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Chapter One




Juno unlocked the door of Riverbank Yarns, and hoped the clear skies outside signalled a good day ahead. It felt like the start of one. She’d got up in time to have a good long shower, make a proper breakfast, and take a basketful of clothes down to the laundromat next door before her shop opened at ten. It was a sunny day – too early to be warm, but the skies were blue above the bush-covered hills that bound the valley. She made herself a black coffee, checked for any products out of place, fired up her laptop and EFTPOS machine, and flipped the sign to open. 

The first customer of the day was a regular, waiting outside in the morning sun, ready to pounce as soon as Juno opened the store. 

Liz Graham had retired a couple of years back. She wasn’t a big spender at Riverbank, but she was friendly, which made the difference. She was looking for a smaller cable needle. Juno found her a pack of two, turquoise and gold metallic. While she waited, Liz wove a couple of rows on the table loom set up for customer use with a large “Give it a try” sign. She smiled in satisfaction. The project was growing, slowly, a self-striping yarn meaning the effect grew as customers added to it.

“Thank you, dear, you have a good day,” Liz said, waving as she left.

Riverbank Yarns had been Juno’s dream, and sometimes she had to stop and make sure it had actually become a reality. It wasn’t big, and it wasn’t in a fancy part of the city – if Upper Hutt even had fancy parts – but plenty of people appreciated having a local shop, and others were willing to travel. A true local yarn store, stocking products from indie spinners and dyers around the country, along with other sundries. She wasn’t making enough to pay herself a salary, but she was on track with the projections her business mentor had helped her put together, and knowing how many small businesses don’t make it past the first year, she was feeling good about herself. 

She rented the shop and the pokey two-bedroom flat upstairs together as one. With letting the larger room to her flatmate, Wren, and a bit of income from classes and selling her original patterns, she managed to keep the lights on and supply herself with toast and coffee.

The second person to come through the door was an Asian woman in her thirties, who looked as if she hadn’t slept in weeks. When she got through the door she turned and checked, as if she’d forgotten something. She placed two shopping bags on the counter.

“You take donations, right?” she said, a little out of breath.

“Sure do. We pass them onto a group that knits for the NICU and the refuge, places like that. They do beanies for the school kids, as well.”

“Wonderful. Well. I hope this is useful.”

“It’s fantastic,” Juno said, rummaging through some of the yarn. Much of it was the usual half-used odds and ends, enough to make a hat or two for premies but not much more. Some, though, was good quality and entirely unused. “Do you need these bags back?”

She shook her head. “Nope. Please, take everything. I’ve got three under four now, including twins. I’m facing the reality I don’t have time for crafts and won’t any time soon.”

“Oh no, I’m sorry!”

“It’s life. I’ve kept some wool I really love for when they’re, I don’t know, at uni, probably. I’m just glad the rest is going to a good home.”

“I’ll make sure of it. You have a good day now!”

The bell above the door tinkled as the woman left. 

So, okay, it wasn’t proving a particularly profitable day so far. But it was better to see people than be left alone with only her thoughts all day. And having people coming and going did draw in other customers, making the shop appear popular and therefore attractive, rather than abandoned.

The laundromat app alerted her that her clothes were done, and she slipped next door to fling them in a drier. She didn’t like using the drier every time but hanging them in the living room made the flat so damp, and she didn’t really have anywhere else. One day, she’d have a place with a garden. One day.

Next, Juno packaged up some online orders. One was for two hanks of a thick, hand-dyed merino in the colourway ‘Bushcraft’, earthy greens and browns. She hadn’t seen it knitted up, but she could get a sense of how it might turn out. Could make a very nice hat, she reckoned, though the person involved obviously had a bigger project in mind. Or two hats, she supposed. Her online customers were essential to the success of the store, but the downside was that unless they tagged her on Instagram she couldn’t nosey into what they were making.

The next order included needles and stitch markers, as well as yarn – possibly a newer knitter without much of a collection built up, or someone making something outside their usual range. The yarn was from a newish range of a gorgeous merino silk blend, 4ply, in cheerful colours, pinks and yellows and turquoises. Juno was less comfortable with the names the dyer had chosen for each colourway: ‘Enchantment’, ‘Spellcast’, and this one, her least favourite of all: ‘Portal’.

