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For Airlie, Matilda and Milo,
I love you so very much









Dear Reader,


Please note: spoilers ahead!


This book is all about motherhood; the joys, the challenges, the heartache. While there’s a lot of humour and light in the story, just like true motherhood it also touches on some difficult issues: loss of identity, perinatal anxiety, infant loss and, as is the experience of so many Australian women, abuse.


It’s heartbreaking that, on average, one woman is killed every nine days by a current or former partner (OurWatch.org.au). On top of that, women are at increased risk of experiencing violence from an intimate partner during pregnancy—and leaving is never easy.


If we don’t start having conversations about domestic violence, we can’t break the cycle. The Calendar Mums does talk about abuse, but it also talks about joy. It talks about love, community and the unbreakable bonds we can forge through motherhood. I hope this book makes you smile and swoon and groan, that it makes you feel empowered and seen as a mother and/or a woman. But I hope, too, that it makes the next conversation you have about domestic violence that much easier to broach.


I’ve included a page of resources at the end of this book. If you or anyone you know is experiencing domestic violence, there is help available. Please keep trying. You’re stronger than you know.


With love,


Lauren









One


The mothers


‘Mine was peaceful. Really calm and just … beautiful.’


‘His fat little head came out and I swear, he ripped my vagina like … what’s that Miley Cyrus song again?’


‘It wasn’t what I expected. Everyone talks about that rush of overwhelming love, you know? And I just didn’t feel it.’


‘Love is what gets you through. Love, Zen, a sense of inner peace, and deep breathing, of course. You can never forget the deep breathing.’


‘“Wrecking Ball”! That’s the name of the song. This little guy came though my vagina like a wrecking ball, no slowing him down.’


‘She’s my second, so I guess I was just too busy to really get caught up in all that “post-birth beauty” business.’


‘Your body was made to do this. And you know what they say …’


‘It was all worth it.’









Two


Tahlie – Tuesday, September 30


It seemed strange that a room full of women with nothing in common except the dates they’d had sex should share their deepest, darkest secrets with each other.


It seemed even stranger that they were expected to become friends.


And yet there Tahlie was, in a room full of women so different and yet apparently so alike, ready to share the kinds of details about her body she wouldn’t normally spill to her mama. Her beautician, maybe, but she saw a lot of vaginas, and that seemed to broker some of the gap that existed between formality and true intimacy.


‘This morning, we’ll continue sharing birth stories. Who wants to go first?’ Nurse Jane looked around the circle, shrewd eyes glittering under thin-rimmed glasses.


‘I will.’ A woman seated a few chairs to Tahlie’s right waved one hand in the air.


‘Fabulous. Start by introducing yourself and your baby.’ Jane nodded in her direction.


‘Okay. I’m Samantha, and this is Jayde.’ She smiled kindly at the small sweet-faced baby lying on the white sheet in front of her. ‘She’s six weeks old, and I went into labour without medical intervention. When my contractions were close, three minutes apart, which happened after just a few hours, I drove myself to the hospital.’


‘You drove yourself? While you were in labour?’ a woman with curly red hair asked, her eyes the size of Tahlie’s engorged nipples—Thanks, breastfeeding. Super hashtag-blessed for that enlargement.


‘I pulled over every time I was going through a contraction, of course. I’d never risk my baby.’ Samantha’s voice was cool, calm, and collected, almost as if she were describing a trip to the supermarket instead of the horrors of labour. ‘I gave birth naturally, but I did have some pain relief—the gas. I have stitches from a tear, but only three. They say the endorphins can relax your muscles so I guess everything was quite elasticised.’


Elasticised.


Tahlie chewed on the word like a piece of gum. Her body hadn’t felt elastic during the birth, and now she felt like a doll, sewn too tight at the seams, unsure if she’d be able to ever stretch properly again.


She was the opposite of elastic. Was there a word for that? Could you be unelastic?


‘Did you try perineal massage in the lead-up? That can help reduce tearing,’ the woman directly next to Tahlie said.


‘Of course. With coconut oil and lubricant,’ Samantha replied.


‘It really does work wonders. That and deep breathing.’ The perineal massage expert ran one hand lovingly over her baby’s head. The child nestled farther into her arms, the picture of sleeping Zen. ‘I’m Rhea, and this is Kai. We had a water birth and it was just beautiful. So peaceful and lovely—just me, Kai, his big sister Athena, and my partner.’


Tahlie had considered a water birth. That was, until Hamish had talked her out of it. You want to give birth in a pool of your own blood and bodily fluids? he’d asked her. You know almost all women shit during labour. Do you want us to be in a pool of your blood and your shit?


No. No, she had not.


And clearly, neither had he—so there’d been no point pursuing it.


‘Kai is our second child, and we are just so in love. He’s perfect.’ Rhea smiled down at her little boy. He sighed in his sleep, and Samantha made a little ‘aw’ noise, as if her heart were melting.


Tahlie was sceptical. His face looked like a cauliflower—kind of lumpy and bumpy, and very purple.


Ugh. She shouldn’t think like that. Thoughts like that weren’t very motherly. All children were supposed to be beautiful.


Thunk. A loud noise came from the roof overhead. Samantha jerked her hand out, shielding her baby.


Tahlie shot her eyes to the low ceiling. ‘What was that?’


‘I believe there’s an air-conditioning technician in the roof, trying to get the system repaired.’ Jane winced. ‘Sorry. He shouldn’t be too long.’


‘Hasn’t it been broken for a while? It was out of order when I came for my hypnobirthing session in April,’ Samantha said, easing back into her seat, her ponytail falling over one shoulder.


‘Eleven months, three days, thirteen hours and forty-six minutes. But who’s counting?’ The nurse gave a wry laugh. ‘Oliver, the operations manager, said it would take a while to get fixed, and he wasn’t wrong.’


Another loud clunk came from overhead followed by a stream of words that made Jane blush.


‘Fingers crossed he fixes the problem and doesn’t fall through the roof,’ she said drily. ‘Now, where were we?’


Tahlie shrank into her seat. Perhaps they could skip her.


‘It was you, wasn’t it, Tahlie? What’s your birth story?’


‘It’s a little boring,’ she hedged.


‘Is that a Scottish accent I detect?’ Jane asked.


‘Irish. I’m from Dublin,’ Tahlie replied. First Ireland, then Sydney, and now … Hickory Creek, population 16,000. The small town in the continent in the middle of the big ocean.


‘What brings you all the way here?’ a woman in a bright floral jumpsuit asked as she finished breastfeeding her baby, clipped the top of her clothes back together, and placed her child on the mat.


‘My fiancé grew up in this town—you might know him? Hamish McMasters?’


