s name again in unison, paused and waited, hoping to hear a response. “I’m just going over to check behind that clump of trees. Keep talking so I know where you are.”

Shaking like a leaf blowing in the wind, she blinked several times to adjust her eyes to the sudden darkness. Still calling out and placing one foot carefully in front of the other, she walked a few more steps and found another bag; a third one lay a few feet further along. “Tom, I’ve found two more.”

Tom came rushing back and, taking her hand in his, they ventured further into the darkest shadows, calling Charlie’s name. They heard a faint answering cry.

“Wait here,” he said, hurrying towards the sound. But Gwenna didn’t listen and followed in his footsteps. 

They found Charlie lying on the ground.

Tom put the lamp down and, kneeling beside the boy, turned his head towards the light. Gwenna gasped at the sight of the congealed rivulets of blood down the side of a face streaked with tears. 

“Is he ...?” She couldn’t finish the sentence. Memories of Johnno turned her knees to jelly and her tongue thick with fear.

“He’ll be fine,” Tom assured her.

“Gwenna?” Charlie groaned. 

Gwenna dropped to her knees and started to lift him onto her lap. 

“Don’t do that, Gwenna,” said Tom. “Let’s see if anything’s broken first.”

Being careful not to hurt the boy, Tom ran his hands across Charlie’s shoulders and down his arms and legs until he discovered what had prevented the boy from returning home. His ankle lay at a sickening angle. Tom raised the lamp higher and Charlie flipped his arm up to hide the light from his eyes.

“Gwenna,” he croaked.

“Yes, Charlie, I’m here.” Tears flowed down her cheek, and she clutched his hand and kissed the grazed knuckles. “I’m sorry, Charlie. I’m so sorry. I never meant for any harm to come to you.”

“The barrow’s broken, Gwenna,” he sobbed.

In the faint light, Tom spotted what was left of the barrow. The canvas roof lay in a heap, tossed to one side, one shaft had come to rest a foot or two beyond Charlie’s head; the side of the barrow had been smashed in.

“No matter, Charlie, bach. You’re all that matters.”

“There was too many of them, Gwenna.”

Tom interrupted. “Let’s leave the explanations until later, young man. Let’s get you home.”

Gwenna picked up the lantern while Tom gathered Charlie into his arms. They’d not gone far before Tom realised he wasn’t going to make it back up the hill with Charlie positioned as he was.

“Sorry, lad. I’m going to have to toss you over my shoulder. It won’t be comfortable and I’ll try not to bump your ankle, but I’ve no choice.”

Charlie nodded stoically, biting his lip to suppress a cry as Tom changed positions and leant into the hill. Tom forged ahead up Howe Street with Charlie’s head and arms bouncing against his back. Gwenna scurried along behind, holding one of Charlie’s hands and reassuring him. 

Ten minutes later, Tillie welcomed an out-of-breath Tom into the house, relieved Charlie was safe and equally as concerned at the state of him. 

“Put him on the sofa for now,” said Tillie, opening the door to the sitting room. 

Tom lowered him down while Tillie eased a cushion under Charlie’s ankle. After a more thorough investigation, they decided it wasn’t broken, just badly sprained.

“You’re not going to be able to walk on it properly for some time,” said Gwenna, soaking a towel in cold water and wrapping it around the boy’s ankle to help reduce the swelling. 

Tears rolled down Charlie’s face. “They took the lollies. And the money. I couldn’t stop them.” 

Gwenna wiped his face clean with her handkerchief. “Shush, Charlie, bach. None of it matters. Only you, my pet.”

“Any sign of the others?” panted Tom, still trying to recover his breath.

“No, not yet.” Tillie checked the clock. “You said eight, and it’s not yet seven thirty.”

Getting to his feet, Tom turned for the door. “I’d better go look for them – Hugh and Bethan at least – and tell them I’ve found him.”

“You’ll do no such thing, Tom Griffiths,” said his wife. “Sit down. Get your breath back first. You don’t know for certain where they are and they’ll be here soon enough.”

A few minutes later, Louisa and Percy arrived back and were overjoyed to learn Charlie was safe. 

“We hurried back to tell you we’d been talking to a couple of blokes near the markets,” Percy explained. “They said Charlie’s been having some trouble with a few of the older lads. Something to do with Charlie taking their trade. They said to check the park, which we knew you were doing.”

Within fifteen minutes, Hugh and Bethan returned. Nearly out of her mind with worry, Bethan rushed through to Charlie the second she heard he was safe. Fussing over him eased her nerves, and before long one of her famous poultices had been applied and he’d been given a small dose of laudanum to ease the pain. He fell asleep before he’d finished his story.

“Well, that’s it,” stated Gwenna. “He’s never going hawking again.”

“Don’t be hasty, Gwenna,” said Tom in all seriousness. “It wasn’t the lad’s fault.”

“Of course it wasn’t. Why would you even think it was? It’s those hooligans. Thugs. Beating up on a little boy. And left lying there on the ground, injured like that, in the dark. It’s just too much. The poor boy would have been frightened out of his mind.”

“Sounds to me like he stood up to them quite well,” said Louisa, who sat smoothing the sleeping Charlie’s brow. 

“That’s not the point, though, is it? He was out there selling my sweets and got attacked because of it.”

“I’m sure he’s not telling us everything,” said Tom. “But this is likely to be a bit of rivalry gone wrong. They smashed up his barrow, yes, and they got into a fight. But he gave as good as he got by the state of his knuckles. You can’t blame the boys because Charlie tripped over a tree root and twisted his ankle. Nor for the cut on his face. He probably did that when he fell. It’s just a bit of boys’ rough and tumble.”

Gwenna wasn’t convinced, but the others agreed with Tom – Charlie shouldn’t be punished for it. “I’m not punishing him,” she humphed, indignant at the suggestion.

“Indirectly, you are. And Charlie will certainly think you are. He wants to be out on the streets selling sweets. If you won’t let him any more, he’ll believe you blame him for it all,” said Tom.

“Tom’s right, Gwenna, bach.” 

Surprised Mam would agree with Tom, Gwenna stared open-mouthed at Bethan. “Not you, too?”

Bethan smiled. Now Charlie was safe, she could consider the event more rationally. “You don’t know little boys very well yet, do you, Gwenna, dear? Charlie’s been too sickly till now to be one of the lads, and I’m right glad he is well enough these days,” she shrugged. “Boys will be boys. You’ll see, when Georgie gets bigger.”

“No son of mine is going to be found brawling in the streets.” Gwenna folded her arms across her chest in a perfect imitation of her old schoolteacher. No one bothered to cover their mouths or hide their mirth. 

Hovering in the background, perched on the edge of a balloon-back chair listening to it all, sat Hugh. “The lad’s capable of looking after hisself, Miss Gwenna.” If Hugh spoke when the family were together, he always addressed her formally, which sounded odd to her ears. “I’ve been teaching him a few moves,” smiled Hugh – something he didn’t do often. “I’d heard about these other lads pestering him, so I figured he needed the odd trick or two up his sleeve. I’ll take a bet the others don’t look much better. He’d ’ave landed a few punches.”

“And you never thought to tell me?” challenged Gwenna.

Hugh shrugged. “It’s boy stuff. You’d have stopped me if you’d known.”

“Did you suspect something like this might have happened when we set off?” asked Tom, slightly miffed Charlie hadn’t asked him, or more to the point that he, Tom, hadn’t thought of it. “You didn’t say anything.”

“I couldn’t be certain, and I didn’t want to upset Mrs Price till I was sure. I thought we’d find him down amongst the sailors. Charlie’d not said anything in a while about the other lads.”

“You mean this has happened before?” squeaked Tillie.

“No. Not like this,” Hugh reassured them. “Just a bit of pushing and shoving. He’d lost a few bags of lollies and they took his money once. It was the last straw as far as he was concerned and he asked me what he could do.” Hugh coughed to hide his embarrassment. “He thinks the world of you, Miss Gwenna. He’d protect you with his life if he had to.”

The unspoken echo, ‘and so would I’, filled the room.

Exhausted, Gwenna could take no more and burst into tears.

* * *
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Days passed and nerves settled as Charlie recovered his spirits and chafed against being kept indoors. Even little Olwen and Georgie held no interest for him any longer. He’d grown out of them in the weeks when he’d been helping Gwenna. But never mind what he said, no one, not even his co-conspirator Hugh, would let him go anywhere.

“But I feel fine now,” he said, hobbling badly.

“Will you sit down, Charlie!” barked Bethan. “You must not walk on that ankle.”

She tended all the cuts and grazes, rubbing balm into his aching muscles and with the uncanny ability of the young, Charlie bounced back quickly. Even Bethan admitted he’d come to no great harm.

The next day, Hugh appeared with a home-made crutch. Charlie was thrilled and soon learnt how to get around the house, annoying them all with his demands to be useful. 

In the end, Gwenna gave in, and with a newly made stand Hugh had put together, she allowed Charlie to sit up at the corner of Pitt Street, peddling sweets and waving a sign with an arrow on it pointing to the shop. 

“Do not move until someone comes to get you. Do you hear me?” Gwenna was terrified to let him out of her sight in case something happened to him again. She was determined to make him understand. “You are to sit here and wait. Hugh will carry the stand back.”

“All right,” Charlie said, bemoaning his lot. In all innocence, he gazed at his big sister. “Gwenna? Your eyes are all black. You don’t look good.”

“I’ll see you later,” she said, ignoring his comment, and returned to the shop.

She wasn’t at all surprised by what Charlie said. She had reached the point of dreading closing her eyes at night. Within minutes of falling asleep, the dreams began. She often woke in a sweat and gasping for air, as if she’d been running, and could only doze from then on until Georgie and the dawn light allowed her to get up. 

The anniversary of Johnno’s passing was fast approaching. She hoped and prayed once the 18th – the date on Johnno’s death certificate, and her twentieth birthday – had passed, she would sleep again. She’d told no one – not Tillie, not Mam, not even Hugh – the date written on that miserable, defining piece of paper, the day when life had pitched her in another direction. It was bad enough that she associated her birthday with such horror, but she wouldn’t inflict it on others. Tom knew of course, but he, too, had kept it to himself. Gwenna assumed the others would mark Johnno’s funeral date as his day of passing, if they bothered. Johnno meant little to anyone else. Either way, the week ahead would be a trial.

