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They were going to be on time today. Fleck just knew it. She finally had a system. Sam’s school uniform and Norah’s kinder clothes had been laid out the night before. They were both awake and eating breakfast. Sam’s hair was brushed. Alice was also awake and painting herself with toast fingers in her highchair. Library bags were packed and she had even remembered to clean both the lunch boxes.


It was when she was tying Norah’s hair into two neat plaits that things started to go wrong.


‘I can’t find my other shoe,’ said Sam.


‘I’m sure it’s there. We laid it out, remember?’


‘It’s not here.’


‘It’s not a shoe.’ This was Norah chiming in.


‘Check under the couch.’


‘Nope.’


‘Are you sure it’s not there? Did you check all around?’


‘Yep.’


‘It’s not a shoe.’ Norah again.


‘Well, did you move it?’


‘Nope.’


‘Well, where can it be?’


‘Are you cross, Mummy?’


‘No. No, I’m not cross. I’m just confused. Why did the shoe decide to go off on a holiday by itself?’


‘You’re funny, Mummy.’


‘Okay, Norah, that’s your hair done. I’m going to put the lunches together. Sam, you keep looking for your shoe.’


‘It’s not a shoe! ’


Fleck began loading the two lunch boxes with sandwiches and snacks. The fruit bowl was bare, despite having been full yesterday, but Fleck had a backup plan: she reached into the pantry, took out a Vita-Weat box and shook out two mandarins.


Norah’s eyes lit up at the sight of the two pieces of fruit. ‘I want a mandy!’


‘No, Norah. We need these for kinder and school. You can have one for your fruit break.’


‘I want a mandy NOW!’


‘These are the only ones left. They need to go in the lunch boxes.’


‘You go to the fruit shop.’


‘There’s no time. I’ll get some more later, but we have to go to school soon.’ Why was she having this conversation? Why was she negotiating fruit shortages with a three-year-old?


Alice, sitting happily in the highchair, made a noise that could only mean one thing.


‘Sounds like it’s nappy-change time for you, young lady!’


Fleck had just finished applying the nappy cream when she heard a colossal crash from the family room. She quickly placed Alice in the cot for safekeeping and rushed to the scene of the crime. It wasn’t as bad as it had sounded. Sam, while vigorously searching for his lost shoe, had toppled a basket of clean washing over the floor. Matthew’s business shirts and Alice’s bunny-rugs lay unfurled across the floorboards. It was a mess, but that wasn’t the main problem.


‘Norah! ’


A picture of innocence, the small child sat primly at the table in her favourite Batman t-shirt. She gazed back at her mother with her enormous brown eyes, blinked her impossibly long lashes and continued to clumsily peel one of the mandarins. ‘I’m hungry,’ she said, stone-faced.


‘No.’ Fleck lifted Norah out of her chair and placed her at her original place at the table in front of her half-finished breakfast. ‘If you’re hungry, you can finish your toast.’


‘NOOOOOOO!’ Norah stormed out of the room.


Fleck gazed forlornly at the half-peeled mandarin. There was already a small bite mark in one of the segments. Now what was she going to pack for fruit break? Did she have time to cut carrot sticks? Norah wouldn’t eat them, but at least Fleck would look like she’d made an effort.


‘Mummy!’ Sam said. ‘I still can’t find my shoe! It isn’t anywhere!’


Fleck opened the fridge and peered into the veggie drawer. ‘Just keep looking.’


The carrots in the fridge were pretty sad. But what if she finished peeling the mandarin and broke it up? She could put the unbitten segments in one of those little containers from the plastics cupboard. Done!


She was on her hands and knees digging into the back of the cupboard when it struck her: things were a little too quiet. All she could hear was Alice babbling and giggling in the next room. Where was Norah?


‘I can’t go to school with no shoes on!’ Sam stood in her path, bouncing from foot to foot.


Fleck stepped quickly around him. ‘Hold on a minute.’


Norah and Alice were sitting side by side in Alice’s cot. Alice’s skin was white as snow. She gazed haughtily up at her mother like some tiny French aristocrat while Norah continued to apply zinc cream to her chubby arms and legs. Norah, meanwhile, had at some point liberated her plaits from their restraints. She doggedly persisted in her costume design pursuits beneath a frenzied halo of red hair.


‘Norah! ’


Norah shot her a defiant glare. ‘Alice is Mr Freeze.’


Fleck cocked an eyebrow. ‘Naughty step.’


They were already running behind. Three minutes on the naughty step for Norah would throw them out even more, but it had to be done.


Alice, who had been enjoying her stint as the Crown Prince of Chilblains, did not take kindly to the warm face washer. Fleck soon discovered that lotions designed to repel moisture were near impossible to wash off. It was 8.49am. Fleck hunted for a long-sleeved onesie in the laundry, the nappy bag and the upstairs chest of drawers, then zipped Alice’s still mostly white limbs into it. Nobody needed to know.


Sam stood at the door, looking to be near tears. ‘I don’t have any more places to look. I can’t find my shoe!’


Fleck looked at her son. Something clicked into place. ‘It’s not a shoe,’ she murmured under her breath.


‘What?’


‘Hang on a minute, Sam.’ With Alice on her hip, Fleck strode across to the step where Norah was perched. She crouched down to look her in the eye, ignoring the loud popping sound her left knee made.


‘Norah, where is Sam’s shoe?’


‘You can’t talk to me. I’m on the naughty step.’


‘Is it not a shoe?’


‘Not. A. Shoe,’ Norah repeated emphatically.


‘Then what is it?’


‘Batmobile.’


‘Batmobile?’