A ripple of acknowledgement passed through the room.


‘Isn’t he like the boss of the local police or something now?’ the jumpsuit woman asked, and Tahlie nodded.


‘District commander. But yes. That’s the one,’ Tahlie replied to a chorus of impressed murmurs—the kind Hamish usually inspired.


‘Please share your birth story with us, Tahlie,’ the nurse said.


Tahlie glanced down at her baby, nestled in the capsule. His cheeks were round, so round and red, with a series of raised red bumps over them. Dark hair tufted from his head except for a little bald spot in the middle, as if he were a monk. He was nothing like the Anne Geddes pictures Tahlie had loved as a teenager, back when she’d dreamed of becoming a mother one day. He wasn’t sweet with big eyes like Samantha’s baby, or sleeping contentedly like Rhea’s.


His face contorted with rage, his lips twisting in hate. A loud fart came from the capsule, and everyone giggled.


Somehow, despite her best intentions, Tahlie had given birth to a farting, fat-cheeked, midget monk. And now she was expected to share all the details of that birth with this room full of virtual strangers.


‘Go on. This is a safe space.’ Rhea placed a hand on her arm, and the scent of sandalwood drifted over Tahlie.


Here goes nothing.


‘I … I gave birth in hospital. I had an epidural. And an episiotomy, and a vacuum, and forceps.’ Tahlie crossed her legs, sweat sticking them together. Nineteen long hours of labour. Of a low ache that had howled through her body with the force of a lightning bolt every few minutes. Of Hamish ducking in and out, bringing her coffee, drinking her coffee, leaving the room, then coming back and asking if he could help by touching her back right there—Do not touch me there. She’d sucked on numbing ice, and scorched her body in too-hot water from the shower. But she’d known there’d be pain, and known it would likely be long.


She just hadn’t thought she’d feel so … alone.


‘It wasn’t like I’d expected,’ Tahlie finally said, realising everyone was still looking at her.


‘That’s a lot to go through,’ Samantha said sympathetically, her ponytail pin-straight and frizz-free despite the heat. ‘Was Hamish supportive?’


‘I remember him saying in primary school he wanted to be a dad with one son and one daughter.’ The redhead gave a gentle laugh, beating Tahlie in the race to reply. ‘I’m sure he’s the perfect father.’


‘Well, it’s early days, but so far …’ Tahlie shrugged. Heat prickled at her décolleté.


‘Oh, did he tell you about the time he helped a cow give birth at the ag farm? He’s very paternal.’ Another woman continued the Hamish love fest.


‘I heard about that! I’m sure he used to volunteer at the rescue shelter too,’ Samantha said, tapping one French-manicured nail against her lips.


‘Sounds like Hamish,’ Tahlie replied, waving a hand at her face. ‘It is quite stuffy in here. Could I please have a glass of wat—’


The door swung open. A short middle-aged man in royal blue slacks and a white shirt that stretched around his rotund midsection bustled in, wiping at the sweat shining on his bald head.


‘Oliver?’ Jane furrowed her brow in question.


‘Bit of bad news, everybody.’ Oliver clapped his hands as he glanced around the room. ‘The aircon tech discovered some black mould up there. I hate to interrupt the session, but we need you out.’


‘Out where?’ Rhea asked.


‘Out of the room. Right now,’ OIiver answered. ‘Our insurance won’t cover something like this, and if one of you lot get sick …’ He grimaced, as if he could see the dollar signs adding up in his head. One of the women on the other side of the room sprang into action, placing her baby into a capsule.


‘Okay, ladies.’ Jane stood from her plastic chair in the centre of the room. ‘Seems like our session today has come to an unexpected end, but we’ll resume again next week, same time, same place.’


‘Not the same place, unfortunately.’ Oliver’s tone didn’t add authenticity to his words. ‘I’m afraid we don’t have a budget to clean the mould and replace the aircon. This will take time and money. You can continue the sessions over the phone for the rest of the parents’ group.’


‘The phone?’ Tahlie asked. Lord knew she wasn’t qualified to look after a baby. She needed all the help she could get—and she needed it in person. ‘How will we have our babies’ weight checked?’


‘Kitchen scales?’ Oliver shrugged.


‘What about the educational videos on caring for your baby? Jane, didn’t you say there’d be videos?’ Samantha asked, restrained alarm in her tone.


‘Watch them on YouTube,’ Oliver answered confidently. ‘Now, if I could get everyone out of here—’


‘What about my other groups? The feeding and speech therapy? And the playgroup,’ Jane continued. ‘And will the immunisation clinics be cancelled too?’


‘Uh, best you all book in to that place in Lismore for the immunisations.’ Oliver tugged at the neckline of his shirt. ‘And yes, the other groups may be cancelled as well, but we can discuss this all later in private, Jane.’


‘One moment, please.’ Rhea spoke calmly, yet she commanded the room. ‘Isn’t there another hall on the other side of the reception area? Is the aircon working there? Perhaps we could use that instead.’


‘I’d love to offer you the space, but that’s the men’s fishing club room.’ Oliver shrugged, what can you do style.


‘Surely they’re not meeting in there all the time,’ Tahlie said, clutching at straws. ‘We could be flexible with our schedules, couldn’t we?’


A few women murmured their agreement.


Oliver shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. It’s where they store their equipment too.’


‘Can’t they just move it?’ Tahlie asked.


‘I’ll help them,’ Rhea chimed in.


Oliver gave a small shake of his head, as if the very suggestion were preposterous. ‘Women shouldn’t be moving heavy things from room to room.’


‘How do you know what I can and cannot do with my own body?’ Rhea’s dark eyes flashed. ‘I assure you, I am perfectly capable—’


‘Regardless of your athleticism, the men pay a generous amount to use that space. We need those funds to provide the services the centre does, including supplementing Jane’s wage. Why should the fishermen be inconvenienced just because your room is out of order?’ Oliver held out both his hands as if he were creating a shield between himself and the women. ‘Look, I’m sorry about this—I truly am. But we have exhausted our budget when it comes to family services, and frankly, I don’t know that we’ll have enough to reinstate them. We only have enough money to fix the mould issue—and with the humid weather in these parts, the mould will reoccur if we don’t have a working ventilation system in this room. I’m sorry, but unless you can come up with the funds to repair the air-conditioning unit yourselves, we’re going to have to cancel the women and children in-person sessions indefinitely.’


Samantha sucked in a sharp breath of air. Rhea raised her chin, a challenge in her gaze as she stared at Oliver, who rapidly retreated into the foyer.