Last year on her birthday, a day of supposed celebration, she’d been alone in the house in Onehunga. This year, she sensed Mam and Tillie had plans for a celebration. She would have to find something inside her to show appreciation for their efforts, even if she was feeling tormented. 
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Nightmares become reality

––––––––
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18 April 1901

This time when she woke, something other than her dreams had disturbed her. Gwenna rose, tied her wrap around her and tiptoed downstairs. Her heart hammered like a pounding steam engine. Certain she’d heard a noise, she stopped to listen. Footsteps? No one else in the house had stirred but, beginning to think she’d imagined it all, she heard the sound again. Like a sack being dragged.

In the months to follow, she would berate herself for not lighting the lamp when she entered the shop through the connecting door as she had done hundreds of times over the previous six months. 

The street lamp was no longer lit, and with no moon the solid darkness became impenetrable, but she had this overwhelming need to check the door was bolted. Like a blind person, Gwenna edged her way to the door by feel, reaching out to the table on her right, the mantelpiece on her left. 

She sighed with relief when she checked the bolts and they were still in place. She’d taken a few steps on her return journey when an object flew through the window, sending glass flying. Gwenna lost her balance and fell heavily against the table, toppling it as she crashed to the floor with a yell. How she missed landing on the glass she would never know, but before she could fathom what was happening, another object smashed through the second window, and the third. Glass shards flew everywhere. She whimpered with every bump and bang, but whoever was outside, intent on destroying the windows, hadn’t finished. The door glass shattered before another attack was launched on the front windows, using what Gwenna assumed was an iron bar, to smash every remaining pane. 

Terrified whoever it was would attack her too if they saw her, she lay absolutely still, praying her white nightdress and robe would not give her away. Hearing sounds from the house, her addled brain realised the noise would have disturbed Bethan and Louisa. Georgie would probably be crying. She had to stop them coming through to the shop. She pulled herself into a kneeling position against a chair, taking care to make the least amount of noise as possible. From there she struggled to her feet amidst the tangle of clothing. Pain shot up her leg and she vaguely worried about what damage she’d done. She stood up at the same time as the door opened and her eyes were assaulted by a bright light, and the shadow of a person looming large came towards her. 

––––––––
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“Gwenna, wake up. Come on, Gwenna. You’re safe now. Wake up, Gwenna, bach.”

The soothing voice of her mam echoed in the fog behind her eyes until the astringent smelling salts passing under her nose had her sitting upright. Her head exploded with the movement, and she lay back down again, groaning with the pain.

“What ...” She licked her lips. Memory returned and with it panic. She tried to sit up once more, but the room spun, and she was forced to close her eyes and lie down to still the clanging in her head.

“Is ... every ... one ...” She seemed unable to find the words.

“Shush, Gwenna. Rest. We’re safe. You’re safe. The doctor will be here soon. Hugh’s gone to get him,” soothed her mam. 

Louisa pressed a cold compress, smelling faintly of lavender, to Gwenna’s forehead. “You fainted when you saw us. The light was too much of a shock.”

“What ...” Gwenna began again. “Tell ...”

“No talking,” ordered Louisa, stroking her arm. “You’re to rest. And I’m here to make sure you do.” 

Louisa’s voice faded. Oblivion overtook her.

* * *
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“You should consider yourself very lucky, Mrs Price,” said the doctor. “In my opinion, you were headed for a complete nervous breakdown, young lady.”

Gwenna only half listened to the doctor lecture her about her ailments and what should be done about them. Today was her birthday. Two years in a row circumstances had ruined it.

“You are exhausted,” continued the doctor, “and grossly undernourished. We need to build your strength up. It will be a slow process requiring long-term bed rest. The bruises will heal, but I am a little concerned with the ligament in your knee. Do not put any pressure on it until I tell you. Initially, I’m confining you to bed for one month.”

“A month!” Whatever else he had said, that word was enough to bring Gwenna to her senses. “I won’t stay in bed for a month. I can’t.”

“You can, and you will,” said Louisa firmly. “I promised Mam.” 

Louisa had taken on the role of chief carer. Her skills in the kitchen were limited, and she had never learnt how to make lollies. 

Not at all happy with being contradicted by his patient, the doctor began to put his instruments back in his bag. Tersely, he said, “I’ve given Mrs Evans here some tonic to help strengthen your blood and something to help you sleep. She has a list of recommended foods. I strongly suggest you follow my advice, if you know what’s good for you. Good day, madam.”

Mam and Louisa were constantly in and out of her room, giving her possets of warm, spiced milk laced with brandy, soups of varying tastes and disgusting aspic jellies. The custards were much better, and the sweet milk toast a treat. They allowed her out of bed long enough to use the commode and propped her up on pillows for an hour at a time, but mostly she slept. The soothing lavender oil Louisa put on her pillow and rubbed on her temple and inside her wrists, helped Gwenna’s body take control over her mind.

On the third day, Gwenna felt strong enough to push herself into a sitting position and started asking questions. 

To begin with, nobody was keen to discuss what had happened in the shop. 

“You have to tell me,” moaned Gwenna. “I’m going crazy with worry here.”

“Don’t upset yourself, Gwenna, bach,” said Bethan. “Get better first.”

By the end of a week, only a few bits of information had filtered through to her.

“If someone doesn’t tell me what’s going on, I will get up and find out for myself.”

Gwenna threw the bedclothes back and attempted to stand up. Her head swam and her legs wobbled dangerously. She was forced to balance on the side of the bed, one hand on the bedpost, the other holding her head until the room stood still.

Bethan fussed and bothered, calling Louisa to help her lift Gwenna back into bed, but Gwenna would not be calmed.

“If you won’t tell me, send Tom or Hugh to see me.”

Bethan was scandalised that Gwenna would even consider admitting Hugh to her bedroom while attired in her nightgown. “You can’t do that. It’s not done.”

But Gwenna had moved beyond the niceties of society, demanding to see one of the men. “At least Hugh will be honest with me, which is more than you two are.”

Neither of her carers would give in. 

Later in the day, Louisa returned. Sitting on the side of the bed, she faced Gwenna and laid down the law. “I can’t have you getting yourself all worked up like this over things you can do nothing about. What’s done is done. I’ve told you the windows have been battened and the place is secure. That’s all you need to know. There’s to be a police investigation. We can’t do much until then.”

“The business will be ruined. We have to do something,” wailed Gwenna.

“Stop it, Gwenna. Or I won’t tell you anything.”

At Louisa’s threat, Gwenna calmed down and listened.

“To ease your mind and make it simpler for everyone concerned, I’ve organised a day bed for you in the sitting room. You will be allowed to come down in the morning before luncheon and again in the afternoon, after a nap, until dinner.”

Gwenna started to quarrel, but Louisa put her fingers on Gwenna’s lips.

“If you argue with me, you won’t be allowed down at all. I will help you dress in the day robe Tillie is making. When you’re ready, Hugh will carry you downstairs. Yes, Gwenna,” she said when Gwenna again attempted to contradict her. “Carry you. You are not walking and that is final.”

The next morning Tillie and Louisa dressed Gwenna in her pale-blue wool day dress. Shaped into the waist and flaring out over soft petticoats, it fastened together from neck to toe with tiny frog fastenings. Brocade trim and heelless brocade slippers turned a plain robe into an elegant dress. 

“There’s no need to wear corsets, my dear,” said Tillie. “It’s designed for comfort, but you will be able to receive guests now.”

Gwenna was thankful, and said so, giving both sisters a hug and a kiss. Hugh lifted her as if she was a feather and carried her gently down the stairs. Gwenna carelessly draped her arm around his neck and felt a faint shiver through his shoulders. She glanced at him in surprise, but Hugh kept his eyes firmly fixed on where he was going until he sat her on the day bed in the sitting room.

Gwenna had never seen the sofa before but fell in love with it straight away. She must thank Tom, or whoever bought it. Covered in a warm gold velvet, it looked like an armchair with rolled and padded arms and back, but longer, with extra length for her legs. She splayed the skirt of her robe out to drape prettily over the side.

“You’re looking better, if I may say so, Miss Gwenna,” said Hugh. “There’s a bit of colour in your cheeks.” And by the way he danced from foot to foot and turned colour himself, he was clearly embarrassed.

“Thank you, Hugh. Will you stay and talk with me? Tell me what’s going on.”

“Not right now, Miss Gwenna. Mr Griffiths will explain everything.” Hugh glanced at Louisa’s stern face. “I’d better be going for now.” 

Louisa plumped pillows behind Gwenna, pulled a side table closer to her and handed her a milk posset and a book. “Is that better?” 

“Perfect. Thank you, Louisa,” smiled Gwenna. “But when is someone going to tell me what I need to know?”

As if on cue, Tom knocked on the door and entered the room. He kissed Gwenna on the cheeks and, after all the civilities had been covered, pulled up a chair.

Gwenna sat transfixed, almost unable to utter a word, as Tom explained the events of that night.

“We have not been allowed to touch anything. They are taking photographs of all the damage, including the bricks – to see if they can identify where they came from. And a crowbar left behind. We still don’t know who it was, or why. There’s been no witnesses come forward, other than you ...”

“It was Black Jack.”

“What? Don’t be silly, Gwenna. It can’t have been him,” Tom said, dismissing her idea. “You’re imagining things, girl. No one’s seen or heard of Jack Jones in over a year. He’s gone.”

Gwenna shook her head and sat forward. “It was him, I’m telling you, Tom. He’s haunted my dreams for weeks – just like those dreams I had before Johnno disappeared. It was him. I just know it. Even if no one can prove it. And ... the date, Tom.” Tom knew what she meant. “Why that date if it wasn’t him?” 

“Calm yourself, Gwenna. I won’t argue with you if you feel sure. Your instincts have been good before, but it’s a long shot. I’ll suggest it to the police, but don’t expect them to take it seriously.” Tom paused. “There’s one more thing. The other piece of evidence they’re following is the word ‘Shrew’ painted on the wall.”

Gwenna gasped, and tears threatened. She wasn’t as strong as she thought. What a horrible word to use, and to deface the building was unforgivable. “Is it still there?” she asked in a strained voice.

“Yes, but it’s covered up now,” Tom assured her. “The police nailed a piece of canvas over it so passers-by won’t gawk at it, and they’ll also investigate the paint on the footpath where the pot was spilt. They’re hoping whoever it was might have got some on a shoe or their clothing.”

“Can I see?”

“No. Absolutely not, Gwenna. You’ve had enough trauma. You heard what the doctor said. Total rest and no upsets. Anyway, your mother and your sisters would kill me if I let you anywhere beyond this room.”

Gwenna attempted a smile, but her mind was working overtime.