Norah gave a firm nod. Fleck stood up and walked to the toy box. Inside it was Sam’s shoe. Inside Sam’s shoe was Batman, looking coolly impressed with himself in his new black leather vehicle.


It was 8.58am – well past time to go.
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Technically, having a coffee at George’s Kitchen was supposed to be her reward for a successfully executed school run. Fleck often set up systems of reminders and rewards to coax her brain to focus on boring things. But it didn’t always work. On mornings like today, when they’d stumbled in after the bell with Sam before dropping Norah off late at kinder, her hair in a messy bun, Fleck still went to the cafe. The thing was, she needed the coffee more on the mornings when she’d failed. And it all came down to how she defined success, really. Were all three children alive? Yes? Were they naked? No? Job done. Strong latte, please.


George was busy with some takeaway orders as Fleck slipped into the cafe and set Alice’s capsule down at her favourite corner table. While she waited, she got out her exercise book, in which she’d been nutting out her morning routine. Fleck carried an exercise book around with her for to-do lists and meal plans and drafts of notes and random thoughts. She called it her ‘everything book’. She examined her nightly to-do list now. Having clothes laid out the night before had worked well, but next time she should put the shoes out of reach. And the zinc cream out of reach. And the rare lunch-box items out of reach.


George placed Fleck’s coffee on the table. ‘I’ve got one for you.’


‘Ooh! What is it?’


‘There are four countries in the world that have only one vowel. Can you name them all?’


‘Ooh, that’s a tough one,’ Fleck said. Then, ‘Chad!’


‘Chad is one. Can you name the rest?’


‘Give me a minute.’


She flipped the page over and started scratching out answers to the riddle. This was far more interesting than the morning routine. As she scoured her memory, made lists and turned the problem around in her head, she felt her brain slip into that sweet spot. This was a good puzzle.


If there was one thing that Fleck Parker loved, it was a puzzle to solve. She wasn’t fussy. Sometimes it was the codebreaker in the Sunday paper. Sometimes it was the Friday cryptic. Sometimes she even pulled out a maths textbook and brushed up on logarithmic functions. But it was never the word finds or sudokus, or the one where you had to guess the song from all the little sound bites. Okay, maybe she was fussy.


‘This is hard,’ Fleck announced. George had returned to the counter and was making his own morning coffee. ‘Niue has only four letters but three of them are vowels!’


‘Niue’s not a country!’


A new knot of patrons arrived. George always maintained that making himself a coffee was like a rain dance for attracting customers. As he took their orders, Fleck continued to play with the problem. She stayed away from South America. They all seemed to have vowel-heavy names. Was it some obscure Caribbean country like Saint Kitts and Nevis? She’d be in trouble if it was.


‘Egypt!’ Fleck exclaimed.


‘Egypt is another,’ George said as he passed a tray of takeaway cups to a portly man in a suit.


Alice stirred in her capsule but slept on. Fleck continued to scribble in the margin of the page. ‘Does “Czech” count? As in “Czech Republic”?’


‘Have you ever heard anyone call that country “Czech” by itself? No. Czech Republic does not count. I think it’s Czechia now anyway.’


‘Ugh.’ This was hard. It was delicious, but it was hard. Of course, her phone was right there. She could easily just google a list of the world’s countries. But she didn’t want to. She knew she could solve this herself, even if it took some time. But she would take a break from it for now. She stored it carefully away in her mind to play with later. Then she grabbed the newspaper from another table.


This was definitely the best table in the small cafe. In this seat, with her back to the wall, Fleck could chat to George and easily look out both windows. On her right was busy Highett Road, with its trucks, buses and occasional tram, and straight ahead was the smaller Peppercorn Street – with its collection of shops, their racks out on the footpath – which real estate agents loved to describe as having a ‘village feel’.


Fleck flipped forward to the puzzles page of the paper. She snapped a photo of the crosswords and brainteasers to look at later. They weren’t the supreme Friday crossword, but they were still worth a look. Sometimes she would get obsessed with a particular type – acrostics or nonograms, say – and spend every spare moment on it until she had completely mastered the form, after which it was too easy and she became sick of it. Then she would abandon it entirely for a new obsession.


It was like her brain was constantly itching for the perfect problem to solve, when her brain clicked into rhythm. She became completely absorbed, investigating, turning things over. The perfect problem was rare, but it was wonderful.


She flipped back to the front of the paper and started reading the news. The second wave of takeaway orders dwindled away. Fleck was now the only customer in the cafe.


‘Quiz?’ George called.


‘Quiz!’ Fleck rifled through the pages to find today’s twenty-five questions.


Doing the quiz was another rain dance for making customers arrive, but today they managed to make it through the one-point and two-point sections without interruption. Fleck was preparing to read out the first of the three-point questions (‘Which Australian capital city was once known as Palmerston?’) when George narrowed his eyes and squinted across the road – the big road, that was – at the new cafe.


‘What is their story?’ he muttered. He strode out from behind the counter to get a better look through the window. Fleck followed his gaze.


‘Five staff on and zero customers. Look: there are five! And they’ve had a full roster since seven! Who puts all their staff on that early? I do not understand their logic.’


It was true. The cafe across Highett Road was bustling, but not with customers. Staff in aprons straightened signs, dusted counters and paced around empty tables. Meanwhile, Fleck knew the answer to the question. It was Darwin.


George shook his head slowly. ‘They are a textbook case on how not to run a cafe. I really feel like I should go over and give them some advice. And they should have gone with a different name. “Espresso 312”? Not very creative!’