Tahlie pressed her eyes closed for a moment. She hadn’t been so naive as to think she’d find a friend in this room full of strangers, but she’d hoped for something—a connection. Perhaps an acquaintance, someone she could go for coffee with every now and then in this new small town. And she’d certainly expected some detailed in-person information on how to care for a newborn baby.


Tahlie’s mam had once told her that motherhood could be isolating.


Turned out she was right.









Three


Rhea


Rhea took a deep breath. She prided herself on being in touch with her emotions. Years of therapy and listening to her body had allowed her a sense of self-awareness that her partner, Cole, envied. But still …


Fucking fishing.


They’d been bumped for a group of men who were devoted to their rods.


She ran her thumb over the smooth surface of the amethyst ring on her index finger. It’s okay to feel my feelings. Anger is a surface emotion used to mask deeper hurt beneath.


But that surface emotion made her feel like taking one of those rods and showing Oliver where he could put it. She pressed the amethyst stone again until it carved a small groove into her finger.


All around her, women packed babies into prams and wraps and wipes into nappy bags, getting ready to leave.


‘I’ll go talk to Oliver. There must be something we can do.’ Jane skirted around a woman strapping twins into a double pram as she headed out the door.


‘I can’t believe they’re cancelling the class,’ Lizzy lamented as she tucked an errant red curl behind her ear. ‘I know Harry’s my second child, but I need this. I’ve forgotten so much about what to do and expect.’


‘Me too. And the breastfeeding support was invaluable when I had Athena. That’s the sort of thing you really need to do in person.’ Rhea closed her eyes as memories flashed through her mind of trying to feed a young baby when she’d had no idea how it worked. Jane had been a lifesaver then, and the other mothers, too. The Hickory Creek Community Centre was where she’d met Lizzy, who was now a good friend. That was what had made the group special—that sense of connection.


‘At least it’s not cancelled completely. We do have the phone,’ the woman with twins offered with a smile.


‘How helpful will that be? Can you imagine?’ Rhea held an imaginary mobile to her ear. ‘Hey, Jane, Kai’s poop is a strange green colour. No, not pea green. More khaki. Or maybe it’s like eucalypt leaves. Have you got a Pantone board handy? I’ll send you some colour codes.’


‘You could take a photo,’ Twin Mum helpfully suggested, and Lizzy laughed.


‘Sure, I could. But it’s just … it’s frustrating, the way we’ve been bumped but the fishing club gets to keep their space.’ Rhea searched the room until her gaze found Lizzy’s. ‘Doesn’t that annoy you?’


‘It does,’ Lizzy agreed as Rhea took another deep breath and touched her ring once more. ‘Perhaps we can petition the board to reallocate the funds or reassign the rooms.’


‘There’s a board? The centre isn’t run by the government?’ Tahlie asked, a melodic Irish lilt in her tone.


‘The centre was founded in 1972 by my grandmother,’ Samantha supplied as she clipped the seatbelt of her baby’s capsule in place. ‘It relies on some government grants but also fundraising, fees from room hire, and community club memberships. A board runs the place and manages the financial side of things.’


‘And how many of those board members are female?’ Rhea asked pointedly.


‘I have no idea. My family haven’t worked here for a very long while.’ Samantha bit her lower lip and ran a hand along her crisp white shirt as if to press away any wrinkles. ‘I do know, however, that petitioning the board to let us use the other room is unlikely to be successful. The president of the fishing club is the chair.’


‘What a joke.’ Lizzy harrumphed. ‘I’m not surprised though. I’ve seen things like this happen time and time again—I work as a HR consultant.’ She addressed the last part of the line to Tahlie, who nodded in acknowledgement. ‘Starts with something like not enough cash for the aircon—next thing you know? Everything else for women is too pricey as well, while the fishing clubs and the woodworking groups thrive.’


‘It’s a shame there’s nothing that can be done,’ Tahlie said. ‘Especially when it comes to the immunisation clinic. I don’t fancy the two-hour drive into Lismore for a couple needles.’


‘We should do something,’ Samantha said quietly but firmly as she joined Tahlie. ‘If we could just finance the air-conditioning, we’d be able to stay. They’d have no reason to kick us out.’


‘If we financed the air-conditioning, it would take a while to be installed.’ Rhea ran through the timeline in her mind. ‘But it would keep the program alive for the next lot of parents. And it would allow us to continue with things like the starting solids program, and the playgroup Jane runs for toddlers.’


‘I’d love to help and buy them central air, but for a room this size, it could cost upwards of eight grand. I’d know—we looked at it for our place recently. Toby and I just don’t have the cash.’ Lizzy made a kissy face at her baby as he snatched handfuls of air.


A squawk pierced the air as Tahlie’s baby cried. ‘Hush, wee one,’ Tahlie sang softly as the mum-of-twins finally manoeuvred her pram through the door. ‘It’s okay, Eli.’


‘Time for a feed?’ Rhea asked sympathetically.


‘I think so. I guess I’ll just do it in the car …’ Tahlie walked into the reception area with Rhea following right behind her. The rest of the mothers from the group were clustered in the small foyer already—it seemed no one was quite prepared to leave the centre just yet. The teenage receptionist studied her laptop intently, as if her workspace was invaded by eleven women with prams every day.


‘Why don’t you breastfeed there? They’re not closing this room, so it must be fine.’ Rhea gestured to a chair beside the door and Tahlie slumped into the seat, right as Samantha snorted. Rhea continued, ‘Apparently there’s no black mould in the foyer.’


Rhea stood to the side as Tahlie unclipped the seatbelt on her child’s capsule. Her baby seemed to shake with rage, his little face bright red as Tahlie held him to her chest, fumbling with her shirt. A few of the women looked at her, and her cheeks turned almost the same shade of red as her baby’s. She was younger than they were—perhaps in her mid-twenties? She looks so worried.


‘What if we organise some sort of fundraiser?’ Rhea asked, trying to draw attention away from the chaos of an apoplectic child and Tahlie. ‘Not just to fix the air-conditioning, but to show the board that we’re important too. That people value services like this.’


‘That’s a great idea.’ Samantha nodded. ‘I’m sure if more people knew how important these services were they would want to get behind them.’


‘Absolutely.’ Lizzy leaned against the exposed brick wall beside Tahlie just as the other woman latched her child onto her breast and the crying melted into silence. ‘What should we do?’


‘We could make organic playdough and sell it at the markets,’ Rhea suggested.


‘We wouldn’t make enough money. We need thousands,’ Lizzy said.


‘A cake stall! It has to be a cake stall,’ one woman said—Rhea was fairly certain she was the one who’d given birth on the side of the road.


‘What about the chocolate-for-charity boxes? The ones you get from Cadbury? My Hayden’s basketball team always makes a motza with those.’


