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PENGUIN BOOKS

KNITTING

Anne Bartlett spent her childhood in rural South Australia. Whilst raising her four children, she worked as an editor, ghostwriter and feature writer, as well as knitting designer garments for boutiques. Knitting was written as the major component of a creative writing Ph.D., at the University of Adelaide. She lives with her husband, who has been a pastor for more than twenty years, in the Adelaide Hills.

FOR MY MOTHER,
 who gave me stories and knitting


August

EVER SINCE Jack’s funeral Sandra had been covered in glass. Not glass from an accident, shattered bits of windscreen or the hard razor-cut edges of a plate glass window. Nothing like that. Sandra was covered in a thick layer of elastic glass that stretched over her body like another skin, holding her in and keeping everybody else out. It moved with her wherever she went, invisible under her clothes, into the shower, into bed, into the sun, and kept her cold as ice. Friends knocked on it. She could hear them, but the glass was over her eyes, too, so that everything she saw was far away, even though she knew she could reach out and touch. She was covered in ice-cold glass and would never be warm again.

So when Sandra saw the gaudy envelope in the letter box, her heart sank. She knew what it was—her invitation to the annual dinner she and a group of school friends had maintained for over thirty years. She would have to go, of course; she couldn’t not go, but she dreaded it all the same. Another item on the list called First Meetings Post Jack. More hugging and caring and how-are-you-getting-on to negotiate. The first widow among them, an object of compassion, confrontation, and curiosity. How do you think she’s dealing with it? Not too badly. Immersed herself in work. And what she couldn’t tell them, hadn’t told anyone, was that her days were as dry-eyed as a desert. She didn’t know how to weep.

She reluctantly tore open the envelope and propped the invitation on the mantelpiece. Over the years they had tried a vast range of restaurants. This one would require a new dress.

THAT same afternoon Martha McKenzie walked down Muggs Hill Road, her strawberry hair glowing in the meek offering of the South Australian winter sun. She was rugged in her overcoat, and as usual she carried her three big bags: the expandable striped bag, the tapestry carpetbag, and the old brown suitcase. As she approached the corner near the bus stop something shimmering caught her attention. The shimmering was in front of a small bluestone church that Martha had passed hundreds of times but never entered.

Martha was not in the habit of going to church. She was forty-seven years old and hadn’t needed church yet, nor it her. Martha was decidedly uninterested in churches; the last time she had been to church she was ten years old and had bitten an old man on the hand, for good reason.

She was long-sighted, but she wore her glasses now for knitting. She squinted at the shimmering. Martha liked things to be right side up and comprehensible, though some things, she knew, could not be explained. This was like a heat haze or the flummery flow of air above a gas pump on a hot day.

Martha looked carefully left and right down the narrow street, then tramped across it to the church. Here she was distracted by something else. Above the steps leading up to the front porch was a heavy wooden door, cheerfully painted but firmly shut, and on the door was a HELP WANTED sign, with a phone number and a cartoon of a woman with a vacuum cleaner.

Martha sat heavily on the church steps—her knees gave her trouble in winter—to think about it, but she kept her fingers resting on the handles of her bags in case something untoward happened.

The high column of shimmering was to her left, half over a cement path and half over a rose bed abutting the path. The silvery light didn’t seem to mind the prickly bare sticks of wintering roses; it moved and flowed among them without proper regard for itself.

Like a waterfall, thought Martha, only nothing gets wet. She sat there watching it, her mind busy with other thoughts. Sometimes so many thoughts buzzed in her brain she felt as if she had a beehive on her shoulders instead of a head. This morning the buzzing was mild and had to do with the rose bushes in front of her, cleaning a church, and rectifying her current knitting problem, a complex lace pattern she had not been able to get right. Martha loved roses and noted that these needed pruning, but she couldn’t concentrate on anything properly. It was hard to concentrate when everything around seemed to sparkle. Then, in a moment of clarity, like a knot that untangles itself when tugged at both ends, the knitting problem resolved.

Martha stood up, reread the notice on the church door, then tore it off and put it in the side pocket of one of her commodious bags. She closed her fingers around the handles—she had barely let go of two of them—stood stiffly and went home.

SANDRA was reading in the study she had once shared with Jack. Outside it was cold and getting dark. It was already dark and cold inside, except for this room, the smallest room at the back of the house. The study was easy to keep warm; there was no point in warming the whole house for one person.

