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CHAPTER ONE
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Claire tried her best in the supermarket, she really did. The trick, when shopping with two babies and a toddler, was to power quickly through the ‘red zones’ of lollies and chips, to distract as much as possible and to never double back. The only way was forward, ever forward. But even if you followed all of the rules, even if you completely bypassed the centre aisle of lawnmowers and guitar cases, things could go wrong quickly. So it was that she found herself at the checkout queue with an overloaded trolley and an overloaded brain.


Harry was on the floor. He wanted evwerything that was on the shelves by the checkout, from the breath mints and lollipops to the AA batteries and beef jerky. When she refused to accommodate these demands, he laid himself out prostrate, protesting the violation of his human rights. Claire did her best to ignore this demonstration and set to work unloading the trolley onto the conveyor belt. Lily, meanwhile, had reached behind her seat to discover a carton of eggs in the trolley, and had set to work unloading these onto the floor.


As other customers joined the queue behind her with mere armfuls of groceries, Claire waved them ahead, and they stepped around Harry, and the eggs, to make their purchases. After she had cleared out the entire trolley and had waved the fifth customer ahead of her, she scooped up Harry, took him through the checkout and placed him on the floor under the packing bench.


‘You can finish having your tantrum here, darling,’ she said.


A new customer had joined the queue behind her when she returned. He raised his eyebrows. Claire knew he was hoping she’d let him ahead of her, but she couldn’t – she just couldn’t. Studiously avoiding his eyes, she steered her trolley to its position at the end of the register and prepared for the onslaught of packages.


Spaghetti. Butter. Tinned tomatoes. Ice-cream. She grabbed the items as they shot through and attempted to fit them back in the trolley. Apples. Cornflakes. Toilet cleaner. Chocolate. Just ignore Customer Man with his sighs and disapproval. Nappies. Coffee. Milk. Wool wash. By this point, Hope was over it. She wriggled her legs up into the trolley seat and attempted to stand. ‘Out!’ she said. Celery. Brown sugar. Tuna. Frozen peas. Claire worked with her left hand as her right tugged Hope’s foot back into place and held it there. Hope began to cry. Lily paused briefly in her egg tossing to cast a disdainful look at her noisy twin beside her. Beef mince. Baking paper. Bananas. Oil. Harry had grown tired of his tantrum and came over to inspect the commotion. ‘Why is Hope crying, Mummy?’ Toothpaste. Raisin toast. Tissues. Bread. ‘You’re hurting her, Mummy. STOP HURTING YOUR DAUGHTER, MUMMY!’ Lettuce. Teabags. Depleted eggs.


Claire fit the last of the groceries into her precariously packed trolley. Time to pay.


Except that her handbag was nowhere. Nowhere.


‘I, um, appear to be missing my handbag,’ she stammered. ‘Might I go back and see if I put it down somewhere in the store?’


Register Man nodded blandly.


‘You’ve gotta be kidding me,’ huffed Customer Man to no one in particular. Then he stepped in the eggs.
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Awake. As soon as Yasmin realised, before she reached full consciousness, her hand was scrabbling down the side of the bed, grasping for the cardboard box. Quick, quick. Her eyes still closed, she shoved the flaky cracker into her mouth and forced herself to chew. Salt and starch. She swallowed and opened her eyes. Okay. Slowly, she sat up and cautiously ate a few more dry biscuits. Okay.


She got up, stumbled through her wudhu and managed to complete Fajr prayer. A little absently, it must be said, but still better than the half-asleep fumbling that had passed for morning prayer in the past few weeks. And she was definitely on time. Things were starting to get better.


She munched another dry biscuit as she dressed after her shower. The nausea was there, but it was in the background. Good. Better. Clean teeth. Makeup. Hijab.


Watching her reflection in the mirror, she fastened the soft, brown georgette fabric under her chin with a pair of rose-gold magnets. Oh, how she loved her magnet clips. They were a miraculous design, a no-snag, game-changing feat of engineering. She swept one end of her headscarf behind her head and made another fastening, folding the fabric so that the magnets remained invisible. Good. Breakfast.


She didn’t really want to eat anything, but she made herself some tea and toast. She didn’t even butter the toast, but it would do. It was something. She thumb-scrolled idly through her socials. So many ads for crochet patterns, yarn, craft supplies. That’s what happens – you buy one pattern online, just one pattern, one time, and that’s all it takes: you will be bombarded with ads for the remainder of your natural life. Still, it was a break from the bizarre fifty-shades-of-werewolf ads that kept popping up in her feed.


A print-out of the digital download in question, the patient zero that had sparked the epidemic of crochet-themed banner ads, was sitting in a plastic pocket in a bag on the kitchen bench. Yasmin glanced across at the bag. It looked innocent enough. A shopping bag from the local yarn shop, also containing high-quality yarn and a new, soft-grip hook. She had even found a card of ancient pearly yellow buttons in her mum’s button tin and stowed them in the bag too. It was all ready to go. Yet somehow she couldn’t bring herself to cast the first stitch. Her eyes lingered on the bag as she nibbled her toast.


The pattern she’d bought was a vintage one. Classic without being dated or fussy. Yasmin knew that the rich, warm tones of the yarn she’d chosen would give it a modern twist. She needed to get started. She would get started. It was just that—


The front door opened with a clatter and Omar walked in. He called out a greeting and tossed his gym bag into the laundry. As he disappeared to shower, Yasmin got up and flipped on the coffee machine.
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The flier was all typed up, formatted and ready to be printed. Meredith had put her skills to good use. The promotion was clear and easy to read. The graphics were eye-catching and visually appealing.