‘A dance. I think a dance would be perfect.’


‘A raffle? Do people still raffle things these days?’


‘We could sell the VCR player Jane was going to play videos on. It’s vintage. Could be worth millions,’ Lizzy said, and a few women laughed as they continued brainstorming ideas.


Eli fussed on Tahlie’s breast, making great big slobbery sounds as he drank. Tahlie winced, as if she were embarrassed or in pain—or perhaps a combination of the two. Rhea pressed her eyes closed for just one second then glanced at the woman again. A muddied blue aura seemed to radiate from her.


‘Isn’t breastfeeding beautiful?’ Rhea smiled at Tahlie, trying to make her feel at ease. ‘It’s amazing that your body can do this.’


‘It’s something,’ Tahlie muttered quietly as her baby wriggled in her grasp. ‘I just don’t think I’ll ever feel comfortable getting my boobs out in—’


Pop!


The child slipped off her nipple.


Tahlie’s breast was exposed to the entire room. And—the pièce de résistance—a long arc of white milk spurted from her chest all the way across the green carpet floor.


Every single mother in the room stopped to watch the spectacle.


The teenage receptionist focused even more intently on her computer screen.


‘Damn it,’ Tahlie muttered as her baby wailed, his little fists hammering at her chest. Tahlie stretched her shirt across her boobs, creating a damp patch that was expanding by the second.


‘Hey,’ Rhea said softly, hands outstretched. ‘Let me take him.’


‘But how? You have a baby …’ Tahlie pointed to Kai, strapped snugly against the right side of Rhea’s chest in the cotton baby-wearing sling she’d purchased at the markets a few months back. ‘How could you take two?’


‘Easy.’ Rhea mimicked rocking a baby on the other side of her body. ‘See?’


‘If you’re sure you don’t mind …’ Tahlie said, and Rhea smiled her encouragement as Tahlie placed Eli into her outstretched hands. Almost straight away, he blinked his little eyes open, and the wailing that had been so loud just moments before receded to a whimper.


Around them, the other women began to speak again, the attention off Tahlie once more. Eli continued to soften his whimpers until even they stopped and he looked dreamily up at Rhea, a sheen of exhaustion glassing over his eyes.


‘Now he stops crying?’ Tahlie sighed. ‘Are you some kind of baby whisperer?’


‘It’s probably just the shock of seeing someone new,’ Rhea said kindly. ‘How are you, little man? You’re very cute.’


‘He’s probably recognised that you know what you’re doing while I’m just guessing.’ Tahlie flipped her bra closed and buttoned her shirt.


‘You’re doing really well, Tahlie.’ Rhea pulled Eli close to her shoulder, rubbing little circles on his back. ‘Feeding in public is hard.’


‘Absolutely,’ Samantha murmured sympathetically as she wheeled her pram closer to the two of them. ‘Take this.’ She handed Tahlie a thick white cloth. ‘To clean your shirt.’


‘Oh. Thanks.’ The red on Tahlie’s cheeks bloomed darker as she dabbed at the wet patch.


‘You’re doing great,’ Samantha said.


‘Pretty sure great doesn’t entail flashing your tits to the whole room.’ Tahlie snorted.


‘Why not? You have great tits.’ Rhea shrugged.


‘Hardly.’ Tahlie studied her black ballet flats.


‘I think you’re being too hard on your breasts,’ Samantha said a little stiffly, as if the word was foreign to her mouth. ‘They seem perfectly fine to me.’


‘Fine? That’s the best you can do?’ Rhea teased gently, and Samantha gave a good-natured roll of her eyes.


‘You know what I mean. I’m not used to complimenting women on their anatomy.’


‘Maybe you should be,’ Rhea said and—Goddess, that was it. That was the solution. Her mouth slowly shaped into a smile that she felt everywhere. Joy and possibility vibrated through her body. ‘Maybe we all should be more comfortable with that.’ She passed Eli back to Tahlie. ‘That gives me an idea.’


‘An idea? For what?’ Tahlie asked.


‘Fundraising,’ Rhea replied.


Samantha’s face turned pale.


Rhea clapped her hands to gain the attention of the other of mothers in the room. ‘Everyone! I have an idea. I know what we should do to fundraise.’


‘What is it?’ Lizzy asked, her head tilted to the side.


‘We’re going to make a calendar. We’ll be the subjects in each photo,’ Rhea continued as she felt the eye of every mother in the room fixed upon her, and yes. This would be the perfect way to raise the funds, to bring the services back, and to show those men just how powerful a group of determined women could be at the same time. ‘And we’re going to do it naked.’









Four


Samantha


Naked?


Had Rhea lost her mind?


Samantha’s jaw was on the floor. Her heart—had it stopped beating? They would have to pick her up and cart her out of there. Or maybe that was how they could make their money—they could leave her there, like a museum exhibit, and people could pay to come see her, saying things like, See that woman, little Tulip? That’s what happens if you suggest that other people see her naked.


Ugh, of course she should be pro post-birth body and all that nonsense, and it was fine for other people, of course it was, but for her it just wasn’t. She had stretch marks. And her vagina was nothing like it used to be.


But surely everyone would feel the same way she did. No one else would fall for this idea … would they?


‘A photographer could take pictures of us. We could make it classy—no vaginas would make it to the page, and you could cover the parts you’d like to keep covered. You could expose just the amount of skin that you’re comfortable with,’ Rhea continued, like simply saying ‘no flaps on show’ would somehow make things better. ‘I think it would sell well. It’d be a celebration of the modern mother. Someone who’s given birth but who’s still a woman too.’


‘Embracing two sides of our feminine identity,’ Lizzy said slowly, nodding. A smile stretched across her face. ‘I like it.’


‘And it would raise awareness for women’s services while raising money at the same time,’ Rhea continued.


‘Wouldn’t a cute baby calendar raise more awareness of the services the centre provides?’ Samantha traced a fingertip down angelic Jayde’s face. She would be the perfect model.


‘I don’t think photos of babies in flowerpots would make money like this would. Sex sells.’ Lizzy grinned. ‘People would support this calendar. This is exactly the sort of thing we need.’


‘While I do think it’s a good idea—great idea, Rhea. Truly,’ Samantha said, not wanting to sound like too much of a prude. ‘And I do think it would get people talking, I just don’t know that anyone would pay money to have a bunch of naked women on the wall in their living room all year long.’ She shuddered. Just imagine her mother having a naked photo of her up on the wall in the nursing home, stretch marks and all. Or worse—what if they displayed a calendar in the doctor’s surgery?


She would die. She would actually rather die than visit the doctor if it meant being exposed like that.