“I never saw the room afterwards. It was pitch dark until Louisa came through the door with the light and I fainted. From what I remember while lying on the floor, he smashed every window. I know I knocked one table flying, it’ll be broken, and now you tell me the evil man painted the outside too? I can picture it, Tom. The shop’s ruined, isn’t it. He’s ruined it. I’m not going to be able to get it up and running again, am I?” 

Gwenna saw the sorrow in Tom’s face, but he would never conceal the truth from her. “No, Gwenna, you’re not. The damage can be fixed but even if you could reinstate the shop, I’m not sure people would come.”

At Tom’s words, Gwenna’s hopes and dreams shattered. The shop was gone. Everything she had worked for, everything she had sacrificed – all gone in one night of wanton destruction. 

Like a dam bursting, her courage deserted her, leaving her as emotionally and mentally exhausted as she was physically drained. She lay on the day bed with no idea how she would recover from such a loss. 

* * *
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Over the next few days, Gwenna had a constant stream of visitors. Elias, the most surprising of them all. He didn’t stay long, but she valued his coming.

“Alice told me,” he said. “I’m sorry you’ve met such troubles, Gwenna. Never mind what is between us, you don’t deserve them.”

From Alice, she learnt more about the story of Louisa’s sideboard and how Mr Evans had tried to claim it since he’d paid for it, he said, but her father had refused. His client, Woody insisted, was Mrs Louisa Evans and since she had gifted it to his daughter Alice, that was the end of the matter. Mr Court’s sideboard was coming along excellently, and Woody was certain it would win first prize. And Elias and her dad were planning on moving to a bigger workshop – “Which means I’ll be able to help choose where we live and what the house looks like. I so want a nicer place. It’s been fine for Dad and me, but Elias and me, we’re a family now.” And finally, breathlessly, Alice thought she was pregnant. “You don’t mind me telling you, do you, Gwenna? I know it’s too soon to know for certain and I shouldn’t tell anyone, but I’m so excited.”

From Janie, Gwenna learnt about the redecorations in their house to welcome the new baby. New furniture, new curtaining, new colours. They had scrimped and saved after Percy’s increase had come through, and the house they’d bought had been pretty run-down, but the potential had been huge since it had so many bedrooms. “Enough for all the children, and a spare one. Percy says I can get a maid in to help.” Dreams were coming to fruition for the Lewis family.

“I’m happy you’re prospering, Janie. It’s good to see,” said Gwenna, increasingly concerned about her own situation.

Bethan told her about the new people she’d met through the choir, and how she was helping the ladies with the church bazaar fundraising. In the hope Gwenna would eat more, Bethan prepared her favourite foods in addition to the life-sustaining diet the doctor recommended. Louisa nursed her as if she was a baby in need of constant attention, and strictly adhered to the times she was allowed downstairs. The only times Gwenna saw Hugh was when he carried her up and down. In those brief moments, which she found awkwardly intimate, Gwenna tried to find out what Hugh was doing but misinterpreted his reticence to mean more than his words. The less he said about how the wholesale side was doing, the more Gwenna fretted.

Even Tillie had news. “Tom’s been promoted to Assistant Head of Department. A manager even.” Gwenna was delighted with the news. Tom deserved recognition, but would it mean she’d lose Tillie? With Tom in such an elevated position, Gwenna assumed Tillie would no longer want to work – not with sufficient money coming into the house for her to become a society lady if she wished. Gwenna couldn’t imagine what she would do without Tillie.

All around her, the family was prospering, yet no one spoke of Gwenna rekindling her dreams. No one gave her any hope she would be able to rebuild what she had lost. Her heart ached. She had promised Pa she would care for Mam, and Charlie. Even if Tom had taken over the role, there was still Mam to consider – and Louisa. And she had made a pledge to her son. She had failed them all. 

Sleep became her escape, thanks to Louisa’s magic medicine.
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Schemes and dreams

––––––––
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May 1901

“I want to talk to Hugh,” demanded Gwenna as she lay on the day bed.

Tom recognised the look. “What about? What are you scheming now?”

“I don’t know exactly, but I’ve got to do something.” Gwenna’s frustration levels were fit to burst. “I’ve done nothing for weeks except eat revolting mushy food, and sleep. Louisa still won’t let me walk up and down the stairs, and the doctor confined me indoors for another two weeks.” She pumped her hands beside her, thumping the padding in vexation. “It’s so unfair. It’ll be the end of May by then and six weeks since we last took a single penny.”

While her physical health was still not quite up to par, and she tired far too easily for her liking, her mental acuity had returned in full force. The one aspect Gwenna still doubted was her emotional stability. Anger and tears erupted on a regular basis – she hated her lack of control – and Louisa’s magic medicine was now making things worse.

“That’s not quite true,” answered Tom. “And you know it. I’ve told you the wholesale side is busy. Turner’s are doing a great job at the auctions. Hugh is managing well enough, although he admits to missing your deft touch with some of the mixtures. It’s early days yet, Gwenna. You can’t expect to recover from long-term exhaustion so soon. Relax. We’ve told everyone your exclusive range is not available again until later in the year, but they should put their Christmas orders in early if they want supplies.”

Even to Gwenna, it made sense. 

“I still want to talk with Hugh.”

––––––––
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“I’m not the one you should be talking to, Miss Gwenna,” said Hugh, sticking with his recently acquired and uncharacteristic formality. 

Their relationship had changed in the last weeks since he carried her everywhere. Sometimes she found herself resting her head on his shoulder, her arm around his neck, and she could feel his breath when he inhaled the scent of her hair. She realised how much she had come to rely on him. 

Tom was her adviser about things financial and often told her to stop being so impetuous, but Hugh was her strength. He’d always been there for her – except for the year when he’d been in South Africa – and understood her better than many. She felt safe with Hugh around.

Although Hugh agreed with her ideas in principle, the sort of people who could bring about what she asked were the ones with money and contacts. Hugh had neither.

“I’m not asking you to sign the documents, just to find me a place. Look. Look what it says here.”

For months, the newspapers had been full of the forthcoming royal visit by the Duke and Duchess of Cornwall and York, but there was something new every day as the date of their arrival crept closer.

Gwenna handed the paper to Hugh. “The school holidays are being altered to fit the dates when the duke and duchess are here, and there’s to be parades and welcoming parties. There are plans for three ceremonial arches I’ve read about so far – one at the bottom of Queen Street by the wharf, the government one further up near Victoria Street, and one in Wellesley Street by the library. And visitors will be pouring into Auckland to see the royal couple We can’t miss an opportunity like that.”

Hugh never refused her anything and agreed he would see what he could find. The pair drew up plans and debated the best locations, but a lot would depend on what was available. The confectionery business was fickle at the best of times. Small operators would appear and disappear – even the bigger ones, like the Chicago company Elias once detested, who were burnt out of one building and vacated their other premises nearly two years earlier. Names changed and nothing remained the same, but Gwenna was convinced. Somewhere along Karangahape Road, there must be suitable premises.

“I don’t want to be too close to a similar store, but close to a fruiterer or grocer would work – and towards the mill end if possible. I heard the duchess may go past the Jewish cemetery on the other corner.”

––––––––
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A few days later, Hugh returned, grinning. “I’ve found you the best location I can.”

Several shops east of the junction of Upper Queen Street, Hugh had found an empty shop, between a grocer and a draper on the south side – the sunny side – protected by a fixed verandah. By the time he had finished explaining, Gwenna was ready to throw off her fetters and visit the place for herself. She placed her feet firmly on the floor; for once her head didn’t spin, and her legs felt stronger. The doctor had been happy with the way the knee ligament was healing, the bruises had faded and she was feeling more like her normal self. The ‘doom merchant’, as she called the doctor, kept warning her not to do anything to tire herself out. ‘You won’t recover quickly or easily, Mrs Price,’ he had said. ‘I want you to take the year off and concentrate on getting strong again.’

Well, he could just think again. Six weeks confined indoors was more than Gwenna could handle, and a year off would mean the end of her dreams. No business would survive a year without constant work and attention, and she wasn’t ready to give up. Not by a long way. She’d promised Georgie.

Gwenna was on her feet, already thinking about what she should wear and if she could make it up the stairs without assistance when Hugh held his hand up.

“Don’t do that, Miss Gwenna, please. Mrs Evans will have my hide if I let that happen. Mrs Griffiths, she could visit instead, and she would be the best person to talk with Mr Griffiths if you want to go ahead with leasing the place.”

Gwenna sat down again with a huff. “I’m going batty, just sitting here with nothing to do, Hugh. You’ve got to help me.”

Over the next couple of days, they spent the time conspiring and planning. Gwenna relaxed in his company, and they laughed together in a natural and uninhibited way. Sometimes she caught him watching her before he dropped his gaze. 

While Hugh described the shop in detail, Gwenna mapped out the layout. He told her the walls had previously been lined with shelves, and she was delighted to discover much of the furniture from the parlour was unscathed.

“Because your sideboard was against the wall, it didn’t get damaged,” said Hugh. “The counter is a little scratched, thanks to all the glass shards, but the jars on the shelves behind are all intact. Unfortunately, most of the glass domes, a few of the bowls and the mirror above the fireplace were all broken.”

For the first time in weeks, someone had told her the truth about the state of the shop she had put her heart and soul into. But now she had an even better idea.

Gwenna didn’t care about the broken glass. It could all be replaced. As long as the stock in the jars was usable. The fact she could salvage the counter and the sideboard were an added bonus. So, too, the tables and chairs. Hugh had repaired the leg on the table Gwenna had tipped over that night. “And I’ve built two more barrows. One for Charlie to use; it’s a bit sturdier – good luck to any lads who try to smash it – and one other.”

After a bit of questioning, Gwenna discovered the other one was for her – a daintier one for inside the shop, or she could put it outside for advertising. 

“Mrs Griffiths had the signwriter do them professionally this time,” said Hugh.

“So Tillie knows what you’ve been doing?” 

Hugh grinned. “I had to explain it to someone. Mrs Evans and Mrs Price kept asking me where I was going all the time. Mrs Griffiths told them she was getting me to do work for her while you were laid up.”

Dearest Tillie. She always had Gwenna’s best interests at heart. 

The question was, could they do it all within the remaining time frame?

––––––––
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“Gwenna, you’re getting ahead of yourself,” interrupted Tom as she babbled on about what she wanted done with the style and decoration, and how the sweets and Tillie’s fudge should be displayed. “Just listen to me for a minute. I have the papers here to secure the lease if you’ve got your heart set on this place, but are you sure you’re up to it?”