Her work day had not yet started, even though she was in her office. It was permissible to work on personal projects outside of work hours. While, technically, she was using office resources (the computer, the word-processing software, the electricity required to power her computer), Meredith felt confident that she had not committed an offence. The impact on the company was almost negligible and could perhaps be considered part of the ‘fringe benefits’ of her role as director of marketing at Rivergum Estate. She drew the line at printing and photocopying though. Using the printer or photocopier for personal items was theft, pure and simple.


Meredith liked rules. She enjoyed learning new rules. Road rules, company policies, codes of conduct, rules of etiquette. Meredith pored over these the way another person might devour a good novel. Following clear rules made Meredith feel happy. And the rules had to be clear. They had to be straightforward. ‘Grey area’, ‘wiggle room’, ‘white lie’. Meredith abhorred these terms. How could a lie be ‘white’? What did that even mean? Surely ‘honest’ and ‘dishonest’ were a strict binary, otherwise what was the point? As soon as there were exceptions, the concept lost all meaning.


Meredith also enjoyed reminding others of the rules when they forgot. She considered herself a bit of an expert. It was her duty to share her knowledge.
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Two panicked laps of the store yielded no results. Claire had needed to pull Lily and Hope out of the trolley, which she had abandoned at the register, and the two toddlers were greatly enjoying their newfound freedom, grabbing packages to show each other and clambering into the shelves to sit on a throne of paper towels. The handbag was nowhere.


She returned to the checkout, where Register Man was in the zone, scanning at breakneck speed. ‘I couldn’t find it,’ Claire said. ‘I’m going to check the car.’


Register Man gave a tiny blink of acknowledgement, his scanning never wavering.


As she trudged towards the carpark, it hit her. Of course! The toilet door! The hook!


When they’d first arrived at the supermarket, Harry had taken one look at the man/lady toilet sign and made his announcement.


‘I need to go to the toilet!’


Going out with a child who is toilet training was kind of like carrying around a grenade with the pin drawn. That thing could go off at any time. You needed to have your wits about you.


After manoeuvring the trolley into the ladies’ toilets, Claire had pushed up her sleeves, slung her handbag on the hook on the back of the door and hoisted Harry onto the toilet seat. Then she stood, slightly crouched, ready for anything. It was a false alarm. Harry, it turned out, didn’t need to go to the toilet after all. He was fast becoming a connoisseur of public toilets, and the restrooms beside Aldi were a set he had not yet sampled.


She rushed back to the bathrooms now, smiling. She had definitely left her handbag on the back of the toilet door.


Except, it turned out, the handbag was definitely no longer there. Claire stared blankly at the unencumbered hook as Harry, Lily and Hope investigated the hand-dryer situation. Her mind raced. Perhaps some kindly stranger had handed it in? Or perhaps some lady with a gambling problem had seen it as an answer to her prayers? The toilet was next door to a TAB after all. Perhaps a woman was plonking the handbag on the counter this very minute, saying, ‘Put it all on horse number twelve.’


Claire’s heart started thumping. Lily started crying. What was she going to do?
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Omar was chatting about the receptionist at his practice as he prepared his coffee and made toast. He’d spoken about Brenda before. Middle-aged and formidable, she had been working at the practice for longer than any of the GPs.


‘I mean, if it was just that she was snarky to the doctors and the other receptionist, I wouldn’t mind so much. What gets me is when she’s rude to the patients. She treats patients like they’ve just turned up to ruin her day. And nobody’s brave enough to talk to her about it.’


Yasmin was still looking at the bag of yarn with the pattern and hook. She needed to do this. She had everything she needed. So why couldn’t she get started? She blinked and looked at her husband. ‘Perhaps she is doing the people of Copeton a favour? People will be too scared to get sick. They don’t want to deal with her.’


‘It’s more likely …’ Omar was slapping Vegemite on his toast in thick brown stripes, ‘it is more likely that people will avoid going to the doctor when they need to and their condition will get worse as a result.’


Yasmin wrinkled her nose. ‘How can you eat that? That’s far too thick!’


Omar proffered the toast with a grin. ‘Salty goodness!’


It’s not like she didn’t know the stitches. Chain stitch, double crochet, treble crochet, slip stitch. In her mind, she still used the Urdu terms even though she never spoke Urdu anymore – she wasn’t even sure she still could. It was always English. Even her dad spoke only English now. ‘If you were to say something to her – the doctors are the ones in charge, she’d have to listen to you.’


Omar laughed. ‘No. Doctors don’t know anything, apparently. She considers us inferior. Or perhaps it’s just brown doctors. It’s like she doesn’t trust my medical training. I’m like, dude, I went to Monash. But so what if I did train overseas? There are excellent universities all over the Middle East. Top class. I just wouldn’t go there because I am from Australia. Anyway …’ He screwed the lid onto his coffee mug, gathered up his toast and bag and, after planting a kiss on Yasmin’s mouth, he was out the door.


Yasmin finished her tea and began gathering her things for work. She cast one last look at the bag of yarn. The bag of yarn gazed reproachfully back at her.


Tomorrow, she thought.
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Claire asked at the gift shop and the post office. She even ventured into the TAB. Nobody had turned in a handbag. ‘Go check Centre Management,’ suggested the $2-shop man.


Centre Management, it turned out, was at the opposite end of the shopping centre. By now, she had commandeered an empty trolley and put Harry, Lily and Hope into the body of it. She trudged on, pushing the trolley ahead of her and keeping her eyes forward to avoid meeting any disapproving glares.


As she pushed her unwieldy load ever onwards towards her distant goal, Claire thought. Her handbag. Her handbag with her wallet. She was going to be late for school pickup. She couldn’t call the school to let them know. Her phone was in her handbag. Her phone … and her KEYS! Her keys were in her handbag! She was stranded here with no keys and no phone and no wallet and no lovely red handbag with the pretty striped lining.