‘Have you been to a mechanic’s? Plenty of naked women calendars there,’ Lizzy replied, adding fuel to the inferno of Samantha’s terror.


‘Those models are trained professionals,’ Samantha said as Jayde let out a little squawk. Samantha clipped her out of the capsule and held her close to her chest. ‘I don’t know that people would pay to see ordinary women naked.’


‘I bet they would. I bet you’d see a heap of women buying it for men too,’ an older woman—Leslie Richardson, Samantha was sure that was her name—said from her place on the other side of the room. ‘Could you imagine? Walking into someone’s kitchen and seeing your naked butt on the wall? It’d be a right hoot!’


Nausea surged in Samantha’s stomach. Good Lord, no! Were they actually agreeing with Rhea?


‘What if we did it with clothes on?’ Samantha suggested. ‘Beautiful doesn’t have to mean naked.’


‘I think we’d have to be nude in order to create the kind of impact we’re hoping for.’ Rhea calmly unbuttoned her shirt to feed her son as if to demonstrate quite how comfortable with the idea she was. ‘If we’re not naked, people won’t feel the need to buy it. Without that selling point, I don’t think we’ll attract media attention.’


‘Oh! Do you think we’d be on the local news?’ one of the others asked.


‘They might even put us on the billboard just before you come into town!’ Leslie’s eyes lit up.


‘That’s not how billboards work,’ Samantha rushed out. ‘You have to pay to be on them.’ And while she might have previously said none of them would be so utterly mad as to pay to have their naked butts in jumbo movie-screen size on the side of the highway, perhaps she’d been mistaken.


‘We could ask a photographer to donate their time in exchange for some promotion,’ Cora, a woman Samantha had gone to high school with, said.


‘It’s not just the photographer. We’d need printing. Distribution.’ Samantha almost had to shout her objections over the ruckus.


‘We could call around to ask people to stock it. Surely every store in town would get on board,’ Rhea replied. ‘And as for printing, I wonder if we could convince one of the printing companies in Lismore to do it at cost and let us pay it back once we’ve made the money. I mean, it is for a good cause.’


‘My cousin owns a printing company! I’m sure he’d help out,’ Cora cut in. A tight fist of panic clutched at Samantha’s throat.


‘Does everyone think this is a good idea?’ Samantha asked, just to check. Maybe that was a little rude, but how could they all seriously be behind this utterly absurd plan?


Most of the women in the room nodded. Samantha grimaced.


Rhea smiled serenely as she fed her child. ‘I’d love to help you all celebrate your beautiful bodies while raising money for a good cause—but in no way do I expect anything. You have to do what’s right for you.’ Rhea nodded to Samantha. ‘If you don’t want to do the calendar, that’s more than okay.’


Did Samantha want to pose naked? Of course not. But this centre … it meant a lot to her. And not just because her grandmother had started it.


Samantha’s stomach churned. Still, her voice was steady. ‘I want to give back. It’s important to me.’


The room fell silent. Samantha could practically feel every eye turn away from her, as if they were too embarrassed or ashamed to meet her gaze. Hot tears pricked the back of Samantha’s eyes and she bit down on her lip until it hurt enough to stem the other pain—the one lodged deep in her chest.


Jane’s white sneakers padded across the green carpet in the reception area. She came to an abrupt stop as her eyes fell on the cluster of mothers. ‘Seems like there’s been a bit of commotion in here while I’ve been gone. Is everyone okay?’


Jayde squawked again. Samantha pressed her nose to her daughter’s hair and closed her eyes, inhaling that sweet baby scent and praying for that sense of calm that holding her brought. Yes. That was better.


As Rhea explained their idea to the nurse, Samantha clicked Jayde into her pram, took the cloth back from Tahlie and stuffed it under the pram’s bassinet, in much more of a hurry than usual. She gave a polite small wave as she left the room, pointing at Jayde and mouthing sorry as if her grizzly daughter was the reason she’d had to hightail it out of there mid-conversation.


The sliding doors opened and she sighed in relief—then stepped out into the sticky spring sunshine. Why had she decided to walk to the centre today instead of driving?


Because it’s better for the environment, she told herself. That was why. And she needed to save on petrol when she could. Being a single mum meant thinking ahead like that. Saving money when the opportunity presented itself.


She sighed and pushed the pram on the path that ran next to the parking lot. The scent of fresh-cut grass lingered in the air, accompanied by the roar of a lawnmower. She scanned the grounds, searching for the source of the noise to make sure she didn’t get too close and—


There.


Around twenty metres diagonally in front of her.


A young man with golden-brown skin, a shock of dirty blond hair, and a long, lean body was mowing the lawn on the other side of the footpath. The gentle curves of his biceps seemed to glisten in the summer sun, drawing her attention to the strength of his body, the power he possessed, and his bare chest—because of course it was bare. Samantha could imagine the kind of man who looked like that searched for opportunities to bare his chest all the time—undulated down into a chiselled six-pack, the kind she’d rarely seen on men in real life.


Wow.


Was Chris Hemsworth doing the town’s gardening now?


She should walk away—really, she should. She was a grown woman with a baby, for Christ’s sake—but just as she went to leave, something absolutely, awfully, astonishingly dreadful happened.


He waved.


At her.


Samantha shot her gaze to her baby. Oh, God. How mortifying! He’d seen her staring at him, essentially objectifying him. And to make matters worse, now that she’d seen his face she’d guess he was perhaps in his early twenties when here she was, a single female—a mother—of thirty-six. Was she like one of those men at building sites who objectified women as they walked past?


Dear God. She was.


There was nothing for it. She’d just have to power-walk past him, her eyes on her baby as she headed back home.


She took a deep breath and picked up the pace, her white sneakers softly padding on the concrete footpath next to the lawn—a lawn which alternated bright apple green stripes with emerald ones, she noted, like she sometimes saw on sports grounds on television. The man could clearly look after some grass.


She drew level with him. She kept her eyes on her child.


The lawnmower … stopped.


‘Hey,’ he called.


She tightened her grip on the pram. His shadow loomed closer as he approached. Oh, shivers. Was he going to give her a dressing down for being such a pervert? She deserved it, she supposed. But still, it hardly seemed worth it when all she’d done was look. And besides—


‘You weren’t wearing a shirt,’ she blurted out just as he reached her side.


Ocean-blue eyes danced with something like amusement. He ran one hand over his chest, as if just noticing its naked state for the first time. ‘Yeah. I guess you’re right.’


‘So it’s not really my fault,’ she continued, and what was she saying? Oh, it was like watching a train wreck, only she was somehow both the train and the voyeur, and she couldn’t seem to stop herself. ‘Not my fault for looking. But I’m sorry if I offended you.’