To her left was a pile of books on ancient textiles and a stack of tagged journal articles waiting to be read. To her right was a neat tray of work completed: essays marked, forms filled out, a letter supporting a student’s application for scholarship extension.

Even here Sandra was spare with the heating. She wore thick socks, a heavy jumper, and a jacket over that, but her fingers were still cold. Wear wool, said Sandra’s mother across fifty years of living, Wear that woollen jumper I made you—it’s much warmer. But in spite of her fascination with textiles, Sandra had dismissed the comfort and warmth of wool long ago. Wool was too slow, too impractical for a modern world: it might be machine washable but it still ruined in the dryer. Wool was too romantic, too pastoral—too innocent. The nursery rhymes about sheep—Baa Baa Black Sheep, Little Bo Peep—all had happy endings. Wool was just one of the many textiles she had studied over the years. It was durable if you could keep the moths out, but she had no personal interest in it. Wool was noteworthy as a phenomenon, but not viable in Sandra’s fast and busy world. As for Australia riding on the sheep’s back, those days were over.

It was ten months since Jack’s death. After the chaos caused by his illness and the many changes in learning to be single again, Sandra was pretending that she led an ordered life. Her desk was clear except for the papers in use, her books straight and easy in their orderly rows, the bulletin board uncluttered. She had covered the flat, bleak surface of Jack’s empty desk with potted plants and piles of books, but the plants failed to thrive and the books were those she never read.

Her screen saver resolved into Jack’s face. He smiled at her from under his cotton sun hat and above his favorite woollen jacket, made by a local weaver. His face was crinkled against the wind blowing that day on the top of Mount Buffalo; the stubbly beard showed new grey. It wasn’t a particularly well-composed photo, but it caught the light in his dark eyes, the lurking amusement that had stopped Sandra from taking herself too seriously. On difficult days she turned the screen saver off so she could get on with her work. Jack’s photo was one of many available on the program’s random choice, but sometimes the timing was terrible.

On the wall opposite the computer was a print of Frederic Cotman’s One of the Family, oil on canvas, 1880. Jack, the impossible romantic, had loved that painting, the suffused golden light, the cosy family sitting down to lunch, the interplay of action and relationship, the ridiculous horse at the door. But to Sandra it had seemed a mockery, a kind of pretence, something longed for but unattainable. It looked warm and soft and comfortable, like an old cotton dress, but reality was different. Reality was a cotton dress too small, buttons lost and seams fraying into holes.

After Jack died, Sandra took the painting down from the dining room wall, but when she tried to carry it out to the shed, somehow it wouldn’t go. So, although she hadn’t liked it for more than twenty years—ever since it became clear that they would have no children—she took it to her study and hung it on the wall at her back. There, she had said to Jack’s reappearing photo, with the grim amusement that got her through the days: I don’t like it, but have it if you want.

Jack, like Sandra, had begun academic life as a historian. Since those early years their paths had diverged: Sandra had begun with war history and moved easily to feminism and perceptions of women’s work, then concentrated on textiles. Jack had made an even bigger shift: his interest in the impact of white settlement on local Aboriginal populations had evolved into a committed amateur interest in the threatened bird species of southern Australia. Jack might have been romantic, but when it came to disappearing birds he was an utter pragmatist. Driven by alarm at the rapid rate of species extinction, he had been a keen volunteer on revegetation programs, both locally in the Adelaide Hills and farther north, where the introduced rabbits, sheep, and goats had decimated the natural habitat. Eventually his hobby dominated his work; his research was inventive, his record-keeping thorough, his books and journal articles internationally respected. In a climate of environmental pessimism he worked hard and hopefully for the future, developing action plans for the preservation and reintroduction of birds like the diamond firetail and the Mount Lofty Ranges spotted quail-thrush.

Jack worked for the future but lived thoroughly in the present. Sandra had seen how every chance finding of even common feathers gave him a little rush of pleasure. She did not share his fascination—another magpie feather, another wattlebird killed by a cat—but she envied his delight. With more unusual feathers his wide mouth wreathed into smiles, his brown fingers pressed and smoothed. Such simple access to joy. Her own life seemed complicated, her pleasures always one step removed.

After Jack died, Sandra opened the big box of feathers he had collected on their walks. For a week or two she left them lying about on the coffee table, though some broke free and drifted around the room, reminding her of past conversations with Jack—elegance, strength, protection. Could they be displayed somehow? She scooped them back into the box and took them to Martin, a picture framer who had been a close friend of Jack’s. When she returned to pick up the one framing she had ordered, he presented her with a large package. A gift, he said, in memory of Jack. Open it at home. And waved away her purse.