‘Well, the other cafe is too creative.’ Fleck gestured at the large cafe on the other side of Peppercorn Street. ‘It’s like they went through a multi-step process to arrive at “dangermouse”. Step one – find an obscure nostalgic reference. Step two – make it all one word. Step three – remove any capital letters. Step four – open your brand-new edgy cafe.’


George chuckled and shook his head. ‘Yes, because opening a cafe is definitely that simple. I’m going to think up some new names for them. Stay tuned.’ He walked back to take a tray of croissants off the counter and slotted them into the display fridge. He shot another look at the cafe across the road as he straightened. ‘But look at them! I definitely want to give those new guys some advice. It’s driving me crazy watching them make such simple mistakes.’


Fleck laughed. ‘Don’t give them advice! They’re the competition! You’re too nice, George.’ Palmerston changed its name to Darwin in – when was it? 1911? 1912? – after Federation, anyway. It was when the Northern Territory was transferred to the Commonwealth. Before that, it was all part of South Australia. They needed to get back to the quiz so that she could show off.


George smiled. ‘I’m not stressed about their competition just yet. Yesterday they didn’t open until ten. And they left their deliveries just sitting there on the doorstep for almost an hour! That’s very unprofessional.’


George put his hands on his hips. He was a large man with a neatly trimmed beard. His black hair was not yet turning grey, even though he must have been in his fifties. ‘You’d think, with that many people on, they could get someone to fix that graffiti. That’s been there all week!’ He gestured to the side of the cafe where a large tag in a dull purple scrawl defaced the bricks. ‘I’m going to call the council on them. You can’t leave graffiti up. You have to nip it in the butt.’


Bud, Fleck thought. You nip things in the bud. Like flowers on a basil plant. Fleck only ever corrected people’s grammar in her mind. This was the best policy for maintaining friendships. Anyway, ‘nip in the butt’ was funnier. She pictured George in his apron, with massive lobster claws instead of arms, chasing a hapless graffiti artist who was covering his backside in fear.


The bell jangled. More customers! Fleck sighed. No more quiz today. At least they’d made it through most of the questions. Plus, it was time she got going. She packed up her things and carried her cup over to the counter. George rang up her purchase.


Fleck tapped her card on the side of the reader. It beeped. ‘Cyprus!’ she exclaimed.


George beamed. ‘Cyprus,’ he confirmed. ‘I’ll see you soon.’









CHAPTER TWO
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Fleck had become used to the facial expression people made when she told them her job was being a stay-at-home mum: a benign smile, a blink and then an almost imperceptible withdrawal from the conversation. Even as the other person delivered platitudes like ‘it’s the hardest job in the world’ and ‘my hat goes off to you’, their eyes were surreptitiously scanning the room for somebody more important to talk to.


She was hoping things might be different now that Sam had started school. School would provide new friends, new social activities. Perhaps now Fleck would no longer feel so adrift as a mother, like she was making it up as she went along. Perhaps this was what she needed for things to click into place. It had only been a couple of weeks so far, but Fleck looked forward to the effects kicking in.


Tuesday’s morning routine was easier. The mornings when she didn’t have to get Norah ready for kinder were always easier. They were on time. Fleck needed to make the most of it. She was going to Connect With The Other Parents. Today she would make an effort. After all, Fleck was much more likely to remember what day Casual Clothes Day was or what brand of art smock she was expected to buy if she had some school parents she could exchange friendly texts with.


Sam and the other preps still looked so tiny compared to the other kids at school as they all filed in through the gates. Dwarfed by his schoolbag, he walked down the hill to his classroom ahead of Fleck. Most of the children at Our Holy Redeemer Primary, Paradise Heights, had come from the two larger kindergartens, so Sam – who had gone to the small community kinder on the other side of Musbrooke Highway – was on his own. Within days of starting school, however, he had befriended a little boy named Joseph.


Fleck hadn’t met Joseph’s mum yet, so she kept an eye out for her. She imagined a tall African lady with braided hair. Somebody effortlessly stylish. Perhaps she should have Joseph over for a play. Or were playdates just a kinder thing?


Fleck had been trying her best, but she wasn’t great at keeping track of all the school parents so far. She had only just worked out that the woman with chin-length blonde hair and sunglasses was in fact three different women. They just looked very similar to each other. Now, whenever one of them approached, Fleck scrabbled desperately around for distinguishing features. Which child is she with? What dog is that? And there were two dads who she’d thought were the same person too, except one was tall and the other was short. But they were both called ‘Paul’ anyway, so she could get away with confusing them.


A cluster of mums, dads, grandparents and other carers stood chatting around the bag hooks outside the classroom door. Sam ran past them to join a group of older boys who were playing with a basketball. Fleck drew a deep breath and sidled in as casually as she could. They were discussing a TV show.


‘Cynthia’s going to get voted out soon, I just know it.’


‘I don’t know. She’s pretty sneaky. She’s playing the long game. I don’t trust her.’


‘But did you see what Lachlan did in the immunity challenge?’


‘I could not believe that. Ugh. I hate Lachlan.’


‘Lachlan? I love Lachlan! He’s my favourite!’


Fleck smiled brightly and nodded along. She had never seen an episode of the TV show in question. A man with a scruffy beard responded to this. Milo’s dad.


‘Yeah, I like Lachlan too. But he’s gone and aligned himself with Fiona, which is a mistake, I think. He’s going to regret that.’


‘Do you think he has the hots for her?’


‘Nah. He’s just being strategic. But it’s a mistake.’


Fleck would probably have to watch a few episodes of this show before her next on-time school run. She should put it on her to-do list. And also find out what the show is called. For now, she could bluff.


‘Definitely a mistake,’ she piped in.