‘I forgive you,’ he said, that same level of mirth in his voice. He moved his other hand out from behind his back and—


Oh, God.


If only the cracks in the pavement would widen enough for her to slip inside.


He handed a large square of white material back to her. ‘You dropped this.’


He was returning the white cloth she’d lent Tahlie. Not coming to tell her off for being a pervert.


‘Thank you,’ she said softly as she took the wrap that now had tiny blades of grass clinging to the soft muslin. She placed it in its usual spot underneath her pram—carefully, this time—and took a deep breath, ready to leave. ‘Well, I am sorry again. For … you know.’


‘Checking me out,’ he supplied, rather unhelpfully.


She glanced at his chest again—it really was quite impressive—and gave a polite nod, waiting for him to get off the footpath so she could be on her way without running over his toes.


‘You don’t need to apologise to me.’ He grinned with the kind of brash confidence that only young men seemed to have. ‘Perhaps you should apologise to your husband though. Or your boyfriend.’


‘I don’t have one.’


‘Partner? Girlfriend? Significant other?’ he pressed.


‘It’s just me and my baby here.’ She inclined her head toward the pram.


‘Cute kid.’ He craned his neck forward to see—giving her space, she noted, instead of stepping closer to look.


‘Yes. I think she is too.’ Samantha looked lovingly at her little girl, who obligingly waved a little fist at her. Her blue eyes sparkled even under the shadow of the pram’s hood.


‘I don’t have any kids,’ the man said.


‘You are rather young,’ Samantha said. ‘Not that there’s anything wrong with having children young! I just meant—’


‘It’s okay.’ The man laughed again. ‘I know what you meant.’


Samantha pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose, shaking her head. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t usually put my foot in my mouth quite so many times in the one conversation.’


The man winked. ‘It’s the lack of shirt, huh? It’s kind of distracting.’


‘Yes! It is!’


He gave a one-sided smile, as if perhaps he’d baited her into the confession, and something too much like sunshine flickered to life in Samantha’s chest.


She laughed and he chuckled along with her, then she waved toward the mower. ‘Anyway, I don’t want to keep you. Seems like you’re in the middle of something.’


‘Not quite the middle. It was a pretty good time to be interrupted, actually.’ He winked. ‘I was about to use the whipper snipper but I need to thread the line first—and I’m pretty bad at it. It’s my least-favourite part of the job.’


Oh. ‘Let me do it for you.’


Surprise widened his eyes. ‘You?’


Samantha shrugged. ‘If we’re quick, I can. I do it at home all the time.’


‘That’d be amazing. Thank you.’ The man jogged over to a small shed by the outside toilets, then jogged back, whipper snipper in one hand, a line of electric orange cord and a pair of garden clippers in the other. He gestured toward the grounds behind them. ‘I’m still pretty new at this.’


‘You’re doing a good job. The alternating grass lengths are very impressive,’ she said politely, then took the cord and leaned the whipper snipper against the low brick fence that ran alongside the path. This sort of work required patience, a steady hand, and it was the kind of thing she thrived on. In a few seconds, she had the cord threaded through, and she gave the tool back.


‘Thanks.’ The man took the piece of machinery and spun it around, admiring her handiwork, she supposed. Pride rose inside her chest, warming her from the inside out. It was nice to be appreciated—


But she shouldn’t be enjoying his attention quite so much. Her focus was Jayde. She didn’t need a man like him distracting her, even though she doubted it’d been intentional on his behalf.


‘You’re welcome. Now, if you’ll excuse me, we should get out of the heat,’ she said, nodding toward the footpath.


Something flashed in the young man’s eyes. ‘Shall I walk you to your car? Just in case you drop anything else?’


She arched one eyebrow. Was he teasing her again? Making fun of an older lady with a child? ‘I’m not going to my car. And besides, I’m capable of getting places myself.’


‘I’m sure you are.’ He placed his hand—large, with long fingers ingrained with dirt—on the hood of her pram. ‘Anyone raising a child by themselves is more than capable of a lot of things.’


‘Thanks,’ Samantha said, her eyes on his hand as it tapped once, twice on the hood, then moved off. ‘Enjoy your mow.’


‘Enjoy your walk,’ he replied, and this time he did turn his back on her. A few minutes later, the roar of the lawnmower disrupted the silence and Samantha continued on her way.


Well, that had been a bit awkward. But as she walked, the encounter flitted to the back of her mind and thoughts of the calendar came up again. Could she pose nude to raise money for a service that would benefit other parents? That would benefit her baby?


Samantha would do anything for her child.


She may have been new at this—but she already knew that.


After you lost the love of your life, prioritising family was easy.









Five


Rhea


Breast milk was the cure for everything. Well, everything coconut oil couldn’t fix, anyway, Rhea thought as she adjusted her muslin baby carrier. She smeared some milk over a little patch of red on Kai’s skin as she finished feeding. There. The eczema would clear up in no time.


‘And just to confirm, in the calendar, you’d all be … naked?’ Jane asked, her eyes scanning the circle of mothers in the room.


‘Yes. It would be a celebration of motherhood and women’s bodies,’ Rhea supplied, then addressed the other mothers once more. ‘Of course, only those who were comfortable with being naked would do this. Again, I wouldn’t expect you all to be involved.’


‘I’d be keen,’ Lizzy said.


‘Me too,’ another woman replied—Tracey, Rhea thought her name was. A few other women put up their hands, confirming their involvement.


‘Sorry, guys. I need to sleep on it.’ Radha, the local veterinarian, scrunched up her nose. ‘I know that’s putting a dampener on things, but it’s a lot to consider.’


‘I can tell you right now that posing nude isn’t for me,’ the mother of the twins said. ‘But I was a graphic designer before I went on maternity leave. I could design it if you’d like? I’d love to support the cause.’


‘That would be amazing. Thank you,’ Rhea said. That was six yeses, one no, and one maybe, as well as Tahlie and Samantha, who hadn’t really confirmed involvement either way—if the plan went ahead, of course.


‘Will the centre’s name be on the calendar?’ the nurse asked.


‘I think so,’ Rhea replied. She wouldn’t want people to think the mothers were taking profit for themselves.


‘Then we’ll have to run it by the board first.’ The nurse winced and leaned against the exposed brick wall, removing her glasses and rubbing the bridge of her nose. ‘They can be quite traditional when it comes to things like this.’


‘“Things like this” being women and what they should and shouldn’t be allowed to do with their own bodies?’ Rhea asked, pulling Kai close to her chest, Oliver’s comment about her capabilities still fresh in her mind. ‘There are some extraordinary women in this room. There’s nothing we can’t do. Look at Tracey! She delivered her own baby on the side of the road. And Olive—she used to be an Olympic swimmer.’