“We’ve got to give it a try, Tom. I promise I won’t do anything more than say hello, and when I get tired, I’ll go out the back for a rest.” Her smile would have knocked another man off his feet, but Tom’s raised eyebrow told Gwenna he knew her too well. 

He had already seen Tillie and Hugh in action and could see they were in cahoots. Louisa wasn’t any better. Charlie would have become a street crier given half a chance, and Bethan had started baking again too. He couldn’t fight them all. Gwenna looked over the table at her resolute family and felt the luckiest woman in the world. 

“Sign here,” said Tom with a sigh. “I hope you all know what you’re doing.”

Laughter, claps and cheers greeted his words as they watched Gwenna put her name to the piece of paper that opened up her future again. 

But for every step forward, there was one backward. The police had completed their investigations and found no evidence to charge anyone with the crime. No arrests had been made, and as far as they were concerned, the case was closed. 

Why wouldn’t they listen to her? Just because they couldn’t prove anything didn’t mean Black Jack hadn’t smashed the place up. Gwenna railed against the police decision, angry the evil man would not get his just desserts, but more than that, she couldn’t bear the thought he might come back one day. 

She’d finally and reluctantly accepted that the Beresford Street house would never be used for her shop again, but she didn’t like the idea of changing her living arrangements, even if the new shop came with upstairs accommodation. Discussions had gone round and round in circles while they debated what Gwenna should do for the best.

“It’s worked so well here,” said Gwenna, biting at the side of her fingernail. “You, Tillie and Olwen in your cottage next door, and Charlie between us. Me and Mam, and Louisa upstairs, and Hugh in the room at the back. I’ve loved every minute of it, but I’m fearful. When the repairs are done and the front parlour is restored to its former use, what happens if Black Jack returns and one of the children are in there and gets hurt.” 

“He won’t,” Tom assured her. “He wouldn’t dare, not after what the police know.”

She couldn’t take the risk.

But there was a problem. The accommodation above the shop wasn’t large enough to cater for the three women and Hugh. It was either Hugh on his own and the women stayed, or the house was sold and the women moved. 

Hugh, naturally, had his own views. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll go back into digs somewhere.”

None of the women were listening. They liked having Hugh around and overtalked each other making alternative suggestions. Even Charlie protested about them moving. 

“Let’s not rush into anything,” advised Tom, trying to hush the conversation. “Let’s finish the repairs first. If Hugh wants to, he can move into the accommodation above the shop while he’s working there. We can sort out what’s best when and if you decide to sell this property.”

“Meanwhile, there’s no time to lose,” said Tillie, eager to get started. “We’ve got less than three weeks to make the place look like ‘Gwenna’s Superior Sweet Treats’ all over again. Let’s get started, everyone.”

Everyone except Gwenna.

When Bethan joined her with a tray of tea things, Gwenna was reading the newspaper. Louisa had insisted someone stayed with Gwenna at all times to make sure she didn’t attempt to leave the house to see what was going on. 

“You can’t be trusted,” said Louisa, fussing over Gwenna’s cushions and pillows and placing a rug over her knee. “Someone will bring you a daily update, but you’re to stay put.” 

The scowl on Gwenna’s face would have made a weaker person come up with a compromise, but Louisa would not give in. “It’s for your own good, Gwenna. You have to be patient.”

Patience was not one of Gwenna’s strong points, but since everyone agreed with the doctor, she had little choice. She was glad of Bethan’s company.

“They tell me the shelves have been checked,” said her mam. “And Hugh got a man to repair those that were a bit loose. It’s a wonder they didn’t fall down. You wouldn’t want that to happen when they’re full of sweet jars, now would you? Tillie says she’s cleaned them all, and polished them, ready for the jars to be loaded. They look a treat, so I’m told.”

Bethan poured the tea while Gwenna turned the page, half-listening. Sometimes Bethan explained too much. 

“Hugh has been moving the stock across. He’s such a good fellow. Don’t you think? And so much fitter and healthier than when he came back from that dreadful war last year. Does he talk about it to you at all? I’m sure he must, the way he feels about you, but I can’t get anything out of him. I have to say, the horse and cart do look smart. I think most of it’s in the back room now.”

Confused, Gwenna said, “Thanks,” as Bethan handed her the teacup. She watched her mam with concern. 

Bethan cleaned when worried about something she needed to sort out in her head, often becoming silent; she baked or cooked and made things when she felt happy, but everyone knew she was anxious when she talked incessantly. 

“What’s wrong, Mam? And what’s in the back room?”

“The stock, of course, what else would I be talking about? It’s been an awful grey day outside. They say the forecast for the next two weeks is not good. Early winter, they say.” 

“Yes, but what’s troubling you, Mam? You’re upset about something,” urged Gwenna.

“It’s nothing, Gwenna, bach. Just an old lady’s foible. Don’t worry about me, chook.” 

When Bethan refused to say anything further, Gwenna turned the page to the centre spread and the words ‘Colliery Explosion’ in large capital letters jumped out at her. 150 miners entombed. 

“Oh, Mam. There’s been a terrible accident at the Caerphilly mine.”

Bethan hurried over to sit beside Gwenna. “Oh, no. I’ve nephews who work in Caerphilly. Read it to me, Gwenna, bach. I can’t bear it.” Those boys she’d known were men now and, like many others, worked underground, taking the daily risk with their lives to feed their families. Bethan shuddered. New Zealand might not have handed them life on a platter, but no one here needed to risk their lives to put food on the table.

“It’s dated the 24th,” began Gwenna, “and says a gas explosion occurred in one of the large coal mines and completely closed the mouth of the pit.” She scanned the article, paraphrasing as she went. “There were a hundred and fifty men below ... none of them had any chance of escape. Rescue operations were promptly begun and they are doing their utmost to reach the miners, but it will take some time before they can get to them because of the large amount of ground that has caved in.”

“We’ll have to wait for further news,” said Gwenna, taking hold of Bethan’s hand. It was cold. “Maybe tomorrow or the next day before anything else comes through. I’m sorry, Mam.” 

Bethan collected her handkerchief and blew her nose. Tears were a waste when nothing could be done, she’d always said. Sometimes, being so far away made life hard for those eagerly awaiting news. 

“Tell me more about the shop, Mam,” asked Gwenna, wanting to distract Bethan from the accident. Upsetting as it was to hear about such a thing, life back home had little to do with them. 

Through her sniffles, Bethan began. “The men Tom employed to paint the front will begin tomorrow if the weather is good enough. They say it will take three days at least, because of drying time. The signwriter will do his part when they’ve finished. I’m sorry, Gwenna, you’ll have to excuse me.”

Seeing Bethan so unhappy disturbed Gwenna too much for her to remain resting. She rushed after her stepmother, catching up with her in the kitchen where she sat in her usual armchair by the coal range, mopping up tears. Gwenna crouched down and put her arm around Bethan’s shoulder. “Mam, what is it? You’ve been out of sorts worrying about something for ages. Won’t you please tell me what it is?”

Mopping up another tear as it trickled down her face, Bethan took a deep breath. “I don’t want to burden you, Gwenna dear. It’s the thought my sister could lose her sons that’s upset me. That’s all.”

“No, it isn’t. You were upset before you knew about the mine accident. So there’s more to it than what you are telling me. Please, Mam, tell me.”

The profound anguish in Bethan’s eyes nearly broke Gwenna’s heart. Her own eyes glistened as she watched. 

With a shuddering gasp, Bethan sighed. “I’ve been so afraid, Gwenna. Afraid I was going to lose you. First when Georgie was born and then again when you collapsed.”

Gwenna started to say she was well now, but Bethan interrupted. 

“I know you’re better, but you’re still not strong. I’m being a silly old woman, but I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you.”

“Oh, Mam. Nothing’s going to happen to me. And Tillie and Tom, and Louisa, would take care of you if anything did – which it won’t.”

“I’m not worried about who would look after me, but how I would cope without you. Gwenna, you are so special. A daughter any mother would be proud to have. I love you so much, and my heart has been sorely tested as I’ve watched you struggle to survive, struggle to succeed, and struggle to overcome your own doubts. You are such a brave, wonderful girl. Don’t ever doubt it, Gwenna, dear. But, I beg of you, don’t overdo things to get this new shop of yours up and running. Don’t make yourself ill again. Please, I beg you.” Bethan burst into shoulder-shaking sobs.

If anything would slow Gwenna down, it was the sight of Bethan so heartbroken. Putting both arms around her stepmother, she swore she would take care of herself. “I promised Pa I would look after you, Mam, just like you’ve looked after me. I won’t let you down.”

* * *
[image: image]


As June 11th approached, the only news of note in the newspapers was the visit of the Duke and Duchess of Cornwall and York, His Royal Highness Prince George and Her Royal Highness Princess Mary. The weather forecast was not promising, and the authorities worried how they would manage the parades if it should rain, which was quite likely. June was never a good month, usually delivering cold, damp conditions, and this June was no exception.

In the few days since Gwenna had been allowed out, it had drizzled incessantly. After visiting the shop, she hurried home. Once inside the door, she removed her coat and bonnet, tutting at the floppy ribbons, and headed for the warmth of the fire in the dining room. 

Over supper, Bethan announced, “I’ve received a telegram from my sister, who says both my nephews perished.” She sniffed a little louder than normal, struggling to hold back her tears. “I can’t say I knew them as men, but to lose two of your children is a terrible thing. I can’t help feel for her loss.”

The news was not a total surprise. The newspapers had since reported three men had been rescued, but more than seventy remained buried. The King had ‘expressed his sympathy for the families and admiration for the gallant rescuers’. 

Gwenna quietly placed her hand over Bethan’s and squeezed. They had not spoken again of Bethan’s fears, but Gwenna had been a model patient ever since. “I’m sorry, Mam,” she whispered. 

While the family sympathised, no one else had known the men concerned and had no appreciation of the choices they were forced to make on a daily basis. Once a miner, always a miner, and so on, for the sons and the sons of sons. Mining was a dangerous occupation, but those men had few options. 

After a while, the conversation turned to more local matters, in particular the royal visit.

Once they’d settled in the sitting room after their meal, Gwenna picked up the newspaper. She had little interest in what the royal couple did in towns like Rotorua and Wellington but took an avid interest in their Auckland programme.

“They’ll be bored to tears by the time they get past all the officials wanting to make endless speeches, but it says the procession will come along Queen Street, turn into Wellesley, up to Symonds Street then cut back through O’Rorke to Princes to take them to Government House,” she said. “Pity they aren’t coming up to Karangahape Road. Still, there’ll be lots of visitors out and about. Let’s hope the weather improves.”