It was a very white-faced Claire who sidled into the Centre Management office with her cartload of offspring. She rang the bell and waited.


A woman in a navy blazer appeared. ‘Can I help you?’


Claire’s lip wobbled ever so slightly. ‘I’ve lost my handbag.’


The woman smiled. ‘Can you describe it for me?’


‘It’s, um, red, and—’


‘Here it is!’ The lady jubilantly produced the handbag. Claire had to stop herself from throwing herself at the woman’s feet and kissing her pointy red shoes.


Claire drove her baby-laden trolley straight to the car and drove her car straight to the school. Ben and Piper were waiting at the school office. Claire gave the school secretary a strained smile. Then she rushed everyone back to the car, they all drove back to the shopping centre, all got out of the car and all traipsed into the supermarket.


Register Man was still there, swiping and bleeping for all he was worth.


She approached him. ‘I found it!’ she exclaimed. ‘My handbag, I mean. I found my handbag. I can pay for my groceries now. Where’s my trolley?’ She pulled out her wallet.


Register Man looked uncomfortable. ‘We didn’t think you were coming back,’ he said. ‘All of the stock is back on the shelves.’


Claire stared bleakly at the labyrinth of aisles and queues and half-price specials. She couldn’t go back – she just couldn’t.


‘Mummy,’ said Harry, ‘I need to go to the toilet.’
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The office supplies shop had its usual lunchtime crowd, but the queue moved quickly enough. Meredith sat in her car and looked over the stack of printed fliers, warm in her hands. She had spent a little extra on colour printing, but there was room in her budget – she’d checked. Meredith was on track with all of her goals this year.


She tried to set goals in every area of her life. There was her Career, of course, but there were also Fitness, Finance, Education, Social and Entertainment/Hobbies. This endeavour would cover both Social and Entertainment/Hobbies. She had put so much planning in, she was sure to nail it. She already knew the format for the first six meetings as well as location, logistics, supplies. That was how she operated. That was why she was so successful, even though she was still young.


She didn’t put her name on the flier, and the phone number she supplied was not her work number (using a work phone for personal reasons would be a breach of company policy). She didn’t want anyone to know about this. She didn’t want anyone to know about this until she was ready.


Meredith carefully stowed the fliers in her plastic document wallet and placed it on the passenger seat of her car. When she picked up her lunch box, it was still cool from a morning spent in the office fridge.


Vegemite and lettuce sandwich with a yoghurt that was supposed to promote bowel regularity. Of course, she probably wouldn’t need the bowel-stimulating yoghurt if she made her sandwich on brown bread, but she’d never liked brown bread. She had only ever wanted white bread. Plus, it gave her lunch a pleasing aesthetic. A sort of minimalism. White sandwich, white yoghurt, white boiled egg. It would be nicer if her yoghurt spoon were also white. Tomorrow maybe. Her lunch box was teal green, but that was right. A white lunch box would be too much. Teal was the perfect backdrop to set off the white tableau. She ate it slowly in her car in the Officeworks carpark. Meredith did not enjoy lunch-room banter.
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She was early. For the first time that week, Yasmin had actually arrived at work early.


It felt good to unzip the jade-green book protector and pull out her hardcover bullet journal and black-ink pen. She had neglected this for too long. She flipped past the pages with random notes, meal plans, prayer intentions and lists of books she planned to read. Time to get her swirling thoughts out of her head and onto the page.


In the top left corner, she wrote the tasks she needed to get done (‘Treasury report’, ‘Stage three proposal’, ‘Tuesday meeting notes’). In the top right, she wrote a list of the people she needed to contact (‘Skype Meesha’, ‘Email Mum’, ‘Text Marion’, ‘Call plumber’). In the bottom left, she wrote a shopping list (‘milk, bleach, dry biscuits, BIN LINERS!’). In the bottom right, she wrote errands and appointments (‘Op shop run’, ‘Cake for Qur’an group’, ‘Meal for Dad’, ‘Baby doc 5.30pm’). When everything was written down, Yasmin sat back and surveyed her work. Her entire life, reduced to neat black dot-points. It was very satisfying.


At 10.30, she felt like she could manage a cup of tea and a muesli bar without throwing up. In the tea room, she fell into conversation with Jeremy from Approvals. To be fair, it wasn’t her fault. She didn’t see him coming before it was too late. And once you were in, it was hard to find a way out, short of pointing and saying, ‘What in the world is that?’ and dashing away while he wasn’t looking.


‘Ms Malak.’


‘Hello, Jeremy.’ Oh my goodness, we’ve talked about this: call me Yasmin. Yasmin. It’s not hard. Rhymes with ‘Kathleen’, maybe, if you have a lisp.


‘I just wanted to ask you a few questions about the rezoning of the retirement village.’


She summoned a smile. ‘Fire away.’ At least this conversation was work related. Last week it had been a full fifteen minutes on the comparative benefits of E1-class and C2-class trams.


‘So, the Catholics run the nursing home now, and they need council approval to turn it into a refugee processing centre.’


She blinked and swallowed a mouthful of muesli bar. ‘Um, no. Not a refugee processing centre. The units in question are in a residential area zoned for seniors. Max Kolbe are applying for a two-year permit to house families and single women in these units. These refugees have already gone through all the paperwork. They’ve been processed.’ She winced. She hated that word. It reminded her of plastic cheese and lunch meat.


Jeremy squinted and frowned. ‘Okay. Wait. Who is Max Kolbe?’


Yasmin sipped her tea. ‘He was a Catholic priest who was interned, and later executed, in Auschwitz in the Second World War. He volunteered to die in the place of a young father.’ She was being deliberately obtuse, but she couldn’t help herself: he should know all this. ‘St Maximilian Kolbe Ministries, however, is a Catholic agency that deals with social welfare. They’re the people who have been applying for the zoning approval.’ We’ve talked about this already. I know we have.