‘And you used to own the biggest candle company in the country.’ Jane sighed and shook her head. ‘You don’t need to convince me, Rhea. I just don’t think you’ll be able to convince them. But if you do manage to sort out all the particulars of the project and put something in writing, you could take it to the board when they meet this Friday if you’d like. Let me know if you want to and I will add it to the agenda.’


‘I will.’ Rhea nodded, calmly. Jane wasn’t wrong. Aside from the modelling, there were a lot of logistics to work out for a shoot.


‘That’s settled then,’ Jane said. ‘Now, ladies, I’ll be setting up a social media group for you all this afternoon. And I’ll organise a group phone call for this time next week since it seems our in-person meetings have been suspended.’


‘Temporarily,’ Lizzy muttered darkly, and Rhea squeezed her friend’s hand in support. Surely they could find a solution.


‘Before you leave here, I want you to remember that motherhood isn’t easy.’ Jane made eye contact with each woman in the room. ‘But that’s what we’re here for. You will hear a lot of things from these women who’ll join you on your new baby experience—many of them of a private nature. This is a group where you can share your hopes and dreams and confide your deepest secrets.’


A chill ran down Rhea’s spine. She held Kai closer to her chest.


‘We will all look out for each other.’ Jane nodded toward the door. ‘I’ll speak to you soon.’


The room erupted into a bustle of activity again. As Tahlie placed her baby gently back into her capsule, Rhea’s phone buzzed, and she pulled it from her pocket.


Cole: Sorry. Been called into work early, and it’s going to be a long shift. See you tomorrow.


Oh.


Well, that was disheartening. She’d been hoping they could spend some time together that night, but when you had a new business, you had to give it your all. Rhea knew that.


That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt.


Rhea: No worries, my love. I hope everything’s okay xx


That was what a supportive wife would say—and that was who she wanted to be. A supportive wife. A good mother.


She lightly closed her eyes and took a deep breath—inhale, exhale—trying to slow any of the negative thoughts that may have been lurking in the recesses of her mind.


Beside her, Tahlie fiddled with the straps of her baby capsule, but every time she tried to click the seatbelt on, it twisted around. Her child’s face squished up, clearly upset about this interruption to his sleep.


‘Here.’ Rhea leaned over and deftly clicked the belt in place while holding Kai to her chest as most of the other women left the centre.


‘How did you do that? First you made him stop crying, and now you’ve defeated this contraption, one-handed. You’re superwoman.’ Tahlie cocked her head to the side. ‘And did I hear you used to own a candle company?’


‘Yes.’


‘Not … not Rhea’s Candles … is it?’


Rhea shrugged one shoulder, smiling. ‘That’s me.’


‘I love your scents! The Hiding a Hangover candle was amazing. And the Fuck Off and Let Me Read tealight …’ Tahlie giggled. ‘It was really good craic.’


‘Thank you,’ Rhea said, smiling. ‘I’m so glad you like them. It was a big part of my life for so long.’


‘Why’d you stop? You sold it, didn’t you?’ Tahlie bit her lower lip. ‘Is that rude to ask?’


‘No. Not at all.’ Rhea walked toward the door to the centre, Tahlie by her side. ‘When I fell pregnant with my first child, I took a step back from the business. But I sold when we found out we were expecting this little guy.’ She ran a hand over the fuzzy black hair sprouting like alfalfa from Kai’s head. ‘And it meant we could invest in a business for my husband. He supported me while I followed my dreams for so long, staying at home with our Athena. Now it’s his turn.’


‘Wow. You’re both so creative and clever.’ Tahlie pushed the pram through the automatic door into the reception area. ‘Do you miss it at all? The business?’


Every single day.


‘A little,’ she hedged. ‘But being a mother is enough.’


It was. It absolutely, truly, 100 per cent was.


And raising two kids was no easy feat, especially now that Athena had started school. The homework was a lot, given her young age, but it was the play dates and parties—they were what really surprised her. It seemed that almost every weekend, something else came up.


‘Anyway, what about you? When did you move here?’ Rhea asked, happy to change the subject and throw some attention away from herself.


‘Just before we gave birth—near two months ago now.’


‘Where did you and Hamish meet?’ Rhea asked, curious.


‘We met in Sydney, then moved here when he got the new job.’


‘Wow.’


‘It was a good promotion. He’s quite excited about it,’ Tahlie agreed, but Rhea shook her head.


‘I meant wow, it must have been hard giving birth so far away from anyone you knew.’ Rhea stopped in front of the doors, wanting to make sure her words reached the other woman. ‘I think that’s amazing, Tahlie.’


‘It … it wasn’t easy,’ Tahlie said softly.


‘I can only imagine.’ Rhea patted her pockets, feeling her yoga pants for her phone, then pulled it out. ‘Why don’t we swap numbers? Hamish must work some long hours. Maybe we could get together sometime outside of mothers’ group. Or perhaps Cole and I could have you three over for lunch. I think he used to play football with Hamish, back when they were younger.’


‘That would be great. I’m sure Hamish would love that,’ Tahlie said in that quiet, gentle way she had. She entered her number into Rhea’s phone just as Eli started to wail again. Tahlie’s eyes widened in panic. ‘Sorry. I better run. I—’


‘It’s fine.’ Rhea took her phone back. ‘I’ll be in touch.’


Tahlie gave a nervous wave and rushed her baby out of the centre.


Rhea turned to follow but paused when she reached the advertising board next to the centre’s entrance. Rows of colourful pamphlets were lined up like soldiers in training, some in perfect order, others a little out of line. She scanned the headlines: counselling services for teens, respite care information, baby sleep sessions, infant massage, a pamphlet promoting the community centre’s rooms for rent and—


‘Wedding photography?’ Rhea scrunched up her nose as she plucked the flyer from the board. It seemed an odd thing to have promoted at a place like this.


‘It’s Barry Rodgers’ nephew’s new business,’ Jane said as she walked past, ice bucket in hand. ‘Barry’s chairman of the board.’


And president of the fishing club.


‘So his nephew can advertise in the centre,’ Rhea replied, flicking the flyer over to view the other side. The photos were really good—not just the standard bride-and-groom-staring-dreamily-into-each-other’s-eyes type, but full of personality. In one, the bride laughed, her groom’s arm around her waist as if he’d just slipped it there to support her. In another, the bride and groom danced with so much lust in their eyes, Rhea was surprised the flyer didn’t erupt in smoke. Barry’s nephew truly had talent—but it still seemed an odd thing to be promoting in a community centre.