When Sandra lined up the framed pieces along the skirting board in her living room, she saw that Martin had reworked her meagre idea into something far greater. The six pieces, individually simple, became something more in juxtaposition, a mass of wings beating upward, gathering into flight.

The following weekend Martin came to hang them for her. Sandra took him to the bedroom, hoping he would not think her sentimental. Here, she said, around the bed. Martin set to work. As she passed him the first piece, she suddenly noticed the neat inscription in fine silver writing on the back: Jack Fildes/Martin Shepherd: Series 1/6, Wings.

But here she was, distracted again. Sandra frowned and turned back to the computer. The screen saver flicked on, another rogue photo from one of Jack’s albums. A cemetery, of all things, and through the middle, focused and clear, a carpet of thousands of red roses. Jack and his digital camera. Almost a year now, and new photos still appearing from nowhere.

She turned back to the journal article she had been reading: “Textile Artifacts of Ancient Greece”. Perhaps this would stop her from thinking about Jack.

MARTHA had been out all day and was glad to be nearly home. The wind flapped at her buttoned coat and tugged at her bags. She liked this last stretch of the walk at this time of evening, watching parents coming home from work, children carrying sports clothes, dining room tables lit before the blinds came down. In summer, elderly Greek and Italian couples sat on their front verandas and nodded hello, but now, in winter, they were tucked into warm kitchens at the back. Martha imagined them serving dinner, moussaka and pasta.

Martha was carrying the usual three bags plus a shopping bag bulging with butternut and potatoes and a nice meaty bone she had found at the market. It had been a long day, and she looked forward to wrapping herself around some soup. After the soup she would have that bit of leftover apple pie made with apples from the family farm, and then, when she had done her dishes and made a nice pot of tea, she would sit at the kitchen table and read the knitting magazine she had just bought at the newsagent. It had a new technique that she had never tried, a fancy kind of slipstitch, and her fingers were itching for it.

SANDRA leaned back from her desk and sighed. For all her facility with words, she was not able to articulate what she found so fascinating in these ancient objects. These fragments of women’s work had survived for thousands of years: tiny bits of cloth and hand tools—spindles, whorls, loom weights. Things made from the earth: clay, bone, stone, soapstone, gold, even, trapped in dirt and dust no broom had swept away. She could never imagine her own work surviving so long.

But these women from the ancient past, working in their own clear present, would not have expected permanence either. What spinner or weaver would have believed such fragile things could last as long as this? Even now the warp and weft of the cloth were clearly visible, fourteen threads to the centimeter, evenly spaced. Sturdy, everyday linen, wrapped around a dagger to protect it from damp, put aside for a week or a month, dug up after millennia.

Beautiful tools. Slender lengths and rounded weights, the beauty and necessity of balance, allowing the long thread from the distaff to be spun evenly by thumb and forefinger. Some of the smaller spindles for cotton and linen weighed only a few grams. And incised on the top of some was the concentric circle, the god’s eye, for protection.

Sandra was not good with her hands. Her mother’s small, stubby fingers had been surprisingly deft: they held the finest thread with delicacy, were precise with a needle. She had wanted to share these skills with Sandra, but Sandra was clumsy with needlework, no better with knitting. Besides, she wanted to be different from her mother.

However, in recent years her research had generated deep longing. Women who shared domestic necessities—food gathering, cloth making, medicine preparation, life-giving work compatible with child care—seemed to lead more integrated lives than she herself experienced. Alone now, husbandless, motherless, childless, she wanted to reconnect with some kind of community, with the long line of women and their work. Impossibly romantic, of course—she must have caught it from Jack. She was living in the twenty-first century, she had a laptop, she was connected to the whole world via the Internet. More “community” than the ancients could ever have imagined.

But it would be fun to follow her heart for once, to do something different from the usual round of lectures and articles. Mount an exhibition, perhaps—women’s work, clothing of some kind. Nothing grand, a love job to fill a simple space somewhere, a small celebration of domestic work, the meanings of domestic cloth. Nothing too demanding or serious. She could play curator.

Besides, it would occupy her, give her a new project to fill some of the gaping hole left by Jack. And she could include her own craft, writing, somehow. Clothing interspersed with text. She felt fragments of idea cluster towards possibility. That textiles conference coming up in Wollongong—perhaps she would go after all. Maybe things would become clearer then.