‘Wait, I thought it was the nursing home people who wanted that.’


Allah, give me strength. ‘Okay, yes. This is a joint initiative from two independent agencies. You have Aikenhead Healthcare – they’re the ones who run Vincentian Hospital and this nursing home – and you have Max Kolbe. Two agencies, one project.’ Just like in the clearly set-out email I sent you last week. It’s all there, buddy.


‘So, what do we say to residents who are worried about their rates being used to house refugees?’


‘We say it’s fully funded by these agencies. There are no rates involved. They’re just asking for zoning approval.’ Is he TRYING to get under my skin? Surely he’s not actually this stupid?


‘Okay, well, should we really be kicking our old people out to make room for refugees? Shouldn’t we look after our own first?’


‘The units have been empty for a while now. And they’re designed for independent living, not assisted. That’s why they want to use them.’ Perhaps, if she concentrated hard enough, she could will the conversation to be over. Oh, no: here it comes. There’s the stupid smirk. Let’s hear it.


Jeremy scrutinised Yasmin’s forehead, studying her light-brown hijab. ‘It’s funny, I always think that maybe you have bright pink hair under there and we wouldn’t even know. Maybe you have a mohawk! And nobody would know!’


Yasmin smiled weakly. Why the same joke every time? And why was he always asking the same questions about her use of the sick bay room for the Dhuhr and Asr prayers? Did he feel like she needed him to point out the ways in which she was different from everyone? Maybe he wasn’t happy with her lukewarm response and was trying again in the hope that he might get a better reaction. Next time, she would burst into hysterical bouts of laughter, clutching her sides, slapping the bench, unable to speak except to croak out the words ‘Pink … hair …’ in appreciation. Stop it. No, really, stop it. You’re killing me.







CHAPTER TWO
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After her disaster day at Aldi, Claire shut herself in the laundry. The laundry floor was hard and cold. She hardly noticed. Her back against the washing machine, in a miniature city of crumpled clothing towers, she sat in a pool of brightly coloured yarn, intent on her task. This was going to look awesome. And it made up so quickly. The yarn slowly unravelled as it slid through her hands: DC, DC, increase, DC, DC, increase, DC, DC. She pulled out her phone to double-check the pattern. Yes. All good. She was flying along.


There was a knock at the laundry door. She froze. ‘Claire?’ It was Peter’s voice, Peter was home. What time was it? The laundry door opened. Peter peered down at his wife. The yarn spilled away from her in all directions. She probably looked like a murder victim in some performance art piece that used wool to symbolise gore. He blinked. ‘Claire, why are you knitting on the laundry floor? Are you hiding from the children?’


She looked up at him. ‘First of all, this is not knitting, it’s crochet. You should know that by now. One hook, see? Not two needles. It’s a completely different craft. Second of all, this is a new pattern I just discovered. They’re like rainbow stacking cups, but they’re crocheted! I’m going to make a whole bunch to give as presents.’


He raised his eyebrows. ‘And third of all?’


Her smile wavered. ‘Third of all, I’m definitely hiding from the children.’


‘Did you know they’re watching The Simpsons?’


‘Kind of.’


‘And they’re eating cereal straight out of the box.’


‘Oh.’


‘I thought you said The Simpsons was off limits?’


‘Mmmm.’


‘And where are the twins?’


‘Asleep.’


‘But it’s six o’clock!’


‘Mmmm.’


‘They’re never going to sleep tonight!’


She resumed stitching. DC, DC, DC, increase, DC, DC, DC, increase.


Peter disappeared from the doorway. Claire finished the base and began building up the sides. One DC stitch in each stitch, all the way around.
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In a way, you might say it all began when Ben was three years old and got gastro. Waiting in the twenty-four-hour doctor’s surgery, Claire picked up an ancient copy of Lovely Homes with a five-page crochet special. Surrounded by blank white walls and bland corporate furnishings, she was transported to a world of colour and texture. Her fingers itched to create such lusciousness.


When she’d stopped at the supermarket afterwards to buy sports drinks and children’s paracetamol, she’d also bought red 8 ply yarn and a 4mm crochet hook. That night, as she stroked her son’s sweat-damp hair, she looked up YouTube tutorials on her phone. It wasn’t long before she had hooked up her first wonky granny square. That was the beginning.


And now she was obsessed. No trip to the shopping centre was complete without a pilgrimage to the haberdashery store. Of course, not all shopping centres have haberdashery stores these days, which is why she’d started shopping at Highton Hub, which had a Discount Craft. It was worth the extra distance to go to a place where she could immerse herself in the aisles of yarn, hooks and patterns, before doing battle with the supermarket.


She was surprised at the intensity of her own fervour. She would glimpse a pattern on Pinterest or Ravelry, a baby hat with rabbit ears or a nifty basket or an adorable stuffed dinosaur, and she would be seized with an intense desire to bring it into being. Perhaps it was her repressed creativity striving for an outlet; perhaps she just wanted to achieve a little success in her life and have something to show for her efforts. At any rate, she always crocheted while she sat in a waiting room, watched a movie or travelled any distance (as a passenger, that is – although, even when driving, she was sometimes tempted at red lights to grab her workbag and get a few stitches done).


It was the rhythm she loved. Somehow, the steady building of stitches, the predictability of following a timeworn pattern, smoothed her tangled thoughts. For once, her fingers were at work making something, instead of swiping a glowing screen.