The tall brunette, Will’s mum, pursed her lips and frowned. ‘Why do you think it’s a mistake?’ she demanded.


Fleck hesitated. ‘Because, well, Fiona,’ she said, with what she hoped was a significant nod.


Will’s mum narrowed her eyes. Then she nodded. ‘Exactly. Exactly.’


Fleck grinned. Then she got cocky. ‘And how about that immunisation challenge?’


Milo’s dad looked confused. ‘Immunity challenge?’


‘Oh. Um. Yeah. Immunity. Immunity challenge. Yeah. Except I think they should do an immunisation challenge for their immunity challenge. Everybody gets assigned a cranky baby and an angry toddler and they have to queue up at the Maternal and Child Health nurse for measles shots. Lachlan wouldn’t last five minutes.’


This didn’t garner much reaction from the parents. Milo’s dad seemed to shrug, but not with his shoulders. He shrugged with one corner of his mouth. Was that a good thing? Was she in? Sam, meanwhile, was running around the group of Grade Two boys with their ball. He thought he was playing with them. They seemed unaware of this fact.


One of the prep mums emerged from the classroom. She was tall and slim, with vivid turquoise hair piled on her head. Her eyes were also a vivid blue-green. She wore a long, classic trench coat over what looked like a 1940s silk nightgown. She paused at the display of cellophane jellyfish, pulled out her phone and jabbed at it. Then she reached into one of her large coat pockets, pulled out a piece of crochet work and started hooking. There would be no danger of Fleck ever confusing this woman with anybody else.


‘Anyway, I just think Cynthia’s days are numbered.’ Will’s mum spoke with authority. She knew Cynthia. She was across everything.


Fleck was fairly certain Green-Haired Crochet Lady’s name was Trixie. She wasn’t sure how she knew that, but she did. Trixie yanked at the yarn that seemed to be coming out of her coat pocket and continued working, her brow furrowed.


‘I dunno. I think Cynthia’s planning something. It’s the quiet ones you have to watch.’


A grandmother had stopped to talk to Trixie. They made an odd pair. Trixie was tall and whimsical. The grandmother wasn’t as tall but had the grave dignity of a Shakespearean actor.


‘It’s going to get ugly when the alliances break down. It always does.’


‘Oh yeah. Alliances.’ Fleck nodded and tried to look like she had some idea of what they were talking about. She had no clue.
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After Sam had been safely deposited in his classroom, Fleck steered Norah and the pusher to the school office.


There were already two people waiting at the counter when she got there: Trixie with the Turquoise Hair and the grandmother from earlier. At least, Fleck assumed the other lady was a grandmother, but that was the tricky thing. There were parents who had children later in life, who were older and sleep-deprived, and there were young grandparents who had access to all manner of age-defying treatments. You couldn’t always tell which was which. And you didn’t want to get it wrong. Still, Fleck was almost certain that this lady was the grandmother of Asher, a boy in the other prep class. Fleck smiled at the two women. ‘Are you here to show your Working with Children cards so you can volunteer in the classrooms?’


Trixie smiled and shook her head. ‘No, we’re both here to get things sorted for the Button Line.’


Fleck felt cold all of a sudden. ‘The Button Line? Oh, I remember getting a notice about that. Was I supposed to bring something? I completely forgot!’


‘Relax! It’s not till Friday. You bring money in an envelope.’ Trixie looked at her appraisingly. ‘That’s hard work, though, isn’t it? Finding cash and remembering to send it along with your kid?’


Asher’s grandmother shot her a warning look. ‘Trixie …’


‘No, but I’m just saying. It’s true, isn’t it? Finding cash is a pain. Wouldn’t it be easier if you could pay with a card? You would probably even pay more if you could pay with a card.’


The older woman crossed her arms. She seemed to be making a stand. ‘It’s no great imposition to put money in an envelope. It’s how we have always done it.’


Trixie ignored this and continued to address Fleck. ‘You would, though. Getting cash out is a pain in the butt. Most people would rather just pay with a card.’


‘Leave the poor woman alone. You’re confusing her. It is cash only. It has always been cash only.’


Trixie pursed her lips. ‘We live in a cashless society, Helen. I bet parents would pay heaps more if they could just tapitty-tap-tap.’


Asher’s grandmother – Helen – crossed her arms. ‘Well, it’s a moot point anyway. We don’t have the means for them to tap.’


‘Yeah, but we could get the means.’


Helen frowned. ‘That’s enough, Trixie.’


Fleck considered their arguments. ‘I never have enough cash when I need it,’ she said. ‘If I were more organised, I’d keep a little jar of cash I could raid for this sort of thing.’


‘That’s a very good idea.’ Helen gave an approving nod. ‘They’re not hard to set up.’


Fleck shook her head. ‘They’re not hard to set up. Setting them up isn’t the problem. I have set up so many little jars of cash. But I keep losing them or spending them or Norah gets her hand on one and uses it to play shops and the money ends up scattered under the couch.’


Trixie smiled broadly in recognition. ‘Yes! Or they think the vent in the wall is a vending machine and feed all of the coins into it. My boy did that to me once.’ 


Fleck laughed. ‘Yes! This is why we can’t have nice things!’


Trixie peered at Fleck. ‘So, let’s assume your last jar of cash has been absorbed into the household chaos. Would you take us through the steps you would have to take to have cash on Friday?’


Fleck shot Helen a semi-apologetic look. In this point-scoring exercise, she had chosen a side. She was not Team Helen. She was Team Trixie. ‘First, I would need to go to the ATM and get some money out.’


‘The one ATM left in town,’ Trixie interjected.