MARTHA put the soup to boil, then unfolded the paper she had taken from the church door. She would rather clean a house than a church, but a church had happened along, so she might as well apply and see what came of it. And the location suited her, it was on her bus route into town, just before the South Parklands, which bordered the square-mile grid of the city proper. In fact she could walk into the city from the church if she wanted.

The fact was, she needed a job; if you wanted to keep knitting with something as exotic as cashmere you had to find the funds. Well, it might be silk. Or lambswool. She still hadn’t decided, but whichever she chose, it would be expensive. She dialled the number on the paper.

A pleasant voice answered. “Kate Linkett.”

“My name is Martha McKenzie. I’ve rung about the job.”

“Job?”

“The cleaning job. At the church.”

“Oh, yes. Sorry, I’m not really with it today. Are you free for an interview next Thursday?”

Martha was. Half an hour later the pleasant voice phoned back and confirmed the appointment. Five-thirty next Thursday at the back of the church, through the door marked OFFICE.

SANDRA had had a good dream, though it was receding quickly now. Ambushed again in her sleep. Jack wasn’t here. Jack would never be here again.

She and Jack always slept in on Saturdays, had a slow breakfast together over the paper, coffee and something different from the daily muesli and toast—croissants, bagels, bacon with tomatoes from the garden. By the time breakfast was over, the washing was finished. They would hang it out together, then do the housework in one hour flat, Jack the upstairs and the bathrooms, Sandra the kitchen, dining room, living room, and both verandas.

Jack’s illness had been totally unexpected. A walker, climber, swimmer, always the fitter of the two, Jack had collapsed when they were on holidays, dawdling pleasantly at Sydney’s Circular Quay. After it became clear that he was seriously ill, Sandra hired cleaning help for a while, but she found it more intrusive than useful, feeling she must tidy for the cleaner, embarrassed by tissues in the bin and toothpaste on the vanity. Jack, more relaxed, said, “That’s her job. We pay her to clean up our mess!” Sandra could never shake the sense that she was being spied on, that her personal details were laughed over in some cleaning women’s union. As Jack grew thinner and more and more fatigued, Sandra resented any intrusion on what she knew must be their last days together. Three weeks before Jack died, she terminated the cleaner’s services and moved their bedroom downstairs to the dining room, with the French doors open to the deck and the sun.

The house needed cleaning now, but what was the point? Who would ever see? She should do some shopping too, but there were a few stalwarts in the cupboard: baked beans, packaged soups, a can of corn.

She turned over and felt for Jack’s pyjamas under his pillow. She still hadn’t washed them, though after all these months they couldn’t really smell of him. It was simply the fabric, the worn flannel, the sense of his touch. Her sharp practical side told her to get out of bed and throw everything in the washing machine, Jack’s pyjamas included. That self was loud and necessary: it got her through work, it prepared lectures, it kept people at bay. But the real strength, Sandra knew, was with her other self, the soft sad one, the one that was allowed out only on weekends, the self that would keep her in bed until well after lunch.

She turned her face into the pillow. On the walls around her bed the feathers strained upward towards light.
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SEVERAL suburbs away from Sandra’s two-storey stone house, Martha lived frugally in a small flat just beyond the parklands. Malcolm, her brother, had helped her buy it, a few years before the young and beautiful discovered how good it was to live so close to the city, within walking distance of work, shops, restaurants and clubs. Martha was an orderly woman, though something about her, the way she shrugged her shoulders into her cardigan or tied her laces in floppy bows, may have suggested looseness, a lack of personal discipline. People would have been surprised, given first impressions, to enter Martha’s kitchen and see the angle of her cutting board, just so on the counter, the shininess of her neat cutlery stacks in the second drawer, the ball of string secured with a red rubber band, the box of old waistband elastics pinned neatly into themselves.

In the evenings Martha listened to Radio National, to the news and concert music she liked, though she couldn’t have said why. Even difficult music had a pattern to it if you listened hard enough. Until three weeks ago she had had a portable TV, but she had spontaneously given it to an Iraqi refugee family who had moved in two doors up, so the kids could watch Play School and the parents could learn English. She missed the hospital soaps, but never mind; she’d get another TV sometime. If there was a program she particularly wanted to see, she could always take her knitting in to Mary Sherbet next door. Mary Sherbet was always glad of company.