“That’s a sight I’d like to see,” said Bethan, intrigued by the idea of more than two-and-a-half-thousand children creating a living Union Jack in Philson Square outside the Municipal Buildings. “All those children dressed in colours and having to stand in just the right place to make themselves like a flag. How wonderful.”

“You’d never get close enough to see, Mam,” said Louisa. “Not with the archway, and the stand for all those pensioners, and the officials, let alone the actual procession. There’ll be hundreds of soldiers with horses and carriages, and guards and bands and who-knows-what-else filling the streets, never mind the crowds. Don’t know as I’d want to be in amongst all the nonsense.” 

“But Louisa, they are royalty. We have to go see them and welcome them,” said Bethan, shocked anyone would think otherwise. “And while they’re in mourning for Prince George’s grandmother. It’s so kind of them to visit at such sorrowful times.”

“I’d be interested in going down at night to see the illuminations,” said Tom, also reading about the programme. “They say the Herald Office will be lit up with electric light. Imagine that. A huge star shape lit with red, white and blue globes, and the South British Insurance Company are showing transparencies of portraits of the King and Queen and the Duke and Duchess. Searchlights will light up other buildings and ‘Welcome to Maoriland’ will be spelt out in electric light bulbs on the DS building. Along with the regular gas lighting and these extra displays, it should be magnificent, almost like daylight.”

“Can I come and see too, Tom?” begged Charlie.

“Of course, you can. We can all go. It’s a chance in a lifetime.”

“None of this helps us, though, does it?” said Gwenna, biting her quick as she finished reading. The royal programme included a review of the troops, a military demonstration and the firing of cannons at Potter’s Parade Ground. The duchess would also be laying the foundation stone at the Queen Victoria School in Parnell. 

“What are you expecting?” asked Tom. “That she’ll walk past the door and buy your sweets?” 

Everyone laughed, except Gwenna, who got a certain glint in her eye when she was scheming. “What a good idea, Tom. I wonder how I could arrange it.”

Only Hugh and Charlie took her seriously.
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With a matter of days to spare before the SS Ophir carrying the royal couple arrived, Gwenna operated like a slave driver. She would have done more herself if she’d been able except Louisa’s threats had been more effective, and no one gave her the chance. Gwenna resorted to sitting in a chair in the middle of the shop and giving orders, and on the Monday morning – a day ahead of the royal couple’s arrival – they were ready to open for business. 

The installation of mirrors along one side gave the shop a light, airy feel, and the glass jars flashed with colour on the shelves opposite. Tillie’s fudge, once again, took pride of place under glass domes on the counter. Initially, they would not serve teas as they had before, so only two tables were provided for those waiting to be served – Gwenna wanted to gauge what demand there was for refreshments in the new position. Instead, they would offer bottles of lemonade and ginger ale as those ‘add-ons’ Edward Turner had taught her about. Tillie pushed the dainty handcart, with its shelves and canopy, onto the street and parked it beside the entranceway.

Standing outside to admire her handiwork, Gwenna buzzed with excitement. Even she thought the window display was her best effort yet. After she’d studied other displays as she walked from home to the shop, and listened to advice from Tom, who’d collected tips from Smith & Caughey’s window trimmer, she put her own ideas into practice. 

The window display, with her use of various height boxes and carefully draped satin fabric, would entice the most discerning, and the risk she’d taken in painting the door and window frames in brick red against dark grey had paid off. 

“I love it,” she’d exclaimed, approving the matching sign along the verandah front. 

“It’s very smart,” agreed Tillie. “Well done.”

Up and down the street, bunting and flags flew from every shop, verandah and window, except Partington’s windmill, now in a most dilapidated state but still a major landmark nevertheless. Tom told them Smith & Caughey’s had turned royal from top to bottom in honour of their visitors. 

The sense of relief and satisfaction that they had finished in time almost had Gwenna in tears again, but she fought them back. She would not cry. Not even with happiness. Those days where she had no control were gone. All she needed now was customers.

She didn’t have to wait long. Two of their regulars from the previous shop came in to congratulate them. “But I feel it only fair to warn you,” said the older lady as they were leaving, “there are some I know who consider you far too young to be responsible enough to have your own business. Not me, of course,” she hurried to assure Gwenna, “but the less you say about being the owner, the better, I feel.”

Tillie, Louisa and Bethan stood alongside Gwenna and stared at the door where their two customers had just departed, almost too dismayed to say anything. 

“Are people still that narrow-minded in this day and age?” asked Gwenna. “I’d never given it any thought.” 

“Nor me,” admitted Bethan. “Even though it’s obvious you haven’t yet reached the age of majority.”

“But widows have greater freedoms,” said Louisa more hopefully.

As a wholesaler, her status didn’t matter. She was trading under her father’s name, and as long as she fulfilled the orders, no one had any complaints. It seemed being seen as ‘the person in charge’ in a retail environment was more than some people would tolerate, and shouting Gwenna’s across the signage would not help.

“Is that why Beresford Street didn’t work as I’d hoped?” Gwenna wondered. “People thought me too young. I don’t feel young. Some days I feel as though I’ve lived two lifetimes already.” 

“Don’t upset yourself, dear,” warned Bethan. 

Shaking away her misgivings, Gwenna muttered, “But there’s nothing we can do about it.” 

“Yes there is,” said Louisa. “Let Mam be seen as the owner. She is Mrs Price, George’s widow. She can say it’s called Gwenna’s to fulfil your father’s wish.”

“That’s not at all right, Louisa,” argued Bethan. “Gwenna deserves all the credit. She’s the one with the ideas and the skills. I’d never have done anything like this.”

Her sisters ignored the thunderous scowl on Gwenna’s face.

“Maybe not, Mam,” coaxed Louisa, “but look at it this way: we need to win people back after the disaster at the house ...”

“True, Mam. We do,” added Tillie. “We can’t take the risk of anything putting them off.”

“You don’t have to say anything that’s not true,” Louisa encouraged. “Just say you are Mrs Price and your daughter Gwenna is the sweet maker. Over time, it won’t matter who the owner is. Meanwhile, I suggest you and I become the face of the shop, and Gwenna and Tillie can go home and do all the work.” With a wink and a smile, her teasing was taken in the manner it was intended.

“I’m happy with that,” Tillie agreed. “Gwenna isn’t strong enough to do both yet, and I’ll make enough fudge to match the sales. We’re still not going to sell it wholesale, and I can give Mam a rest.” Tillie put her arm around Bethan’s shoulder. “You won’t have to work every day, Mam.”

Tillie turned to her sister. “Come on. Cheer up, Gwennie. It’s not that bad. We’ll have more time to spend with Olwen and Georgie. You’d like that, I know. And Charlie. He’ll be happy as Larry running off with his handcart, and I can keep an eye on you and make sure you don’t do too much. And you and Hugh are a great team.”

The four women reached an agreement, putting Louisa in charge of the roster so the three of them took turns in the shop and Gwenna stayed at home. When she was stronger, and if the business took off as they believed it would, they could re-evaluate the situation. Gwenna still frowned at the suggestions, but at last Bethan saw the value in the arrangement.

At the sound of the bell tinkling above the door, the Price women turned to face the customer coming in. The woman stopped in her tracks in shock at the daunting effect of having four salespeople ready to serve her.

Bethan was the first to recover. “Thank you, girls,” she said, waving them away, and walked towards the new customer. “Welcome to Gwenna’s. I’m Mrs Price and my daughter Gwenna is the sweet maker. How may I help you?”

Dismissed from the shop, Tillie returned home to relieve Charlie of the job of minding the two little ones. School holidays or not, they couldn’t leave him in charge for too long, even with Hugh within calling distance.

Gwenna said she wanted to check out the route of the next day’s procession. “They’ll be out rehearsing it all today, and I want to see how close we can get. It would be wonderful if Mam could see them.” 

She didn’t mention her other idea to Tillie.

* * *
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The morning of the royal visit, Gwenna and Hugh had a row – the only time in her life she could remember where they had disagreed so much it was difficult to speak coherently to one another.

“But Hugh, you must,” insisted Gwenna.

“I’m not going and that’s final.”

“But you deserve it. You know you do.”

“It’s not a matter of whether I deserve it or not, Gwenna. It’s the principle. Parading us all in front of the duke at Potter’s ground and handing out medals to the contingents who went to South Africa is not the answer.”

“Why not? You must tell me, Hugh. Why won’t you accept the medal?”

“Gwenna, will you stop. I’ve told you often enough I don’t want to talk about it. I will never talk about it, and neither will I accept their stupid medal.”

Hugh grabbed his hat from behind the door and scuttled down the back steps from the kitchen and was out of sight before Gwenna could catch up.

She was about to chase after him when Charlie called her. “Where are we going with these handcarts, Gwenna?”

After walking the one-and-a-half-mile route from the shop to the wharf the afternoon before, Gwenna had come back bubbling with ideas. The streets had been adorned with ceremonial arches and lined with pennants and flags. Schoolchildren had made paper roses to be thrown during the procession, but she’d be disappointed to learn that plans for a display of Maori canoes in the harbour, as part of the welcome, had been suddenly cancelled. The one in the museum was magnificent, and she’d have loved to see the Maoris in their canoes on the water.

She’d stood in awe of the display in Kohn’s shop showing a puriri mallet with a white maire handle and silver insert. But what impressed her most was the engraved, solid silver trowel with its polished greenstone handle, which the duchess would use when she laid the foundation stone at the Queen Victoria School for Maori Girls on Wednesday.

So much was happening in the town, with so many activities in so many places. Thousands of visitors would throng the streets; the newspapers wrote of little else. She had to be part of it. 

She’d sent Charlie to the shop to collect her handcart with the curved sign fastened over the top and her name painted on both sides. Now, he was back, and she could do nothing about Hugh until later.

Together they filled both handcarts with specially printed bags full of sweets, plus dozens of lollipops of various sizes, and the more economical twists of paper filled with smaller, cheaper lollies. Charlie had a fistful of the trade cards she’d had reprinted with the new location, and so armed, the two of them headed off.

Well ahead of the time when the crowds would gather and long before the procession could be expected, Gwenna and Charlie positioned themselves on the Albert Park corner of Princes Street, opposite the Police Barracks. So far, the rain had not amounted to much, although Gwenna had covered the handcarts with thin, India rubber sheeting to protect them until the crowds arrived.

If all went well, they would see the duke and duchess pass under the grandly decorated archway by the library further down the street and still have time to move along to the corner with O’Rorke Street, where the procession would turn to approach Government House at the far end of Princes Street. 