‘The one ATM left in town,’ Fleck confirmed. ‘And it’s in that really awkward spot on the main road which is the worst when you have kids. You don’t want to leave them in the car, but it’s hard having them there with you when there are cars zooming past and you’re trying to hold their hand but also get your money. It’s the worst.’


Helen smiled politely. ‘True, but you’d just be getting a bit extra out. You’d be going to the ATM anyway, wouldn’t you?’


Fleck and Trixie looked at each other, then shook their heads and giggled. ‘Nobody gets cash out anymore, Helen. What’s the next step?’ Trixie asked.


Fleck considered. ‘Next, I would need to find a way to break the note. Some place where they don’t mind you paying with cash. After that, I would need to find an envelope and a pen that works.’


‘I filled a school form out with a green crayon once,’ Trixie announced. ‘My pens had all staged a mass walk-out from my house.’


Fleck nodded. ‘After all of that, I would need to consolidate cash, envelope and working pen to form a little package for Sam to take to school. And then I would need to remember not to leave the little package on the kitchen table on Friday morning.’


‘That is a lot of steps.’ said Trixie.


‘It is, altogether, too many steps!’ confirmed Fleck.


Trixie turned to address Helen. ‘I’m telling you, Helen, we need to start getting some machines that can take cards. It will make everything so much better.’


Helen shook her head firmly. ‘And I’m telling you: we are doing just fine. We have been running this fundraising drive for thirty-five years and I won’t have—’


Helen paused. Julie, the school secretary, had appeared with another woman. ‘Here we are, ladies. Chelle Griffin is our acting Outreach Coordinator. Chelle, this is Helen Greythorn and Trixie McAuley. And you’re Felicity, right? Felicity … Flanagan?’


‘Felicity Parker, but my son’s last name is Flanagan. I didn’t change my name when I married.’


Fleck stepped forward and gave Julie her Working with Children card to photocopy while the younger woman, Chelle, smiled at Helen and Trixie.


‘Hi there,’ she said. ‘I’m still finding my feet in this role, I’m afraid. I’m still not fully across what happens at the Button Line. I know that it’s a house competition and it raises money for a charity. Are the buttons actual buttons?’


‘Yes. Don’t worry about the buttons. We provide those.’ This was Trixie.


Helen shot Trixie a look. If this look had a name, it would be called ‘Children Should Be Seen and Not Heard’. Then she cleared her throat. ‘It is a fundraising exercise. The children collect donations for the Society. Each dollar raised buys them one button.’


Chelle nodded. ‘And what do they do with the buttons?’


‘Well, Friday is the competition. It is set up in the gymnasium. There are four lines, one for each house, and they compete for the longest button line. Last year, Mackillop house won.’


‘Okay. And the money raised goes to the Many Hands Society. That’s the craft shop on Peppercorn Street, is that right?’


‘Well, yes and no,’ Helen said. ‘We run the craft shop in order to raise money for the Society. The Society itself is an organisation that provides assistance to women from low-income and crisis situations. We have had a relationship with the school since the Society was first founded in the 1980s.’


‘Back when Helen was a school mum!’ Julie chimed in as she came back to the counter.


When Fleck was putting the card back in her wallet and preparing to leave, Trixie pulled away from the group and spoke to her. ‘If you’re around on Friday morning, we could definitely use some more parent helpers. Babies welcome.’


Fleck smiled broadly and nodded. ‘Sounds like fun!’









CHAPTER THREE
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The best part of Fleck’s day was the Wordle line-up. On a good day, she played it while drinking her morning coffee. Fleck would sit and frown at the grid as the mystery word slowly revealed itself. She usually got it in three or four guesses.


There wasn’t always time for puzzles in her day. Some days were relentless onslaughts of spills, tantrums, nap-dodging, mischief discovery, face-wiping and general-purpose disaster management – Fleck was a stay-at-home mum to three small children, after all. 


Of course, ‘stay-at-home mother’ wasn’t really an accurate description. She never stayed at home if she could help it. ‘Full-time mother’ sounded strange as well. It wasn’t as if mothers who had jobs were ‘part-time mothers’. Using terms like ‘CEO of the Home’ and ‘Principal Domestic Engineer’ sounded at once twee and oddly defensive. She was a mother. That was what she was and that was what she did. And she didn’t have any other job outside the home. Unlike her husband, Matthew, who went into the office most days, Fleck’s days were spent feeding, wiping, changing, washing, scraping, folding, stirring, pegging, sweeping, singing, bouncing, spooning and saying ‘Put that down’ in a nice voice. Sometimes her job meant working tirelessly without a break, only to get to the end of the day and feel like she had accomplished nothing at all. Most days, the only puzzle she got to solve was the mystery of what was making the car smell bad.


But Wordle was a game perfectly suited to Fleck’s stage of life. You could play it between multiple interruptions. You could keep visiting it throughout the day. It would just wait patiently for you to be ready. Or sometimes, you could solve the whole thing before your second sip of coffee.


She had tried, once, to download an app that promised free and unlimited Wordle-style puzzles. She wouldn’t have to wait for a new one every day. But ‘Word Tile Plus’ just wasn’t the same somehow. Nothing was the same as that fresh, unsolved puzzle delivered to her phone each morning, like virtual warm bread.


Fleck knew how it could be when something was a craze, and she could already see how this little word game was becoming more niche, less mainstream. Not everyone played Wordle these days. But then, Matthew was still an avid Pokémon Go player, even though the world seemed to have left that behind long ago. Fleck was sure she would be the same with Wordle. She would never give it up. Wordle was life.