Meanwhile she had plenty to do. She had begun working on a hot pink nylon toilet-roll cover and had almost finished a tea cosy. The nylon was unpleasant to work; although Martha took a certain delight in the shocking effect of the hot pink, her hands recoiled from the harsh touch of the synthetic yarn. The tea cosy was better, a sturdy wool with a tight twist, but a little wiry nonetheless. It wasn’t quite finished; she hadn’t sewn it up or darned in the loose ends. Sewing up was a boring job; she would do that another day when she had company to help the time pass more quickly.

Three weeks ago she had begun a silver-grey shawl, cashmere and wool, soft and lacy as cobweb. Working on this made her hands happy, and her heart too. She wondered who the recipient would be—she rarely knew when she started a garment. Experience had taught her that the owner would soon appear one way or another.

Knitting was the one thing Martha could do better than anyone else. Until quite recently she had knitted for a nationally known designer, making one-of-a-kind patterns for the rich and famous, but the pay had been meagre, the patterns complex, and she had been under continual pressure to complete garments quickly for a demanding market. Martha had enjoyed the work at first, the affirmation of being one of the few chosen from among the hundreds of knitters who had sent in sample swatches, but after a few years the careful pleasure she cherished in her knitting had leaked away. She began having violent nightmares about knitting needles and crochet hooks, and woke tired and dispirited. Her body ached. It was hard to do anything; her knitting had become mechanical, she felt like a robot. Eventually, with a desperate effort motivated by a terrible fear of another spell in hospital, she gathered all her courage into one phone call and announced her resignation. The designer, angered at losing her best knitter, argued, cajoled, and eventually offered more money, but Martha wouldn’t budge.

“No, I’m knitting a shawl. And I want to make a tea cosy.” The designer did not hear the desperation.

“A tea cosy! With your talent!”

“Oh, it takes some talent. I’m making up the pattern myself. It’s in the shape of a cottage, with a blue front door, and two little knitted people leaning out the window. And I’m also knitting a pink nylon toilet-roll cover.” Martha’s agitation made her feel like vomiting. The words tumbled out of her mouth like stitches pulled from the needle.

The designer had choked with rage.

“Oh, Martha, what a waste! Martha, Martha! All the famous people lining up for your garments because they are so well made and so well finished! Nobody finishes as well as you.”

“I know. That’s what I’m doing now. Finishing. Goodbye.” Too afraid to talk longer, Martha had hung up and stood breathing hard by the phone, resisting the urge to lift the handset, to apologise, to offer back her services. She hated to disappoint people. Disappointing people was hard and terrible work, and she hoped she never had to do it again. For the next two hours she had lain on the bed, practising slow breathing, until she felt calm enough to go to her workroom and get out her pattern books.

Martha rarely knitted a pattern as it was written, though once she had decided on what was needed she liked to get it perfect. She hadn’t yet finished the shawl, but she liked to read while she knitted, and now that the shawl was almost done it was time to think ahead for the next item, though she had no ideas yet.

After dinner Martha brewed her pot of tea and took out the new knitting magazine to read while she finished the last few rows; the shawl pattern was knitted into her brain now. The tea cosy was to put away against Christmas, a gift for her brother’s wife, who had a teapot collection. The toilet-roll holder was a special request from Mary Sherbet. Mary Sherbet could knit—Martha had helped her learn so that she would have something to do with her hands when she gave up smoking—but this pattern was still beyond her. Martha didn’t like either the cosy or the roll holder, but at least they were gifts of love.

FOR once Sandra started her Saturday early. She needed to buy a new dress for the reunion dinner. She hadn’t bought anything since before Jack died, and it was about time she made an effort. In fact she hadn’t worn a dress since Jack died. The dresses had stayed in their wardrobe, lined up like ghostly versions of a different self. All winter she had lived in three pairs of pants—jeans, black go-anywheres, and tracksuit pants. She hadn’t worn any jewellery either, except her engagement and wedding rings. She’d kept her hair cut—her job demanded some attention to appearance—but her makeup was minimal.

She didn’t go out much these days. One night, samba playing, midnight again, she had waxed her legs and painted her nails bright red. She had drawn red bow lips on her mouth to match her nails and coloured them in with a lipstick called Seduction, then gone to bed in her black negligee and lain on the white sheet flat on her back, legs together and hands palm down on the mattress. She had gone to sleep and dreamt she was crying, and when she woke the pillow was wet. The next morning she saw her smeared red lips in the mirror, looked down at her fingernails in disgust, and spilt the polish remover in her angry hurry to dissolve whatever it was that had got into her the night before.