When she wasn’t crocheting, she was looking at what to crochet next. Apart from her jaunts on Ravelry and Pinterest, she discovered a wealth of blogs where people shared pictures and patterns of the things they made. Some of them talked about their lives as well, and Claire found herself being drawn into these personal worlds. It was a comfort to know there were others like her. She found herself wondering if Jane from Confessions of a Yarnaholic had chosen colours for her blanket yet, and when Sara from Adventures in Hooky Land would have her baby.


Her favourite blog of all was Beautiful World. It was pure visual inspiration. Siobhan, the blog’s writer, didn’t publish as often as some of the others, but she could usually be relied upon to post every Thursday afternoon, around four o’clock. To Claire, Siobhan seemed to be the perfect blogger, the perfect mother, the perfect woman. She was more guarded about her personal life than some of the other bloggers, but that only made Claire more intrigued. She imagined Siobhan had long dark hair and mysterious eyes. And her home would be decorated so tastefully, and it would always smell of baking artisan bread. And she would be thin, but effortlessly so. The images on her blog were so beautiful. In some perverse way, Claire took comfort in the thought that, despite her own many failures, somewhere out there, somebody was doing domesticity right.


Beautiful World gave Claire the pattern for crochet snowflakes. Claire loved to make these because they looked so intricate, yet hooked up so quickly. She could finish one in a little over ten minutes. There was no risk of them ending up in the Drawer of Shame.


The Drawer of Shame was the place where Claire eventually hid all of her unfinished projects. And there were a lot of them: those ridiculous pink slippers she had tried to make for Piper, but the fluffy yarn was almost impossible to work with and now they would be too small for her anyway; the poor little toy Labrador, lying in pieces with his polyfill guts hanging out; three blankets that Claire had eventually lost patience with; and various other sad objects, some with balls of yarn still attached, many with only ten minutes more work needed before they would have been complete. The problem was the constant deliciousness of a new idea. It was always more exciting to start a new project than to plod away with one whose appeal had gone stale. And there were so many luscious new ideas out there.


Claire didn’t know anyone else who liked to crochet. She fantasised about living in an Anne of Green Gables novel where women got together to sew and knit and crochet and gossip. They would swap patterns and show each other new stitches, and it would be okay just to knock on someone’s kitchen door and have a cup of tea with them without making an appointment. But then, there were no washing machines or vacuum cleaners in an Anne of Green Gables novel. Or indoor plumbing, for that matter. Claire struggled enough as it was to keep a tidy house; she would never have managed in Anne land.
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When Peter reappeared, he was wearing a T-shirt and tracksuit pants. ‘Sooo,’ he ventured, ‘what’s the plan for dinner?’


Ugh! That question!


Peter tried again. ‘You went to the shops today?’


‘Yes.’


‘So we have dinner options?’


‘No.’ Claire thought of her groceries, swiped through the bleeper and stacked in the trolley and now neatly returned to the supermarket shelves. She could feel the tears coming. There was no stopping them.


‘What’s the point of me? What is the point of me?’ she hiccupped. ‘What’s the point of being a stay-at-home mum if I can’t keep a tidy house?’ She looked around for a tissue, then wiped tears away from her eyes impatiently with a pink sock. ‘I just feel like I’m failing at everything. Everyone else has these perfect homes and jobs and families and I keep getting it wrong. I’m getting it all wrong!’


Peter stepped awkwardly around the piles of clothing and sat down on the floor beside her. ‘What do you mean “everyone else”? All your Facebook friends?’ he said.


‘Not just my Facebook friends! My blog friends, too!’ she shot back.


Peter was quiet for a minute. ‘I think you need some real-life friends,’ he ventured at last.


She sniffed. ‘I know. I’ve been trying with the school mums, but it’s hard work. We just don’t have that much in common.’


Peter stood up suddenly. He strode out of the room and came back in with his laptop case, fishing around in the pocket. ‘I saw this flier at the supermarket,’ he said, retrieving a small piece of paper and presenting it to her. ‘Crochet. That’s what you do, isn’t it?’


She looked at the flier. Copeton Crochet Collective (no knitters please). The group met at the scout hall on the other side of town. And it was on a Tuesday night, once a month.


‘I’m free to look after the kids this Tuesday, if you want to go,’ Peter said.


Claire sniffed and nodded. Then she picked up her crochet. Only three rounds to go.
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Stuart Willis was having a bad day. He’d cut himself three times when shaving (he didn’t normally shave on a Friday, but today was important) and Gareth had eaten the last of his margarine (he knew it was Gareth – it was always Gareth). His bus had been cancelled, and when he finally trudged into the gleaming glass offices of Rivergum Estate Holdings, he discovered the photocopier was jammed. Shaking the rain out of his hair (it would rain today, and of course he didn’t have his umbrella), Stuart tapped frantically at the photocopier control panel. Not today. Please not today. At 10.30am, he had to give a presentation to his boss. The first presentation of his first job out of school. Stuart hated speaking in public, but he would gladly have given a speech to a sports stadium full of jeering Collingwood supporters if it meant he didn’t have to spend ten minutes talking about client engagement to the senior marketing manager of Rivergum Estate. The truth was, he was terrified of his boss.


The trademark clip-clip of Meredith James’s heels echoed down the corridor. Stuart broke into a cold sweat. (Or maybe it was the rain? It was hard to tell. He was pretty soaked already.) He gave the photocopier one last desperate jab. The photocopier, for a wonder, bleeped meekly and came to life. Even photocopiers didn’t dare misbehave before Meredith James.


Meredith loomed in the doorway. She was only five foot four and very slim, but still: she loomed. ‘All set for ten-thirty in the Jacaranda Room?’ she barked. Then: ‘What on earth happened to you? Did you forget your umbrella?’


Stuart stammered something incomprehensible about rain and buses and photocopiers.


‘Right.’ Meredith gave her blazer a snapping tug. ‘Well, you might want to comb that hair before ten-thirty.’