Getting it in two moves was at once exciting and a bit of a let-down. This was exactly why you needed the Wordle line-up. Fleck was always trying out other -ordle games that other people recommended to her. Some of them would become a permanent fixture on the line-up; others would stay a few weeks but not last the distance. There was one of these games that she had come to love even more than Wordle. It was called Waffle.


Waffle was a bit like Wordle, with its use of five-letter words and green and yellow tiles, but the premise was quite different. The waffle was like a knot to be gently untangled, swapping letters until a grid of six intersecting words was revealed. So much of solving a Wordle came down to luck, but it was possible to get a perfect score every time in Waffle using nothing but skill and logic. Of course, you needed to think several moves ahead, holding several possibilities in your mind at the same time before shifting a single tile, but this was part of the challenge. A perfect score gave you five stars. Fleck got five stars on most days. It was her special skill. It was also possible to go back to the archives to replay any games that you’d missed, or to improve a score. Fleck’s Waffle archives were now at 100 per cent played, 100 per cent five stars. Her streak was 398: Waffle Master.


What would happen when she hit 400? In the past, as her streak climbed ever higher, Fleck had progressed from bronze, to silver, to gold. At one point she’d been on the diamond team. Later, she became a Waffle Wizard. Would she get a new emoji at 400? Or would she have to wait till she hit 500? She could not wait to find out.


On some days Fleck tore through her puzzle line-up on a single cup of coffee and itched for more, but there were also days filled with so many interruptions and small disasters that the puzzles remained untouched until just before bed. That was when they became a little consolation prize for a hard-fought day.


Today, though, Fleck sat in the school reflection garden after her business in the office. The bench here was perfect for breastfeeding: the exact depth and width required, and with good back support. Norah was happily playing on the play equipment. Alice had settled in for her feed. Fleck had a Moment.


Wordle wasn’t loading. Why was Wordle not loading? Her moment would be over soon. She needed her daily fix of puzzley goodness. A quick Google search told her what she needed to do: go to settings and clear cookies. Fleck followed the steps, then tried Wordle again. Success! Today’s answer was JELLY. Fleck got it in five.


Alice was still feeding and Norah was happily twirling on the spot. Fleck had time for another puzzle. Waffle was nice and difficult today. She frowned at it for ages before she made her first move. She made one misstep when she mistakenly thought the down word on the left-hand side was TONIC. It was, in fact, TUNIC. Still, somehow she managed to make up the lost ground and finished with five stars. A perfect score. Fleck smiled to herself in satisfaction, then she stopped and gasped in horror.


There, in the results, her streak was not 399. There, in the results, her streak was one. Her streak was one. How was this happening? She hadn’t lost. She hadn’t lost yesterday either. Her score yesterday was five stars. Her streak yesterday was 398. How had she lost her streak? How?


Of course. The cookies. The stupid cookies. Fleck hadn’t realised when she had cleared the cookies and cache that she would also be wiping all evidence of her Waffle success. It was all gone. It was completely lost.


Later, she would blame breastfeeding hormones, but it wasn’t that. She couldn’t help it. She tried to hold it back, but it was definitely happening. She could feel it coming. Fleck started crying. And not delicate silent tears escaping out the sides of her eyes. Fleck was sobbing. Proper snorting, shuddering sobs. She might have actually said ‘Wahh’ at some point. It was an ugly cry.


There wasn’t anyone else around. At least, she didn’t think there was. She didn’t realise there was somebody else until the somebody else plonked down right beside her. It was one of the mums. Had she noticed Fleck was crying? She must know. It was obvious. Fleck wanted to disappear. To dissolve completely into water and run off down the drain.


It was Trixie, the woman she’d met in the office before. Up close, Fleck noticed that Trixie was very pretty and slightly odd. She had thick, curling eyelashes and large earrings shaped like dangling fried eggs. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘What’s up?’


No. No, this was the worst. She couldn’t admit to what she’d been crying about. But what could she say instead? Her mind was blank. Should she invent a sick aunt? Or a dead pet? Or a pet aunt? Wait: scratch that last one. Should she pretend she hadn’t even been crying at all? That she was just washing her face in an unconventional way? Some TikTok beauty cleanse trend? Trixie was looking at her.


Fleck sniffed and used her free hand to brush her face dry. ‘It’s nothing. It’s silly.’


Trixie shrugged and adjusted the large claw clip behind her head. Her hair really was a vivid colour. ‘You can still tell me, if you like. I mean, if it’s not confidential.’


Fleck barked a little laugh. ‘It’s definitely not confidential. It’s just something so small I shouldn’t be crying about it.’


‘Yeah, but you are crying about it, so it must be a bit important.’


Fleck shook her head. ‘It is so not important. I can’t believe I even got upset about it. It’s nothing.’


Trixie nodded and waited. After a moment, she pulled a ball of yarn and some crochet on a hook out of her coat pocket. She began to stitch. She was working on something that looked like a little blue cup.


Fleck swallowed. ‘I mean. It’s so silly. I like doing these Wordle puzzles every day, and it wasn’t working today, so I tried to fix it, but as a result I lost my streak. I mean, that’s it. I’m crying because I lost my streak on some game.’


She was aiming for a lighthearted, self-effacing laugh. Instead, to her horror, fresh tears sprang to her eyes. What was wrong with her? She shook her head. ‘I don’t know why it’s upsetting me so much.’ She paused and drew a ragged breath. ‘It’s just that it’s my one thing that I like. The one thing I’m good at. It’s the only thing I do for me all day. Everything else is for other people.’ She gave a little hiccuppy gasp, then her tears subsided.


Trixie made a sympathetic grimace. She continued stitching for a while and then paused to rest her hands. ‘I don’t think the problem is that you were getting upset about something silly. I think the problem is that you don’t do enough things for yourself. Do you have any hobbies? And you’re not allowed to say that you think hobbies are stupid.’