She felt herself shiver as she read the label. She focused on the beautiful feel of the blend, the soft pink-purple colour. It was a lovely yarn, and of course the dyer had no ill intent, no way to know.

Juno gave herself a pep talk: you’ve come so far and dealt with so much. You get triggered, and that’s okay, but you’re strong enough to move past it. Now, package the yarn and book the courier.

She did exactly what she told herself to do, adding the usual thank you slip to the package, labelling it, and booking it in for the courier collection. She took a few deep breaths. She could do this. She was okay.

She had plenty to do to keep her occupied, even without customers. She updated the shop’s social media – yarn was so visual that it was easy to get good posts, and she highlighted her own works in progress, and sometimes told customer stories if they were willing. Today though, it was photos of and gushing commentary on a sock yarn that needed more love. She had a couple of inconsistencies in inventory records that she wanted to resolve – hopefully as easy as the last one, which turned out to be the result of yarn slipping down behind the display case – and a software upgrade to run. 

Things hadn’t always been easy for her, but right now, she was living her dream. She was determined to love every minute of it.


      [image: ]At lunchtime she put the “Back in 10” notice up on the door, retrieved her laundry from the drier, and headed up the back stairs to the over-shop apartment, which covered both Riverbank Yarns and the dairy next door. A takeaway, along with the laundromat, made up the rest of the little block on the main road through the suburbs. Not an ideal place for a yarn shop, but not bad either: she was visible, there was always parking available, and a bus stop close by. She grabbed bread, cheese, and ham, put together a sandwich, and switched her water bottle with the one in the fridge. She ate half the sandwich on the stairs down, trying to be careful with crumbs – the one thing a yarn shop did not need was pests of any kind – and took the notice back off the door. Her schedule wasn’t too punishing – she was closed Mondays, and only did an evening once a week, but she was definitely looking forward to the day she could get a part-time assistant and take a proper lunchbreak.

Still, after she’d taken her lunchtime meds and washed her hands, there was enough time to pick up one of her works in progress. Some people thought owning a yarn shop was all about sitting around knitting – if only! But she did try to get some of her own craft in while she was in the shop – she justified it as trying new products, as well as generating social media content. Plus it was a conversation starter – her regulars often wanted to see what she was working on and take her recommendations. 

Her current project was a shawl, a fairly simple pattern, knitted diagonally in a gentle green gradient yarn that gave a sense of sweeping shifts of colour across it, subtle, as if it was just catching the light. She always had multiple pieces on the go, both knitting and crochet, and sometimes other crafts as well – she’d been dabbling in woven tapestries, on a weaving frame small enough to balance on her knee. Maybe one day she’d have a home with space enough for a floor loom – Juno was nothing if she wasn’t full of dreams.

She was interrupted by a woman about her own age, with buzzcut hair, stretched ear lobes, and wearing a very comfortable looking grey hoodie. The woman poked her head round the door and then slowly opened it, before creeping in hesitantly, as if she’d wandered into a place she was never meant to be, like the dressing rooms of a theatre or the kitchen of a restaurant.

“Hi,” Juno said, standing and putting her shawl to one side. “Looking for anything in particular or just browsing?” In her experience about half her customers wanted something ultra specific – either they’d been sent to buy something they knew nothing about or they had a pattern they needed a specific yarn for, or they’d found they were short a particular size of needles at the last minute. The other customers wanted to take their time looking at every single thing and struggled to come to a decision. So the question was worth asking.

“I, uh. I need to learn to knit.” She kept looking around the whole place, side to side, not making eye contact with Juno.

“Sure. I’ve another beginner’s class starting next month, but if you want me to show you some basics I can do that.”

“I, uh, need to–” She pulled out her phone and read from the screen. “I need to be able to complete a finished project that includes stocking stitch, rib, cast on and off, increases, decreases, and buttonholes. I’ve been looking on YouTube, but none of it makes any sense. I can pay, just… maybe not much right now.”

Juno had so many questions. So many. But she didn’t mind doing a bit of teaching when the shop was quiet. Even if the beginner didn’t end up getting hooked – crochet joke there – and turn into a repeat customer, they might at least speak well of the shop to friends. Word of mouth drove sales in a way Instagram never could.