And she was gone. He released the breath he must have been holding the whole time. Meredith James was pretty young. She couldn’t be more than ten years older than him. Still, she reminded him of his stern paternal grandmother. He walked off dazedly, in search of a comb.


At 10.20, looking neat and presentable, Stuart stepped into the Jacaranda Room. Meredith was already sitting at the table, tapping on her laptop computer. He gave a small start, which he quickly suppressed, but she did not look up when he entered. Nor when the other members of his team started arriving. At 10.29am, Meredith closed her laptop and picked up her pen. At 10.30, she fixed her sharp green eyes on Stuart expectantly.


He stood up. ‘Thanks for coming, everyone. Today, I’m going to present you with some ideas about, erm, client engagement. Basically, how do we get people to come to our display village?’ He flicked the remote and his slide-show presentation lit up the screen. He took them through a few slides of pie charts and statistics about the current status of client engagement. He had been careful to keep the slide show simple and straightforward. Meredith had savaged a colleague a few months ago for making the mistake of using cute animation gimmicks and sound effects as part of his presentation.


Meredith was looking impatient. So far, he was only covering old ground. He gulped and flipped through to the crux of his presentation. ‘On Saturdays and Sundays, from eleven am to two pm, we can have a free sausage sizzle in the village.’


‘With onions!’ Jared chipped in. ‘You need onions to make it smell good.’


‘And don’t forget veggie burgers,’ said Steph the Vegan.


Stuart grinned. ‘The initial outlay, for bread, sausages, gas, will be—’


‘Do you have any other ideas?’ It was Meredith. Stuart’s blood froze.


‘Erm, sorry, what was that?’


‘Do you have any ideas apart from the – the sausage one?’ He didn’t. The next twelve slides were all about the costs and logistics of running a free barbecue.


‘Well, I—’


‘Because it won’t do. Whatever venture we go ahead with will need to speak to the character of the village. This is not some car dealership. What next? An inflatable Mr Blowy with waving arms? This is simply not good enough, Stuart. As soon as stage one of construction is complete, we will need to present our plans to head office. We will need more than this. We need to think about who we are, what sets us apart from the others. If you don’t have anything more, Stuart’ – he did, but it was useless now – ‘I suggest you all get back to work.’


Stuart’s arms wobbled a little as he packed up his things. Later, Steph plonked a cup of tea on his desk. ‘Don’t let Cyclone Meredith get you down,’ she said with a sympathetic grin.


He couldn’t think of anything clever to say in response, but he smiled back and sipped the awful-tasting herbal concoction. It needed milk.
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There was an ad on the television that had somehow taken up residence in Claire’s head. It showed a group of busy school mums dashing about, being capable. Then their phones beeped with a message: Time for coffee? (Except, of course, they didn’t say ‘coffee’, they used the brand name. Who does that? Nobody, that’s who.) The next thing you know, four good-looking mums are laughing and chatting in someone’s kitchen, happily sipping the advertised brew. Claire hated the ad. The peppy music, the lame slogan, the fake, upbeat tone of the voiceover lady (she sounded just like she was about to step into the kitchen with them to join the fun). She hated it.


And yet, as she watched the curly haired TV mum double up with laughter, clutching hold of her brunette friend’s shoulder (and her coffee, of course), she felt a small inward twinge. A quiet voice in her mind said: that’s what I want.


It wasn’t like Claire didn’t have friends. She had plenty of friends. Some had moved to Sydney or Brisbane. Some were travelling overseas. She followed their lives on Facebook and Instagram, acknowledging their achievements with likes and cheerful comments. But there was nobody nearby. Nobody whose house she could visit or whom she could have at her house. Nobody like the coffee sachet ladies.


She had been sure things would be different in Copeton. It wouldn’t be like the city, where everybody was uptight. Their unit in Melbourne had nasty wallpaper and a tiny courtyard. Peter worked as a project manager at one of the major universities. When he was offered a promotion at the university’s outer-suburban campus, Claire had jumped at the chance. At Copeton, they could afford a four-bedroom house with a proper backyard. The schools were excellent and they all had ovals. And it was almost the country. People were sure to be friendly when it was almost the country.


But it was over a year now since they’d moved to Copeton. The garage still had fourteen unpacked boxes, and Claire was yet to make one new friend.


Of course, she would always say hello to the school mums at pickup time. But it was hard to get beyond the smallest of small talk. She found the netball mums of Piper’s year level rather intimidating, and she was only just getting to know the prep mums.


It would be easier, maybe, if she could just relax and be herself. But she had to be on her guard, so she wasn’t the Weird Mum With Too Many Kids. Because, you see, there was Ben, who was five, and also Piper, who was nine. They had a younger brother, Harry, three, and twin sisters, Lily and Hope, who were eighteen months. That made five children. Five of them. This was why people sometimes treated Claire with mild concern. This was why it was imperative that Claire held it all together at all times.


‘Hello, Jocelyn.’ Claire adopted a bright tone as she approached Hunter’s mum, standing outside Ben’s classroom. Jocelyn looked agitated, but then, Jocelyn often looked agitated. Maybe that was just her face?


‘Hello.’ Jocelyn was peering in the classroom window, through the gap between two Blu-tacked posters. ‘Hey, Claire – what level words is Ben on now?’


‘Um … orange, I think …’


‘There is no orange. Do you mean amber? Or tangerine?’ Jessica’s mother, upon hearing they were talking about word levels, had joined the conversation. ‘Jessica’s on violet words, but she should really be up to lime. The teacher needs to test her more often. She knows all her violet. She’s supposed to be on lime. At the very least.’


‘Hunter’s still on lavender,’ Jocelyn murmured in a worried tone, ‘but Muriel said that Georgia’s on heliotrope already.’