‘If you know anyone needing wedding photos done, I’m sure he’d be available,’ Jane said, nodding to the flyer. ‘He’s only just moved to Hickory Creek, so he’s not exactly flooded with bookings.’


‘Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind,’ Rhea said and replaced the flyer, then stepped out into the unseasonably hot spring sunshine.


The smell of freshly cut grass greeted her, and she took another deep breath. How amazing that she could have this—a beautiful baby, time to bond with him, and all this freedom to just be. No candles to make or social media to post. No deadlines to adhere to or interviewers to respond to.


It was just her and Kai and Athena. And Cole, her husband, who got to follow his dream now, which was great.


Motherhood was magical. This was a gift.


So why did she feel a little … empty?









Six


The mothers


From: Rhea


To: Hickory Creek Mothers’ Group


Hi ladies,


I just wanted to check in and see how everyone’s doing.


Also, I’ve been thinking more about this calendar. I think it really has legs! We need to do something to try and save this group for us and for mothers in the future—and to save the important sessions for infants and toddlers too.


The more I think on it, the more I like the idea. We’d not only be saving the services but also be celebrating women’s post-baby bodies in all their perfectly imperfect glory. How fabulous is that?


There are still a few things we’d need to sort out before we can properly pitch it to the board. Thanks again, Maya, for volunteering to design the calendar, but we’d obviously need a photographer. And I’ll need to calculate the printing costs to see if we could make this work. Oliver has sent me the quote for the air conditioner that the centre needs, and it’s certainly pricey.


Finally, I just wanted to reiterate that if anyone wouldn’t want to be involved, please let me know. There’s no shame in not wanting to participate—I understand that this idea may not be for everybody.


Love and light,


Rhea


From: Lizzy


To: Hickory Creek Mothers’ Group


Of course I’m in! And I think I speak for all of us when I say that. Giving back to a centre that helps so many mothers is such a noble cause. Let’s stick it to the man!


And it’ll be basically like wearing a swimsuit, really, since nothing will be actually seen in the photos.


(It’ll probably be more decent than that nip-slip shot someone took of me that somehow made it into the high school yearbook!)


From,


Lizzy


From: Lizzy


To: Hickory Creek Mothers’ Group


Now that I think about it, I’m sure it was Hamish who took that photo! And look at him today—district commander! He’s come such a long way. Tahlie, you must be so proud.


Lizzy









Seven


Tahlie


Tahlie sighed and took another large wrap from the pile, then spread it out on the living room floor, ready to origami it into a small square. She was proud of Hamish. She was sure of it. But she was also … folding washing. Missing her old life. Missing her mam.


Perhaps now that they were living in the country, they’d be able to save enough for a trip home so she could introduce Eli to her mother.


Speaking of …


She grabbed her phone, clicked on the monitor app. Yes. He was sleeping in their bedroom. Snoring, of course, and—ugh, he was on his stomach. Was she supposed to go in and flip him over? But they said you shouldn’t wake a sleeping baby. And Eli so far had made that nice and easy by engaging in minimal sleep.


She groaned as she placed the phone back down beside the pile of already folded muslin cloths. Maybe she should leave him? Just keep an eye on him?


‘What’s wrong?’


She jerked her head up. Hamish’s frame filled the doorway, his shoulders stretching against his pale blue shirt, his pants still crisply ironed despite the day’s wear.


‘Nothing. Just trying to decide if I should wake Eli or not,’ she replied, folding the muslin and then placing it on the pile of them that were ready to be put away.


‘Leave him.’ Hamish shrugged, as if it was that simple, and perhaps it was. She’d made a mountain out of a molehill.


She glanced up at Hamish again. ‘How was work?’


‘I’ve had a helluva day. Paperwork, paperwork, paperwork,’ he answered as he strode to the fridge, took out a beer, cracked open the can and placed it on the counter. ‘Stand up.’


Tahlie frowned and got to her feet. ‘Why sh—ah!’ she squealed as he scooped her into his arms, swinging her around as they twirled in a lovers’ embrace.


‘That’s what I like to see. Your smile.’ Hamish laughed, gripping her tight. Tahlie held his nape, and when their lips met in a kiss, her heart beat faster. She loved him—loved him so much in moments like this that it hurt.


Even if they had been arguing more than usual lately. They were both just … tired. Adjusting to life as parents and in a new town.


‘How was your mothers’ group?’ he asked when he finally set her down on the white marble floor.


‘It was good. Everyone seems to know you, of course.’ She smiled, and he raised an eyebrow.


‘Yeah? Like who?’


‘Rhea—from Rhea’s Candles. You know, the ones with the funny names?’ She grinned, thinking of the woman who’d been so kind to her that morning.


‘Yeah, Rhea. Think she’s married to Cole, a guy I used to play—’


‘Football with, yes—she said. But how come you never told me you knew her?’ Tahlie asked. ‘I used to buy her candles all the time.’


‘Didn’t think it was that exciting, to be honest.’ He took a long sip of the beer then placed the can on the coffee table. ‘Who else knew me?’


‘Everyone,’ Tahlie replied as she sat back on the plush white rug again. ‘Some woman named Lizzy?’


‘Ah, yep. Legs Lizzy. I remember her.’


‘Because of her long legs?’ Tahlie asked, trying to align that image with the shorter woman she’d met that day.


A smirk lifted Hamish’s lips. ‘Pretty sure the nickname was less to do with their length, more to do with her willingness to open them.’


‘That’s so cruel.’ Tahlie frowned as she placed the final folded wrap on the pile.


‘She did her bit in earning that reputation.’ Hamish sank back into the white couch. ‘Anyway, the session was good? Did you learn anything?’


‘Yes. We shared our birth stories, and another mother helped me while I was feeding,’ Tahlie said, then sighed. ‘But the centre’s trying to cancel the sessions and move them to the phone.’


She told Hamish the details of the black mould, the insurance, and of course, the fishing club.


‘Good! I don’t want that toxic stuff near my son.’ Hamish slammed his can on the coffee table.


‘Well, actually, some of the women want to do this fundraiser. Make a calendar to raise money to buy a new air conditioner for the community centre. Then we could keep the mould away and ensure the other programs for parents can continue,’ Tahlie said.


‘Sounds time-consuming. Don’t you mums have enough on your plates?’


‘I suppose.’ Tahlie folded a cute little shamrock onesie this time, thinking of the look in Rhea’s eyes when she’d first suggested the idea. ‘They all seemed pretty excited about it. Maybe some of them are looking for a project outside of motherhood to work on.’


‘What about you?’ Hamish asked, one eyebrow raised. ‘Are you going to help with it?’
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