Huge crowds were expected at the start, where the officials were and where all the entertainment would take place. The Municipal Buildings would also attract a much larger crowd than towards the end, but it gave Gwenna space to manoeuvre. She’d not be able to come up with a plan where she could approach the duchess directly, but she’d had another idea.

If all went well, Hugh would capture a photograph of the royal carriage, the handcart and name sign – and Gwenna as she threw handfuls of sweets in the air hoping some would land in the royal carriage. If the newspapers didn’t capture the moment, she could give them her photo, and with luck she’d make the headlines.

The proximity to the Police Barracks unnerved Gwenna a little. While she wasn’t breaking any laws, if she obstructed the crowds or caused a commotion and attracted their attention, she didn’t know what would happen. Neither was she certain she would achieve her aim. It all depended on Hugh. Except now she was worried he wouldn’t come, after their row.

She longed to let Charlie stand on the O’Rorke Street corner by himself. That way they could guarantee to be in the right spot, but her concern people would hassle him or take advantage was greater and held her back. Theft was a likely possibility, but losing a few boiled sweets or lollipops didn’t worry her as much as Charlie getting hurt again.

He would have to wait until they both moved into position, or Hugh arrived. 

Charlie was in his element as a hawker and sold many of the lollies to passers-by and amongst those gathering to wait as the rain fell more heavily. Being small enough, he ducked under umbrellas with ease and squeezed between people to offer his wares. His cheeky, elfin grin won over many of the damp, impatient people.

“Tickle your insides with sweet and tasty treats from Gwenna’s,” he called. “Ward off the dreaded sniffles with Gwenna’s cherry menthol, mint humbugs or aniseed balls.”

Charlie could rattle off every sherbert, boiled lolly, hard jube, soft pastille, toffee and brittle that Gwenna made and often gave them unique names, names she then used in the shop. 

Gwenna had tried her best to make sure the whole family would have a chance to see the procession, but there were some things beyond her control. She’d told Louisa and Bethan to shut the shop at one o’clock so they could join Tillie and the children to watch. That’s if Louisa came – she’d insisted she had no time for royalty and intended to keep the shop open. Gwenna hadn’t bothered to argue.

Gwenna could do nothing to help Tom either, who would be lucky to get away from the counter, but the management had promised staff they would see the parade – if only for a few moments. 

Standing on the corner, Gwenna could see a large number of children gathering further down Wellesley Street. Seeing the way they were dressed, she realised they would be the living flag children.

“Charlie,” she called. “Quick, leave your cart here with mine and run to the shop. Tell Mam to come now. Quick as you can, lad. Never mind the others, they’ll manage. Tell her she’ll be able to see the children’s flag if she does.” 

Charlie ran off through the lanes and up Liverpool Street, returning half an hour later with a harried and somewhat bedraggled Bethan clutching her hat, an umbrella tucked under her arm. 

Gwenna kissed her mother’s cheek. “Sorry to hurry you so much, Mam, but look. There.” Gwenna pointed lower down and across the street. “You said you wanted to see the children. If you stand your ground here you’ll see the duke and duchess pass and, with luck, the procession won’t block your view of the children.”

An infectious anticipation grew as time passed. Music could be heard in the distance, and people happily chatted with strangers, bunched up as they were under umbrellas. Charlie continued to duck and dive everywhere, returning to the carts when he needed another handful of lollipops or to stuff his pockets with twists.

After the long wait, the mood shifted and tension mounted as people bumped against each other, jostling for the best view. At long last, the parade leaders came into sight. Captain Reid, resplendent in his uniform, came first, followed by two companies of Mounted Rifles, several other mounted officers and outriders, and two carriages carrying people Gwenna did not know. If the heightened noise coming up the street was anything to go by, the royal carriage was approaching. The crowds cheered, hats and handkerchiefs waving.

Gwenna panicked for a moment when she couldn’t see Charlie, but then she spotted him through the crowd. When or how he’d got across to the other side of the road she would never know, but he stood comparatively alone next to her cart.

“I can’t see the children any more,” Bethan protested, rising on tiptoes to get a better view. 

About to point towards the royal carriage, where the duke stood facing forward, in uniform, and the duchess, dressed in black holding an umbrella, sat on the other side, Gwenna saw Bethan erupt from the crowd and run across the road in front of the horses. 

Gwenna started to follow, intending to pull her back from harm’s way, but by then Bethan was standing in the road on the other side of the carriage admiring the living Union Jack in all its glory. Ignoring the rain, and clasping her hands in front of her in glee, Bethan was unaware of the commotion she had caused. 

Amid shouts, the rattle of harness, whinnying horses and commands to ‘stop’, the driver pulled the carriage to a standstill. Gwenna took her chance. To her amazement, Charlie had rushed to Bethan’s aid too, pushing her small handcart in front of him.

The three of them stood in the middle of the road – effectively in the middle of the procession, a yard or so from the royal carriage – with Gwenna’s name emblazoned at the top of the cart for all to see. Quick-thinking Charlie grabbed several bags of the best and most expensive sweets and ran towards the duchess. An escort rider tried to block his way, but Charlie was too slick.

His young voice could be heard clearly. “Sorry if my mam scared you, duchess. She’s so excited to see you. Would you like some of Gwenna’s sweets to make up for it?”

The world around them seemed to stop. Gwenna inched towards Charlie, hoping the man on the horse wouldn’t push her to one side, but she had to get Charlie away from the carriage before he was arrested or ... or something. She couldn’t even begin to imagine what they’d do to a nine-year-old boy.

From nowhere, men with cameras appeared and flashes went off in all directions.

“Who is Gwenna?” asked an English voice, accepting Charlie’s proffered bags.

“My sister.” Charlie turned his head to see if he could find her. “Here she is. She makes Gwenna’s Sweet Treats.”

A soggy Gwenna blushed from head to toe as Charlie pointed and all eyes fell on her. She bobbed a curtsy. “I do apologise, Your Royal Highness.” She hissed at Charlie. “Come here, Charlie.” The duchess nodded in response.

By this time, the guards had dismounted and briskly escorted Gwenna, Bethan and Charlie off the road, while another pushed the handcart out of the way. The procession carried on its way without a backward glance, and Gwenna breathed a sigh of relief they hadn’t been taken to the police barracks and thrown in the cells.

The whole event had taken no more than a couple of minutes. 

Bethan’s eyes bulged like those of a frightened rabbit, Charlie grinned from ear to ear, he was that pleased with himself, and Gwenna couldn’t scold either of them. The handcart had tipped over and the remaining sweets scattered on the ground were soon picked up by passing opportunists. Gwenna didn’t care. 

Nothing had turned out as she planned, but what a story they had to tell. One that would be handed down from generation to generation.
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Hope reigns supreme 
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September 1901

Not long after dawn, Gwenna bounded down the stairs, full of the joys of spring. In the three months since the royal visit, life had turned around, thanks in no small part to their adventure. 

The Auckland Weekly News was quick to print the photographs of Gwenna curtsying, Charlie handing a package to the duchess, Bethan behind the handcart and Gwenna’s name clearly readable. The captions were in awe of a little boy who’d been brave enough to talk to the duchess. Brave wasn’t how Gwenna described him – more like reckless and foolhardy.

The affair with the duchess had become the talk of the town, and everyone wanted to see for themselves what all the fuss was about. Stories began circulating about who had seen what; the press interviewed her, and the event grew in people’s minds.

The publicity proved advantageous, and the uniformed equerry attracted a lot more attention as he rode along Karangahape Road to deliver a missive from the duchess herself. The handwritten note on royal paper was brief:

Please thank your young brother for presenting me with Gwenna’s sweets, which are some of the finest I’ve tasted.

I will remember the occasion with fondness.

HRH Princess Mary, Duchess of Cornwall and York

Gwenna framed the newspaper cuttings and the handwritten note, and displayed them prominently in the window. But the photograph she treasured the most and kept to herself was the one Hugh had taken. He had been there after all.

In the days following, Mam and Louisa performed miracles in the shop while Gwenna, Hugh and Tillie were at a stretch to keep up with the sweet and fudge making. Although they praised Gwenna, in her view, Bethan’s and Louisa’s engaging way with the customers was responsible for their burgeoning success. By the end of the month, custom had eased to more manageable levels but word had got around and they had orders to fill for weeks ahead. ‘Gwenna’s’ had become a fixture.

The new location was ideal, even with the disruptions caused by men digging up the road in preparation for the expected arrival of the electric trams the following year. Progress is what Johnno would have called it, and while Gwenna would miss the horse trams, she liked the idea of the car she’d seen being driven around town. Maybe, one day, she would own one. 

To top off Gwenna’s joy, her health was back to normal. The doctor confirmed she was as fit as any young woman should be, which she put down to three things: love, happiness and success. 

How could she not respond to the love everyone showered on her? Which, in turn, gave her the happiness she’d sought but had never opened herself up to. Gone was the anxiety attached to failure and with it returned the enjoyment of life. She was putting on weight and looked as happy as she felt.

Adding to her happiness was Georgie, toddling around and getting into endless mischief with his inquisitive nature, but all he had to say was ‘Mam’ and he was forgiven. 

Bethan was delighted. “It does my heart good to see you recovered, Gwenna. I worried needlessly, it seems, and now your chance has come, my dear. Together, you and Hugh will make something of the business now.”

Misinterpreting Bethan’s words, Gwenna agreed it was indeed wonderful to have Hugh back. She still had to sort out the living arrangements but that was minor in the scheme of things, and she had been considering that she might need extra staff who could use the accommodation above the shop. 

Sharing in her happiness was Alice. “Congratulations, Gwenna,” she said, hugging everyone in turn. “I’m so happy for you.” She had news too. 

She and Elias had found a new workshop and showroom premises in Newmarket, with rooms for Woody above. “And the most delightful cottage for Eli and me, with a picket fence and a garden, a bit out of town. I’ve painted the nursery pale lemon, but I’m hoping for a little girl,” confessed a blushing Alice, glowing with health and pride, anticipating the baby’s arrival. “First week of November, I’m told.”

But above everything else making Gwenna almost light-headed with glee ... the books showed a substantial profit. 

As the weeks passed, Louisa’s skill with people exceeded Gwenna’s expectations, and Bethan’s warm nature and ability to chat had won over many who might otherwise have considered Gwenna an upstart. Tillie’s fudge was a major drawcard, and Bethan had started to make teas and hot chocolate again, allowing the ladies to sit and enjoy their fudge in a convivial atmosphere. Gwenna would have liked more space for the refreshment area, but it would do for now. 