Miss Evans, Ben’s teacher, had employed a system where the children were taught to read eight words at a time. These word lists were stapled to the inside of the children’s reader covers and named after colours. When Ben could read all of the words on his list to the teacher, he would be given a new colour word list. Claire wasn’t sure how many word lists it would take before Ben could read every word in the English language, but Miss Evans seemed to have an endless supply.


‘Hunter knows all of the lavender words,’ Jocelyn continued dolefully, ‘he just gets stuck on “said” sometimes. And he gets nervous when the teacher tests him. That’s all. He does know them, really. I think I need to talk to Miss Evans.’


‘I want to talk to her too,’ murmured Jessica’s mum. ‘How is Jessica supposed to move up if the teacher never tests her?’


Claire nodded brightly and tried to find an opportunity to fall, laughing, on Jessica’s mum’s shoulder, but the moment just wasn’t there.


‘Here comes Muriel.’ Jocelyn’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘That woman is obsessed with reading levels. Obsessed.’


‘Totally obsessed,’ Jessica’s mum agreed in a hushed tone. ‘Do you know, I caught her one time outside the classroom going through the kids’ school bags to check their reader covers? I bet she wanted to make sure nobody else had heliotrope words yet.’


Claire leaned in and shared in the communal scoffing. It wasn’t exactly a coffee-sachet moment, but it was better than nothing.









CHAPTER THREE
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The 3rd Copeton Scout Hall was a modest double room with a kitchenette and walls sparsely adorned with pennants and photographs. Today, eight chairs stood in a circle in the middle of the dusty wooden floor. At one end of the circle was a free-standing double-sided whiteboard with a fresh packet of dry-erase markers and an eraser propped in the tray at the bottom. A small table with a clipboard and money tin was strategically positioned next to the door. In the kitchen, three plates of plain biscuits rested beneath cling film shields and the urn grumbled out steam.


Meredith James paced from the circle of chairs to the kitchenette to the door. She smoothed her skirt, pulled out her phone again and gave the screen a jab. 7.03. People should be here by now. On the A5 flier, which she had distributed to all of the local libraries, doctor’s surgeries, churches, supermarkets and community centres, ‘7pm sharp’ was printed in plain bold type. She would get a glass of water. She would get a glass of water and bring it to the table by the door and she would sip it and wait.


It was as she was filling a plastic tumbler at the sink and frowning at the misspelt laminated notice (All patrons must clean there own cups) that she heard a tentative voice.


‘Hello?’


Somebody was standing in the doorway. She must have been Muslim, with her patterned headscarf, and Meredith’s sharp eyes detected a neat baby bump under the woman’s stylish, flowing tunic.


She took down her name (Yasmin), collected her money ($3 to cover expenses) and invited her to sit down (the aforementioned circle of chairs). Another person had arrived in the meantime. She was large, noisy and middle-aged. Her name was Lottie. This made three. Three was enough to make a group. The door opened again. It was an elderly woman and a young man.


Meredith flinched. She didn’t like men, as a rule, and she hated good-looking ones. The older woman’s name was Edith. She was the one who was attending the meeting. The young man, who was maybe thirty, was merely providing transportation. To be fair (and, for all her faults, Meredith was always fair), ‘good-looking’ didn’t properly describe this man, whom Edith introduced as her grandson. His features weren’t regular, he needed a shave … and yet there was something about him. His eyes perhaps? She darted a quick glance at his eyes. That was it. Just an ordinary person with nice eyes. So what? Still, she was glad when Edith had paid and the grandson went away.
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‘Don’t forget you’ve got your thing tonight,’ Peter had called as he left for work in the morning. But for all that, Claire had forgotten within the next ten minutes, somewhere between the lost library bag, burnt toast with subsequent smoke alarm and single black school shoe that seemed to glare at her insolently, refusing to disclose the whereabouts of its missing comrade. She hurtled through the day, battling the discount supermarket, navigating the labyrinthine bureaucracy of driver’s licence renewal and preparing a beef casserole with a small child attached to her leg. It was only at five to seven, as she cleared the plates from the table, that her phone gave a cheerful notification bleep. She looked up at Peter, startled.


‘I’ve got that thing!’


‘You’ve got that thing!’


She started dashing about, gathering her bag and random crochet projects that were scattered about the living room. She kissed Piper, Ben, Harry, Lily and Hope (who, sensing an imminent departure, had reattached herself to Claire’s leg) and told them to be good for their dad. Peter prised Hope off her mother’s leg and tossed her to the ceiling. Hope tried to look unimpressed. Claire closed the front door and ran, cringing, to the car, with the sound of Hope’s wails echoing in her ears.


She was ten minutes late when she pulled into the scout hall carpark. She had managed to scribble on some makeup using the rear-view mirror at the two red lights she’d encountered on the way. She drew a deep breath as she stepped into the old hall. The meeting had already started. Four people were in a circle; three were sitting and one was standing up and speaking as she burst in. She felt so foolish. She stumbled to a spare seat and collapsed with her bags. She blushed an even deeper red when she realised she’d sat down next to a Muslim woman. She was wearing a headscarf and everything. Claire was certain that she would say something offensive to her. She didn’t know how to talk to a Muslim person!


As soon as she got over feeling flustered, she took in the room. It was obvious who the boss of the group was. An attractive blonde woman in chic corporate wear sat facing the lady who was talking, listening with an intense focus. She sat in front of a whiteboard – a whiteboard – on which an agenda was neatly written. If everything was running on time (and Claire had a feeling that it was), then they must be up to 1.1: Introduce Yourself to the Group. She did some quick calculations. Boss Lady would have gone first (obviously), followed by Old Lady, now this brightly coloured woman with the loud voice was talking, then it would be Muslim Lady, then Claire.