“Sure. I’m happy to help you find a pattern that uses all of those. Maybe some wrist warmers would be a good small project. If they have a bit of shaping and maybe a thumb gusset, that could probably include all of those techniques. I’ll start by teaching you the basics, though.”

The woman looked at Juno as if she was speaking a foreign language.

“Yeah, uh, sure. Wrist warmers. Sounds great.”

“You got some time now?” Juno asked, picking up a striped scarf, still on a pair of needles. She used it for teaching or demonstrating – it was so much easier with an active project. Casting on wasn’t, in her experience, the most useful skill for newbies to start with, and it often led to frustration before they’d even had a chance to get going.

Which was why teaching yourself by YouTube was great for accomplished knitters looking to pick up a new technique, but liable to confuse complete beginners.

“I’m going to sit down and you can watch over my shoulder. So you can see it from my point of view.” Juno took one of the customer chairs and pulled it out so there was plenty of space. “So, there are two slightly different ways of knitting. I’ll be showing you the English way because that’s what my mum taught me. It doesn’t really matter, unless you’re left-handed?”

“No.” She held up her right arm and forced a smile. She looked terrified, poor thing.

“Sorry, I should have introduced myself. I’m Juno.”

“Lane. Uh, thank you for this.”

“Not a problem, good to meet you, Lane. Okay, I just mentioned there being different styles because if you’re looking on YouTube or watching someone else they might do it differently, and I don’t want you getting confused. This is a piece people have been practicing on, and we’re in the middle of a row here. In knitting, each row is made of stitches, and what you’re doing is looping yarn through a stitch from the previous row to make a new stitch. So here, I’ve got a stitch from the old row, here on the left, this needle is all the previous row, and these here on the right are the new row. So I’m going to stick this right needle up through the stitch, like this.”

She held it in place for Lane to see. Lane leant over her shoulder, a bit close for… no, Juno wasn’t uncomfortable, almost the opposite – it was as if they’d known each other for ages. She felt like something warm was running over her skin. Focus, she told herself, and demonstrated knitting a stich, then another. Then they swapped places. Lane cautiously pushed the right needle up through the stitch and froze, as if in panic. She turned to Juno, her face stricken.

“I’m sorry, I’m not usually like this, just knitting, argh!”

Lane’s expression made Juno want to solve all her problems for her, right now. At least knitting was something she could help with.

“It’s okay, I know it can look intimidating. It’s just a matter of practice. Okay, so now you wrap the yarn around that needle, yep, like that, and then use the needle to pull it through the loop. Perfect. And now you just pull the old stitch off your left needle, there, done. Right, next one, just the same, point your needle through…”

With Juno’s careful instruction, and clearly a lot of anxiety, Lane made it to the end of the row, and Juno instructed her on turning it and beginning the next row. As she was doing so, she glimpsed another regular – Javier and his daughter Leah – through the glass door. It was unusual to see him on a weekday, and even less usual these days to see Leah, who had started school last year, with him. She remembered when she did yarn fairs before opening the shop, Javier would browse the stalls with her in a carrier on his back.  

“Tēnā koe, e hoa,” he called out to Juno as he closed the door behind him, put Leah on a seat and told her to wait there, he’d only be a minute. 

To Juno’s frustration, there were still few men who came through the doors of her shop – and most of those were buying for a mother, grandmother, or partner. Javier was an exception and was also turning into a friend. He’d been taught crochet as a teenager with ADHD to help himself focus, even if he – wisely – kept it secret for a good few more years. Now a public sector lawyer, and having moved back out to the Hutt to be closer to his parents and have more space when Leah was born, a brief break with some yarn and a podcast was the best downtime he could get.

Juno raised her hand in greeting. 

“I’ll be back with you in a minute,” she said to Lane, before turning to Javier, “No school today?”

“Teacher-only day. I drew the straw, we’re going up to the deer park, but I have a question and thought I’d stop by on the way. It’s easier to ask these things in person. But first, Si’s been baking again.” He handed over a ziplock bag of chocolate chip cookies. “I know what you said about crumbs near your yarn, so I put them in a bag. You can have them after work, well away from here.”

“Lovely, thank you,” Juno said, her mouth already salivating. She did appreciate her customers – and sometimes their husbands, too.