Fleck paused. In her mind, a small voice said, But hobbies are definitely stupid. She chose not to say this out loud. Instead, she said, ‘I don’t have time for hobbies.’


‘Nobody has time for hobbies unless they’re intentional about it.’ Trixie tugged more yarn from the ball. ‘And that’s the thing: as women, we are conditioned to eschew the things that give us joy and pleasure. You should definitely get yourself a hobby. Otherwise, the patriarchy wins.’


‘I’ve never heard anyone say “eschew” in real life before,’ Fleck said. She gave Alice’s ear a stroke with her thumb to wake her up. Alice gave a little start, then continued to feed. ‘I don’t know what I would do for a hobby. I don’t even know what I like anymore. I feel like I’ve stopped being a person. I don’t know. It’s like motherhood came at the cost of my personality.’


Trixie counted the stitches around the rim of her blue crocheted cup. ‘I don’t think a person with no personality would be having a good old teary about their Wordle streak status.’


Fleck sighed. ‘Actually, it was my Waffle streak, but same-same.’


Alice finished feeding on the left side. Fleck eased her upright. Though floppy with sleep, Alice immediately emitted an enormous belch, then looked startled. Both women laughed.


‘Joseph used to do that,’ Trixie said. ‘He was such a tiny baby, but he did the most enormous burps.’


Fleck gasped and smiled. ‘Oh, are you Joseph’s mum? Sam has been talking about Joseph every day of the week.’ It was funny. She hadn’t expected Joseph’s mum would be white. Joseph looked African, but she supposed he must be multiracial.


‘Are you Sam’s mum? Joseph loves Sam! I know we met in the office, but I’ve forgotten your name already. My name is Trixie, though I suppose I’ll be known as “Joseph’s Mum” till the end of my days.’


Fleck eased Alice into her baby capsule and strapped her in. ‘I’m Felicity, but everyone calls me Fleck.’


‘Fleck? Not Flick?’


‘I did get called Flick a little bit when I was younger. I got lots of nicknames. My school friends used to call me Facility and Faculty. My mum called me Felicity June. My dad sometimes called me Velocity and Ferocity. My brothers called me Nosy. Actually, they still do call me Nosy. Nosy Parker.


‘I can’t remember who first called me Fleck, but it has stuck. I don’t know why. My husband, Matthew, thinks it’s because I’m small and vivid,’ she gestured to her masses of red curls, ‘like a fleck of paint.’


Trixie nodded. She sang a song Fleck didn’t recognise under her breath and continued adding rows to her cup. Fleck watched her for a minute. ‘What are you making?’


Trixie grinned. ‘It’s a budgerigar, of course. Can’t you tell? I just need to do the grey bit here, and the eyes and beak, and the wings down here …’


Fleck frowned. ‘I can’t see it.’


‘I don’t have any with me to show you what they look like when they’re done. I need to carry about one of those “see what I prepared earlier” models. Maybe you can come to the shop sometime when you’re free to see some finished ones.’


‘What shop?’


‘I sell these at Many Hands. You know, the little shop on Peppercorn Street?’


Fleck had seen the shop; it was on the same street as George’s Kitchen. But, she told Trixie, she had never actually ventured inside.


‘It’ll be open soon. Do you want to come see my budgies now? Come on. An excursion will do us both good.’


Fleck paused and thought. At home was a sink full of dishes and three baskets of washing to fold. Her cutlery drawer never stayed closed – it just floated open again whenever you tried to shut it. There was something wrong with it. And then food dropped into it off the bench and it got all grotty. She couldn’t face the housework and the gaping cutlery drawer just yet. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s go see your budgies.’









CHAPTER FOUR
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‘This place is a bit of a crafter’s paradise.’ Trixie opened the front door of Many Hands, setting the shop bell off with a jaunty tinkle. ‘I mean, some of the stuff they have is a bit old-fashioned and fussy, and they definitely overdo it on the lace sometimes, but all the pieces are handmade, plus they sell supplies as well.’


Although Fleck had often looked in the window of Many Hands as she walked up Peppercorn Street to George’s Kitchen, she’d never been inside. The little shop was beautiful, but it was not pram-friendly and, while the shelves were filled with children’s clothes and toys, the intended market was clearly wealthy grandparents and not Fleck.


Fleck paused and crouched down to Norah’s level. ‘Okay, Norah, what’s the rule?’


‘You can point but don’t touch,’ Norah parroted obediently.


‘That’s right. And what’s the other rule?’


‘Stick to Mummy like glue.’


‘Stick to Mummy like glue. Let’s go.’


Trixie held the door open as Fleck backed the pusher up the steps and into the shop. Norah immediately raced to the other side of the shop, picked up a knitted gnome that was almost as big as her and carried it back to Fleck, jostling a stand of glass earrings in the process. ‘Look, Mummy! Santa!’


Fleck parked the pusher in the corner and scooped Norah up, stuffed gnome and all. She put the blue character with its traffic-cone hat back on the shelf with its bearded brothers. She cast a guilty look at the lady behind the counter, a silver-haired woman in her seventies, but she was busy sewing patches and did not look up.


Trixie, meanwhile, was striding around the shop in search of something. When she found it, she stopped. ‘Hey, Bev,’ she barked.


Bev continued to stitch and did not look up. ‘Hay is what horses eat,’ she said tartly.


Trixie rolled her eyes. ‘Do pardon me, Miss Beverley. I wish to enquire after a matter of some urgency.’