‘I work in aged care and I just love handmade things with a passion. Crochet, patchwork, knitting, sewing – even daggy old macramé! There is something so wonderful about something that’s been made by hand. I don’t know what it is. I love it.’


‘Thank you, Lottie,’ said Boss Lady, ‘Although I do want to point out that this group is only for crochet. There will be no discussion of other crafts here.’


Claire giggled loudly at Boss Lady’s joke. Boss Lady looked at her blandly. She wasn’t joking. Claire’s laughter evaporated as she felt her face turn crimson yet again. Muslim Lady stood up.


‘Hello, my name is Yasmin. I work for the local council as the community engagement officer. My … my mother taught me to crochet when I was eight, but I haven’t been doing it much until recently. At the moment, I am working on a set of baby’s clothes.’


Muslim Lady sat down. Cripes, that was quick! Claire still hadn’t worked out what she was going to say. And it was her turn already!
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Yasmin took a deep breath. Thank goodness that was over. If there was one thing she hated, it was ‘Stand up and introduce yourself to a bunch of strangers’. Why did every group, every training day, every antenatal class need to include this bizarre torture ritual? So unnecessary. She was glad, not for the first time, that she had gone back to wearing hijab. It meant she didn’t have to explain herself. It meant she didn’t have to see the light in a stranger’s eyes change when she said, ‘I’m Muslim,’ when she needed to politely decline certain foods. The way they would recalibrate their facial expression as they mentally adopted a new set of assumptions. At least when she wore hijab she was being clear from the start.


The woman who had come in late was now speaking. ‘Um, I’m Claire and um, I’m really just happy to be out of the house without the kids!’ She swallowed and nodded. ‘But, don’t get me wrong – I love crochet. It’s my favourite thing! And I didn’t know anyone else who liked crochet before now. I mean, not in real life. I know lots of people on the internet. But nobody I can, um, talk to. So I hope we can all be like in Anne of Green Gables together …’ She trailed off and sat down with a thump, her cheeks a brilliant scarlet. This woman had no problems with blood supply to the face.


Even while Yasmin’s dread of introducing herself had been mounting, she had felt a rush of warmth for this woman when she had blundered her way into the meeting. She reminded Yasmin so much of her sister, Meesha. She felt the familiar pang of distance. Skype and email were wonderful things, but New York was still so far away. She’d tried to give the woman a conspiratorial smile when she sat down, but it was difficult to catch her eye.


She glanced around the room. It looked like everyone had brought their work with them. Some used tote bags; some had zip-up pouches. The lady with the vivid crocheted wrap – was it Lottie? – had a large wicker basket filled with richly coloured yarn.


Introductions now over, the organiser, Meredith, stood beside the whiteboard with the agenda. She seemed nervous, for all her brisk, take-charge demeanour.


‘This group has been formed as my personal project to connect with other people who share a common interest in crochet. I have a lot of knowledge and expertise in crochet that I am willing to share with you. Perhaps, in time, we can even start a group project together. Here are the group rules …’ Yasmin wondered if she ought to take minutes.


When they finally reached Agenda Item 4.1: Crochet and Chat, Yasmin carefully opened the shopping bag at her feet. It contained several balls of yarn in a rich, buttery yellow; a crochet hook, still in its packet; a card of pearly yellow buttons; a curling paper receipt; and the pattern she’d bought online with a baby on the cover. Drawing a deep breath, she took a ball of yarn out of the bag and held it in her hands. It was so soft. She could do this. But as she pulled out the pattern, she felt her breathing become shallow. She shoved the yarn and pattern back into the bag and dropped the bag onto the floor.


Meredith paused from her industrious stitching and frowned. ‘Is everything okay?’


Yasmin summoned a bright smile and squeaked, ‘Bathroom?’


In a creaky old bathroom, in the cloying redolence of lavender disinfectant, Yasmin washed her face. Her breathing steadied as she locked eyes with herself in the mirror. She was being silly. She patted her face dry with paper towel and touched up her makeup. She could do this.


When she returned to the group, she did not go back to her chair. Instead, she sat beside the older lady, Edith, and began a conversation.


‘What are you working on?’ she asked brightly.


Edith held up her work. It was eggshell coloured and lacy, with a tiny hook and a large ball of fine mercerised cotton. ‘You can ask me what I’m crocheting any day of the week and I’ll give you the same answer,’ Edith said with a twinkling smile. ‘I love making doilies. They are so satisfying.’


Yasmin smiled. ‘But don’t you get to a point where you have enough doilies in the house?’


Edith shook her head. ‘Do you stop going to the movies because you have enough ticket stubs? No. I like the experience of making doilies and I’m not going to stop. Besides, my granddaughter has taken it into her head to adopt them. She sews doilies onto children’s clothes and play rugs and goodness knows what else.’ Edith cast a look at the abandoned shopping bag underneath Yasmin’s previous seat. ‘How about you? What do you like to crochet?’


Yasmin shrugged. ‘I haven’t crocheted in a while. I bought a pattern and some yarn, but, well …’ she trailed off.







OEBPS/images/cover.png
"Joyous, warm and utterly charming - X
1 smiled for days.” TONI JORDAN

TUESDAY
LEVENINGY

(;OPETON
2% CRAFT
RESISTAN

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn

uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu





OEBPS/images/copy.png
w A catalogue record for this
it

NATIONAL book is available from the
iIBRARY National Library of Australia

OF AUSTRALIA





OEBPS/images/ii.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
TUESDAY
EVENINGS

Wit te
COPETON
CRAFT

RESISTANCE

KATE SOLLY





OEBPS/images/copy1.png








OEBPS/images/01.png





OEBPS/images/03.png