“I’m a bit confused by this pattern, can you take a look?” He unfolded the paper. “I mostly get it, and I’ve sorted out the US terminology, but this row here ends on 32 stitches, right, and then the next one has 4 V increases and says it should be 36, but I have 40 because each increase added 2 stitches, so 8 total.”

“Do you have it with you?” Juno asked. She was more confident at knitting than crochet, but she had enough crocheters among her customers that she’d pushed herself to learn more, and was getting fairly confident at trouble-shooting crochet as well as knitting. In response, he pulled out a ball of yarn, crochet hook, and beginnings of a project from his inside coat pocket. With all the pockets they had, there really was no excuse for men. She looked at it carefully.

“Right, so I’ve seen this before. You’ve done it right, they’re just counting the whole V as one stitch.”

He took a moment to process.

“Oh, right okay. Huh. That makes more sense. Nice not to have to undo it for once.”

“Yeah, you’re doing good. It’s not a super clear pattern.”

“Lifesaver. Thank you. Gotta go see the deer now, but I’ll be in touch. Come on, Leah.”

Waving to Javier and Leah, Juno turned back to Lane. “How are you doing?”

Lane held up the knitting with a very serious face. “This bit looks different.”

Juno expected to see a dropped stitch, and was ready to put a safety pin through it and reassure Lane it happened all the time. Instead, several stitches had been pulled so tight they were almost choking each other. Why was this woman so anxious? 

“Oh no, don’t worry, that’s just your tension. You don’t need to worry about this too much for now, but try not to pull too tight, and keep your stitches pretty even. It will come with practice, though.”

Lane nodded, soberly. “Right.”

“Why don’t you take this, have a go at some more this evening, get into the habit of it? And then another time I can show you the other things on your list.”

Juno mentally kicked herself. She’d done it again. This was the problem with turning her hobby into a business – and with feeling part of a community – it was so easy to miss a sales opportunity. She was trying to do better at business while also keeping her values. She’d made an effort to make sure she had some decent quality basic wool for beginners and those on a budget so she wasn’t pushing anyone to spend more than they could afford, but she didn’t want to become the sort of person who didn’t help people out, and she reasoned it didn’t make sense for Lane to switch to something new when she was just starting to get the hang of it. She could spare her demo set for a couple of days. If anyone else came in wanting to have a go, they’d just to stick to weaving or crochet instead. She pushed the needles into the mustard-coloured ball of wool and passed them to Lane.

“Here you go,” she said. 

Lane accepted them with a half-smile. “I’m working tomorrow but I can stop by in my lunch-break. Is that okay?”

“Sure,” Juno said. “I’ll be open ten till six, so any time then is good. And I’ll give you my card if you need to text me.”

Juno knew business cards weren’t a big thing anymore, but she’d paid a friend to draw her logo and she was pleased enough with the result to try to distribute it everywhere she could. It was a river of blue yarn, with two needles merging into the valley sides. On the back of the card was her name, email, website, and phone number, and a space for notes.

“Juno Derrich, owner,” read Lane aloud. “Very nice. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Juno shook her head at herself as the bells above the door rang and Lane headed out. She craned her neck around to see her get into a blue Corolla hybrid. It looked decent as well – far nicer than the last car Juno had owned.

She had a couple more customers that day – and some online orders that missed the courier, which she packaged up to send tomorrow. It was a good day for a newish indie yarn store this far from the city centre. The hours didn’t drag, and she almost missed when it got to be six o’clock and she locked the door, flipped the sign, turned off her computer and EFTPOS machine, and headed upstairs. The extremely short commute was a definitely advantage, though she did need to be conscious about getting enough exercise.

Wren didn’t usually get home from work until after seven, so there was plenty of time to make lasagne – she had some sharp cheddar left over, and plenty of mince, she could make enough for them both to have a dinner and two lunch portions, no problem. She was a fan of leftovers – somehow they tasted even better. She swapped her shoes for slippers, put on some music, and started chopping onion and grating carrot to go in with the mince. She always enjoyed talking to people, even though she wasn’t keen on big crowds, and she loved that her business enabled her to meet and get to know such a range of locals. 

Lane, though, she was a strange one. Juno hoped she’d come back the next day. She didn’t care so much about her demo project, but she had a lot of questions about Lane. Questions she’d love answers to.
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