And then there was Hugh. 

He’d become so much a part of the fabric of her life she couldn’t imagine being without him. He was still as quiet as he’d always been, and when the whole family got together he made excuses, saying he had no place being there. Gwenna didn’t agree, of course, but had long since stopped arguing.

Many times she’d tried to analyse her feelings for him, which were entirely different to what she felt for Tom – dear Tom, whom she loved and respected as a brother – and in no way replicated how she had once felt, a long time ago, for Johnno. Over the years Bethan had tried to tell her that something more than loyalty kept Hugh by her side. While Gwenna ignored that possibility, she had come to rely on him more than she could say. She trusted him to protect what was important to her and cherish her dreams, and she valued his opinion on anything to do with the making of the sweets, even the packaging designs and his ideas about distribution. Theirs was a friendship beyond compare. 

Intending to stoke the fire into life and put the large kettle on to boil before Bethan arose, she opened the kitchen door. She was startled to find Hugh standing across from her, framed in the outside doorway. For a few moments neither of them moved, separated by the kitchen where they spent most of their time together, each trying to guess what the other was thinking. 

He held a suitcase. 

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Gwenna ... I’m sorry. I’d planned ...” Hugh struggled to find the right words. “I can’t ...” and turned his head away from her. 

Gwenna’s heart plunged and a sharp, metallic taste burned the back of her throat. “Are you leaving me?” asked Gwenna, her voice rising in panic. “Leaving the business, I mean? Is that what you’re saying?”

A soft smile relaxed the lines on his face, that was as familiar to her as her own.

“You’ll always be with me, Gwenna, wherever I go.” 

He was leaving. 

The punch of reality struck Gwenna as hard as a physical blow. Bethan’s words rang in her ears: ‘You’ll lose him one day if you don’t wake up, girl.’ 

Gwenna turned the gold band on her finger round and round. She should have taken it off a long time ago. It didn’t mean what it once had, and it bound her to the past when she wanted a future. But she hadn’t.

Hugh watched her fingers fret over the ring. 

The silence lengthened and Gwenna trembled as her agitation rose. “Why ...” she began, her voice so croaky she needed to clear it before she could speak again. She pointed to the suitcase.

Hugh looked down at the leather bag as if he’d forgotten he was still holding it, or as though it would provide the answer to the question. The intensity in his eyes held Gwenna’s, but with his back to the light, she couldn’t read the message. 

“It’s not my place to speak, Gwenna. Not now. It wouldn’t be fair.”

“Let me be the judge of that,” she said, speaking far more sharply than she intended. 

The muscles in his face tensed. He gritted his teeth and remained silent.

“Speak, Hugh,” she begged. “Please. Where are you going?” 

He put the suitcase on the floor and crossed the distance between them. Taking her left hand in his, he placed his thumb over the ring on her finger. 

“This is why I can’t speak, Gwenna. It gives you freedom, but you are also bound by it. To it. And because of it, I can’t live and work beside you, day in day out, any longer. I have to go.”

People believed a heart could burst, and, if the noise in her head and the thumping, pounding heaviness in her chest was any indication, then hers was about to explode. 

“Why? What have I done?” Her eyes shone with the fervour of every emotion she couldn’t begin to put a name to.

“You’ve done nothing. It’s me who is in the wrong.” Hugh dropped her hand and wiped his hands down the sides of his trousers. “Let me go, Gwenna, before I say too much.”

She reached out and grabbed his arm, wanting to say the words of love that sprang unbidden to the tip of her tongue. “No, Hugh. You can’t go ... Please, I ...” 

He removed her hand from his arm and held it lightly in his own. “Gwenna, you can do anything you want to in this world, with or without me. Or anyone else, for that matter.” His smile broke her heart a little further. “I’ve watched you develop from a damaged little girl into a determined woman; your class and style sets you as far above me as the stars. And out of my reach.”

Gwenna tried to calm the panic inside and make sense of it all. “You’re wrong, Hugh. Whatever it is you’re trying to say, you’re wrong. I would be nothing without you. I’m still that little girl inside, scared I’ll fail ...”

Hugh laughed. He actually laughed. When her world was collapsing, he laughed. The sound echoed around the room and in her head – a joyous sound, one that would normally lift her up but today tore her apart.

“My dearest girl. You are so wrong. You are the strength that holds everyone together. Don’t you see? You believed it could be done and you did it. You will pass your father’s legacy to your son, as you’ve always dreamed, but until you do that, there is no room in your heart for anything – or anyone – else.” 

He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it while staring at her, staring in the same way she had once gazed at Johnno, trying to etch his every feature on her memory. “Stay, Hugh. Stay. Please. I can’t do it without you. Don’t leave me.”

Moments passed while their eyes remained locked. Hugh’s desolate, hers beseeching.

“I can’t, Gwenna, my love. I can’t stay. Not without hope. I’ve loved you from afar for too long. I can’t do it any longer.”

Her childlike sobs filled the silence. 

He picked up his suitcase. “One day you’ll understand.” 

A moment later he was gone.

“I love you,” she whispered – too late for him to hear.

She stood frozen, her mind swirling, while her heart splintered. She’d lost the one person who mattered to her the most. Without her realising it, Hugh had become as essential to her as breathing. She couldn’t imagine a life without him.

Twisting the ring from her finger, she stared at the empty place where he had stood and vowed to win him back.
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EPILOGUE
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From the newspapers

––––––––
[image: image]


Black Jack Jones Gets His Comeuppance

AT THE COURTS 

3 March 1902

Mr John Jones, otherwise known as Black Jack Jones, carter of Onehunga, was today found guilty, as charged, with numerous breaches of the Money-lenders Act 1901 and of acquiring moneys by illegal means.

He will be sentenced next month to an expected term of not less than two years’ imprisonment and a fine of £500. 
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Coming of Age

SOCIETY NEWS 

18 April 1902

Mrs Gwenna Price of G Price and Family Confectioners, was seen at the Savoy Dining Room, in Queen Street, celebrating her twenty-first birthday.

The supper party guests included her family: Mrs Bethan Price, Mr Elias Hughes and Mrs Alice Hughes, Mrs Louisa Evans, Mr Percy Lewis and Mrs Janetta Lewis.

Notable business guests included Mr Edward Turner and Mrs Maude Turner, Mr John McKail Geddes and Mrs Annabella Geddes, and Mr & Mrs Ernest Yates. 

Surprise guest was Mr Hugh Powell, recently returned to the business after an absence.

––––––––
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Gwenna Celebrates

BUSINESS NEWS 

1 September 1902

Mrs Gwenna Price of G Price & Family Confectioners is delighted to announce Mr Hugh Powell has returned to the business and will take up his new position as General Manager as of today.

* * * * *
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The story of Gwenna is inspired by the real-life history of my Welsh great-grandmother.

St James’s Church in Wellington Street no longer exists. It should not be confused with Hopetoun Alpha in Beresford Street, which was also once known as St James Presbyterian Church. The location of the original St James’s Church is where the pohutukawa sculpture sits at the junction of the Southern Motorway at the top of Hobson Street. 

The construction of the Southern Motorway changed many of the streets mentioned in the story, most of which are no longer accessible in the same way. Beresford Street was cut in half and Nelson Street shortened, amongst others. North Street changed its name several times but is now known as Galatos Street. West Street is now a no-exit, narrow lane squeezed next to the motorway overbridge. 

Partington’s Mill, a major landmark of the time, used by ships as a marker, was demolished in 1950, one hundred years after its construction. The Historic Places Trust was formed in 1957 as a result.

O’Rorke Street has been absorbed into the University of Auckland grounds, as has the original Government House. 

The Auckland Domain is the oldest park in Auckland. Western Park was one of the first parks, and opened in November 1879. Myers Park, by comparison, did not come into existence until 1915. 

The Auckland Town Hall was built in 1907, and the central markets moved to an area by the railway station in the early 1900s. Edward Turner and his family went on to be known as Turners and Growers Ltd, Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Auctioneers.

The dates of the Auckland Industrial and Mining Exhibition were adjusted to fit the story. The exhibition took place from December 1898 to February 1899. There is no evidence to show a repeat exhibition was held the following year, as suggested. The next Auckland exhibition was not held until 1913–14, but other exhibitions in Wellington, Canterbury and Otago took its place in the interim. 

The online 1908 map of Auckland City provided by Auckland Council proved an invaluable reference tool.

Vicky Adin

Dedication

To Janice

who, like Gwenna, battled the odds

and never gave up

Latest release due late May 2019 – Pre-order now
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The Costumier’s Gift

The dual-timeline sequel continuing the family sagas of

Brigid The Girl from County Clare and Gwenna The Welsh Confectioner

Awarded a BGS Gold Standard Quality Mark
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Why does a stranger hold the key to untangling Katie’s family secrets?

––––––––
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1903 – Jane is the talented principal costumier at Auckland’s Opera House in its Edwardian heyday. She thrives in this place where she can hide from her pain and keep her skeletons to herself – until the past comes back to haunt her. Brigid, her beloved foster mother, and her best friend Gwenna are anchors in her solitary yet rewarding life. As the decades go by, the burden of carrying secrets becomes too great, and Jane must pass on the hidden truths.

Today – Katie seeks refuge from her crumbling personal life with her grandmother, who lives in past with the people in her cherished photographs. All too soon, Katie learns she must identify the people behind the gentle smiles – including the Edwardian woman to whom she bears a remarkable resemblance – and reveal generations of secrets before she can claim her inheritance. She meets the intriguing Jared, who stirs her interest, but she’s not ready for any sort of romance, so is shocked when she learns that he holds the key to discovering the truth.

* * * * *
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Peek Preview of

The Costumier’s Gift
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KATIE – Present-day Auckland, New Zealand

Living in the past

April

Katie had only herself to blame and now it was too late: too late for Granna; too late for her; just plain too late. Saddened, Katie shrugged the thought away.

Her mother’s death fifteen months before had shaken her. No, more than that, shattered would be a better term, but she doubted the old woman sitting before her, endlessly chattering about the past, even knew her daughter had gone.

“Janey, Janey. You’re here,” said Granna, looking through Katie to someone else. “Say hello to our Katie here. She’s your ... oh dear, I can’t remember now, your great-granty-something-or-other she is, but you know her, don’t you? Our Janey’s ever so clever.”

“Who’s that, Granna?” asked Katie, knowing she wouldn’t be able to make sense of the answer, if one came. 