Bev raised an eyebrow at Trixie, folded her work together and zipped it into a binder. She lumbered over to the shelves in question. ‘We’ve had to make some changes,’ she said.


‘You mean Helen wanted to move my work into the darkest corner of the shop!’ Trixie’s lips were pressed into a tight line. Her nostrils flared.


Bev rested her hand on the back of one of her substantial hips and tilted her stance. She peered up at Trixie. ‘This is Helen’s shop, Trixie. She’s allowed to move the stock around.’


Trixie’s dark eyes flashed. ‘This is the Society’s shop,’ she said. ‘Helen is just another worker here, despite what she’s managed to convince everybody. And this isn’t even all my stock. Where are my embroideries? Surely you didn’t sell all five of them this afternoon. Where did they go?’


Bev drew herself to her full height, which really wasn’t all that tall. Despite her newfound allegiance to Team Trixie, Fleck couldn’t help but feel a passing twinge of short-girl solidarity. ‘Your cross-stitch displays have been moved behind the counter.’


Trixie’s mouth dropped open. ‘What? Why? I got rid of the sweary ones! These ones all had clean language. They were fine!’ She stormed towards the shop counter and disappeared behind it. Moments later, she appeared with her arms full of small embroidery hoops. She began setting them back on the shelves. Each cross-stitch design had words embroidered in flowing script, in a ‘home sweet home’ style. Alongside rosebuds on vines and daffodil sprays were phrases like, Please leave by nine, or Carry yourself with the confidence of a mediocre white man, or Bite me.


Trixie straightened a display hoop that proclaimed, A woman’s place is in the Revolution. ‘FYI, I sold the sweary ones off my website and made an absolute mint. The patterns too. You guys are missing out.’


‘I really don’t think you should be putting those hoops back, Trixie. Helen said—’


‘Just because Helen is the boss of you, doesn’t mean we are all required to bow down to the Cult of Helen. I refuse to convert! I refuse!’


‘What on earth is going on?’ Helen, in a stylishly cut silk blouse and tailored trousers, appeared in the doorway of the back room. Trixie wheeled around to face her patrician rival. ‘Helen. Explain to me why my stock is hiding back here when yesterday I had it on the shelves near the register.’


‘I don’t think I need to explain anything. That stock belongs to the shop. You donated it. It no longer belongs to you. I have the right to move stock around to where it will best sell.’


‘How on earth is this the place where it will best sell?’ Trixie exclaimed. ‘You can barely see it here. You could easily walk past and not even notice. And why were my embroidery hoops behind the counter?’


‘They are inappropriate—’


‘I took out the ones with swearwords. See?’


‘They are still inappropriate. They do not fit with the tone of this shop.’


‘Why do you get to say what the tone of this shop is? What if I disagree?’


‘I find it curious that after a mere three months of volunteering here, you consider yourself an expert on the matter.’


‘It has been five months, and you know it,’ Trixie hissed.


‘Yes, well for me it has been thirty-seven years,’ Helen said (Trixie: ‘Oh, here we go!’). ‘And that amount of time has given me a bit more perspective on this shop’s culture – on what our customers want.’


‘But the stuff is selling. So customers must want it.’


‘It cheapens our brand. We are not some novelty shop selling hens’ party gimmicks. And I do not believe that actively insulting our customers is ever a wise business move.’


Fleck cleared her throat. ‘I really like—’


Helen continued talking loudly as if Fleck hadn’t said a word. ‘The cartoon characters are fine, I suppose, but they are not really our style.’ Fleck looked to where Helen had indicated with a dismissive wave of her hand, and she could see that they were crocheted in Trixie’s more modern style – there were figurines from various fandoms including Yoda, Captain Picard, Luna Lovegood and assorted Doctors Who. ‘We don’t need to confuse people. They can be in the shop, but they don’t need to be front and centre.’


‘Oh, thank you. Thank you so much. You will let me donate my work to the shop, will you? You are generosity itself.’


Fleck tried again. ‘If you ask me—’


‘Do you see, Beverley? This is what I was talking about when we were discussing attitude problems.’ Helen spoke to Bev, but she looked straight at Trixie.


‘And my budgies?’ Trixie demanded. ‘What have you done with my budgies? I brought my friend here specifically to show her my budgies.’


Fleck swallowed. If she’d known that budgie-viewing was going to be such a contentious event, she wouldn’t have insisted on seeing them. She began to say something placatory, but Helen cut in over the top of her.


‘There is a lot of stock in this shop. You are far from the only maker who donates. I cannot be expected to keep track of every piece that comes through these doors. I’m sure your budgies will turn up. Now if you will excuse me, I have work to do.’ Helen turned on her heel.


Trixie groaned out an elaborate sigh. Then she turned to Fleck. ‘Would you like a cup of tea in the back room?’


‘Tea and coffee facilities are for staff use only.’ Helen delivered this parting shot over her shoulder.


‘I thought you had work to do, Helen.’


Helen chose not to respond to Trixie’s comment. 


Bev sighed. ‘You two really bring out the worst in each other, you know,’ she said to Trixie. She adjusted a small orange coat on its hanger. It was made from an upcycled woollen blanket. Then she turned to Fleck: ‘You really are welcome to stay for a cup of tea. Helen has just been dealing with some difficult people on the phone all morning. She didn’t mean to be short with you.’


Fleck smiled apologetically. ‘It’s fine, really. I don’t need tea.’


Bev winked. ‘Everyone needs tea. They just don’t always know it.’


Trixie’s face softened. ‘Thanks, Bev. I didn’t mean to go off at you before.’


Bev shrugged. ‘Go have a cup of tea. Dima’s back there. She brought cake.’
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