Part of her wanted to find out about the people Granna talked about, but none of it mattered. No one else cared about Granna or the past, and since Katie had no plans to marry or have children, there’d be nobody to care in the future either.

“My Janey is so special,” said Granna, continuing her conversation with no one in particular. “Those designs are superb. Oh my ... is this for me?” 

After Katie’s grandfather died, roughly twenty years earlier, her grandmother had continued to live in their substantial and beautiful villa alone. A decade later, Granna could no longer manage on her own and moved in to her daughter’s family home. Trying to hold her own family together, and looking after her mother as her mind slipped further away from reality, was too much for Katie’s mother’s overworked heart.

Oh, why had nobody noticed, Katie lamented.

But Katie noticed things these days. She noticed the delicate bones in Granna’s fingers, and the soft, papery skin riddled with dark lines under the loose flesh. Those once-strong fingers had been so creative and so gentle. Now they looked as if they would break if you touched them, except Granna was nowhere near breaking – at least not physically. 

A bird tweeted out in the garden and Granna turned her head. Her dark velvet eyes glanced across Katie’s face and momentarily held her gaze. Eyes that shone with love and purpose. In days gone by, you could get lost in those eyes, drawn into their protective warmth. Now, the depth that lived within them belonged to another era.

Putting Granna into the rest home had been the most difficult decision Katie had ever made. Her father had wanted nothing to do with the batty old woman, he’d said and washed his hands of the whole affair. Katie had no such choice. Left with sole responsibility when her mother died, she could see no other option. 

Prone to wander, Granna had taken it into her head that she was living in the house where her Granma Gwenna had once lived and nothing anyone said could change her mind. ‘I know where I’m going, Katie dear,’ she’d say – but she didn’t. Wherever the house in her mind had once been, the rest home was new and in a foreign-to-Granna area. 

Granna’s safety was paramount.

Every available surface in her gran’s room was covered with her cherished photographs. When she’d first moved in, the managers tried to persuade her to keep them on one shelf and limit the number, promising to change them regularly, but Granna was having none of it. She didn’t say anything but simply took them from the drawer and put them back. At one time, they tried taking them out of the room but Granna had thrown such a hissy fit, they gave in.

One photo in particular always drew Katie’s attention. The sepia tones had faded but the clothes and hairstyles worn by the two women were unmistakably early Edwardian. One of the faces looking back at her was her own – the resemblance was uncanny. But there was no name on the back to say who she was. Granna called the older woman something that sounded like ‘Moh-ree’ but Katie had never heard her call the second woman by name.

She made a mental note to look in her mother’s collection and see if she could find anything with names. She’d put off going through the house and sorting her mother’s possessions, but the time had come. Her father had a new love now and the woman didn’t want the old stuff around. 

“You should see those costumes our Janey used to make,” said Granna. “The fabrics were glorious, but Mam wasn’t allowed to go to the theatre to see them on the stage until she was much older. Moh-ree was strict about that ...” and off she’d go again telling a story, half in the present and half in the past, about people Katie didn’t know and whose relationships didn’t make sense. She was sure Granna often confused the generations, and Katie hadn’t been able to work out which name belonged with which era. She couldn’t even put a name to Granna’s ‘Mam’. 

Although she didn’t recognise anyone else, for some inexplicable reason, her grandmother knew who Katie was. Born on the same day as her, sixty years later, and named after her, they’d had a special relationship until Katie had gone off to university. Now Katie wished she’d paid more attention to her mother, and her gran.

The nurse came in. “Hello, Mrs Bridges, how are you today?” 

Granna turned towards the newcomer and a polite smile creased her face. “Hello. Now, who are you? Have you come to see me? I do so like visitors, they are such interesting people.”

“I’ve come to make you more comfortable, Mrs Bridges.” Katie watched the nurse pat her gran’s arm.

Granna wriggled in the La-Z-Boy chair and plucked ineffectually at the mohair rug she was sitting on. “I do so like this colour, don’t you?” she asked. “It reminds me of roses.” 

Granna Katy had kept a wonderful garden once. The two of them had often wandered around it together while Granna named all the flowers. Katie’s eyes rested on the deep-pink throw she’d given her gran. She, too, loved that colour.

“How is she doing overall?” Katie asked the nurse. “Her memory of long-ago events seems faultless to me.” But then, she couldn’t say whether Granna was right or not.

“Very well, actually, for her age. She keeps active and goes to all the exercise classes, especially when there’s music playing.” Despite her memory loss, Granna was still a relatively fit and healthy ninety-year-old.

Katie smiled. She’d watched her grandmother more than once at these classes, dancing in her own world rather than following the instructor.

“And she still plays the piano,” continued the nurse. 

“I’m glad,” said Katie. “She’s a better pianist than I ever will be, even though she sometimes make mistakes. The music seems to come alive under her fingertips.”

Katie remembered the piano lessons with her gran at her house when she was young, and the comings and goings of the other students. 

“It’s good she still enjoys her music,” said the nurse. “Most times, though, she’s forgotten she’s played almost as soon as she stands up from the keyboard.” 

Granna’s voice interrupted their conversation. “I remember my Moh-ree. She’s a wonder and such a great cook. She always makes my favourites. I can still taste those little biscuits that went with my tea. She’ll be here soon.”

Everyone knew Granna couldn’t hold a conversation the way most people did, but with a little bit of persistence she could tell you what she wanted. 

“That’s nice. There’ll be a cup of tea coming shortly,” said the nurse.

Surprisingly sprightly, Granna unexpectedly got up from her chair. “We should go to Gwenna’s Sweet Treats for tea. It’s been an age since I visited her. Granma will be cross with me if I don’t call. Now, where did I leave my gloves?”

While Granna searched the drawers, the nurse rearranged the rug on the chair, retidied the already-tidy bed, wrote something down on the chart by the door and pulled the window closed. “It’s a wee bit windy at the moment. Do you think you should wait until it’s died down before you go? How about doing some lacework instead? You can show it to her later.”

Granna accepted the crochet hook and fine cotton thread and sat down again. Katie never ceased to be amazed her gran could move the hook so swiftly, in and out and over and under and around in a constant motion. She still created such intricate lace. The results weren’t perfect and she ended up with dozens of motifs and long edgings that would never get joined together. But Granna appeared satisfied with what she could see. “No, Janey didn’t make lace, she was the famous costumier.” 
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Brigid The Girl from County Clare

Winner of an IndieB.R.A.G medallion, a Chill with a Book Readers’ Award

Like making lace – she pieces together a

new life from a single thread of hope

(Set in Australia and New Zealand)

Brigid is torn. If she stays, she is another mouth to feed in a land plagued by starvation and poverty. If she leaves her beloved Ireland, she will never see her family again, but leave she must. There is not enough food.
Heartbroken, she boards the ship that will take her to a new life in Australia, comforted only by the knowledge her cousin Jamie will make the journey with her. Her skill as a lacemaker soon draws attention, but life doesn't always run smoothly in the harsh new landscape. Brigid must learn to conquer her fears and overcome the stigma of being a servant, a female and Irish, if she is to fulfil her dream. 
A new start in New Zealand offers hope – until the day she encounters the man who seeks her downfall.
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The historical aspects of the story are so accurate and described so perfectly that the reader will frequently need to remind herself/himself that the story is fiction ... This is a thoroughly satisfying read. It is the kind of story that passes the test as a work of history and is equally satisfying as a novel that will have your attention from first to last.

**** 4 stars – Frank O’Shea, The Irish Echo, Sydney

[image: image]

The Cornish Knot

Can one woman’s secrets change the life of another a century later?

(Set in New Zealand, Cornwall and Italy)

On the anniversary of her husband’s unexpected death, Megan sits at home heartbroken and disconsolate. A mysterious package arrives containing a journal written a century earlier, which shakes her out of her self-imposed seclusion.

She embarks on a journey following in the footsteps of the journal’s author, from New Zealand to Cornwall, France and Italy, uncovering a past she knows nothing about. She is pursued by a much younger man in Venice. She meets an intriguing fellow countryman in Florence and finds herself caught up in the mysterious world of art and captivated by a series of unknown paintings. As she unravels her history and reveals its secrets, can she also find love again?
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An engaging tale of grief, loss, love and family intrigue ... wonderful story, and a real page-turner, which leads the reader through all the twists and turns of a well-constructed plot. I loved the insightful descriptions of family relationships, the fully realised characters and the various locations in which the action takes place. Seldom have I read such a poignant and faithful account of the effects of bereavement. I can’t wait to read more.

**** 4-star Amazon review
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The Art of Secrets

Emma wants to forget; Charlotte never can. 

Together they remember.

(Set in New Zealand)

Emma is an enterprising young journalist with a bright future, but her life and career are falling apart. In a last-ditch attempt to save her position, she accepts the assignment to interview the bestselling author – Charlotte Day.
The ageing Charlotte has a reputation for being cantankerous and is highly secretive about her past, one she considers too painful to relive and too shameful to share. Preferring her roses to people, she is persuaded into meeting this girl who gets through her defences, forcing her to confront her past.
As Charlotte and Emma’s relationship deepens, they find themselves enmeshed in a tangle of secrets that changes both their lives.

But he who dares not grasp the thorns should never crave the rose – Anne Brontë
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The art of great writing! ... Vicky Adin keeps a tight rein on her two leading characters so their actions and reactions are credibly grounded in genuine emotions. The alternating viewpoint and change of tone from Emma to Charlotte, from young to old, works, helping the reader see behind the lies and half-truths they tell each other. Their progress from antagonists to friends is seamless, as the layers of the story peel back like petals, exposing the truth at the flower’s heart. Highly recommended.

– Bev Robitai, author of Sunstrike
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The Disenchanted Soldier

From soldier to pacifist

(Set in England and New Zealand)

In 1863, young Daniel Adin, a trained soldier, embarks on an adventure of a lifetime. In pursuit of a new life and land to farm, he travels to New Zealand to fight an unknown enemy – the fearless Maori. 

A hundred and thirty years later, Libby is fascinated by the stories of Daniel, who looks down at her from the aged black-and-white photos on the walls. She wants to know more, to know what he was really like, but Daniel’s story was more than she had bargained for. 
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A great insight into the lives of a family and what was going on around ordinary people in the early days of colonization.

Ged Martin

I loved this book and so will you if you like historical fiction and family sagas set somewhere you likely know little about. This is beautifully and sensitively written. The characters are terrific. The fascinating part to me was how Vicky was able to take us on the family's journey in a thoughtful and non-judgmental way. And now I am motivated to dig into my family tree and see what I come up with.

C Craig – ***** 5-star Amazon review
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