But that was weeks ago, and she had given herself a talking-to. It was a nice day, it was time to buy a dress, and never mind how you feel, the world hasn’t come to an end after all, so you might as well get on with it. Today at least.

By four o’clock that afternoon Sandra hadn’t found a dress. Even though it was still winter, every rack was unexpectedly bulging with spring stock, and she couldn’t find what she wanted. The shops would close in less than an hour, and she was hurrying to try one more shop at the far end of the street. She crossed Rundle Mall and re-entered the surging crowd, only to be stopped suddenly by the sight of a red-haired woman kneeling directly in her path, surrounded by three large bags. The late-afternoon crowd parted on either side, looked with curiosity, but barely slowed down. As Sandra tried to manoeuvre past, she saw that lying among the bags was a pair of feet in odd socks and dirty white sneakers. The woman was trying to rouse their owner, who was apparently unconscious. Sandra was going to pass them by—it was no concern of hers. She took three steps past them, but then turned back. The desperate look on the woman’s face had demanded a response. She, Sandra, must have looked like that when Jack collapsed.

So instead of buying a dress, Sandra knelt on the paving bricks and felt at the man’s throat for his pulse. His back was arched and he was shuddering, but his pulse was strong enough.

“Let’s get him onto his side. Don’t want him to choke.” She instructed the woman to take hold of his leg, while she took hold of the old red spray jacket at the shoulder. Together they heaved him over. Now that someone had taken responsibility, a small crowd gathered to watch.

Sandra fished in her handbag for her mobile and phoned 000. While she was giving the details, the man stopped shaking and opened his eyes, though he looked dazed and unfocused. When she finished the call, she asked the woman if she knew him. She shook her head.

They waited a few minutes without talking. Sandra’s mind careered around in amazement, trying to absorb the fact that after so many months alone, her private life was suddenly directly involved in the hurly-burly of other people’s lives. There was something disarming about this other person who had stopped to help a stranger, the woman with the red hair and the hand-knitted jumper with a picture of a farm scene on the front, who patted the man’s back and spoke quietly in his ear to tell him the ambulance was coming. When it came, Sandra listened to the paramedics’ questions, but they elicited no new information; the man had been walking along and just collapsed to the ground. The paramedics, unhurried but efficient enough, took notes and were finished in a few minutes. Sandra helped hoist the woman’s three large bags into the ambulance. They were heavy.

As the door was closing, Sandra pulled her card out of her wallet, scribbled her home phone number on the back, and thrust it through the window.

“Let me know how he gets on,” she said. The woman waved assent. Sandra looked around at the dispersing crowd. Plenty of people had time to stop if they didn’t have to get involved.

SHE hadn’t bought a dress but had run home for a quick shower and gone to the dinner anyway, black pants as usual. She was the last to arrive. Everyone seemed determined to have fun, and no one treated her any differently. Perhaps they had discussed it beforehand. As usual she enjoyed their differences, the cross-section of politics and preferences, the fact that no one in the group could get away with even the slightest pretension without causing raucous laughter.

She’d kept in touch with all of them but was closest to Kate. At school Sandra and Kate had been little more than acquaintances until they shared a project on feminism and became firm friends. They read Germaine Greer together in the bath and organised a secret bra-burning ceremony at two o’clock one morning, joined by the others. It was a decade late, but nobody minded that. Kate, a tall, plain girl who was well endowed and always surrounded by boys, soon discovered that bralessness was not practical, but Sandra found a new freedom that she rarely relinquished.

Kate now ran a quilting supply shop. She was married to Tony, a businessman, and had had one child, Jeremy, after several miscarriages. With some disappointment Sandra had watched her mellow over the years. Something had happened to Kate, though it was hard to say what exactly. She no longer needed to shout.

The first wedding dress Kate had made was for Sandra, a gift of love and service that the young and independent Sandra found hard to accept. Years ago she had spent a semester in one of Kate’s quilting classes. Kate was a good teacher, but Sandra was no good at sewing. The fabric rucked, the seams were out of line, the thread broke, and her quilt remained unfinished.

“I’m hopeless,” she had said to Kate, laughing and frustrated all at once.

“Ah, but look what you do with words,” Kate had replied. “You’re so patient and methodical. Remember that time you spent half a day getting a sentence right? You nearly drove me nuts.”

Kate’s life in her work-from-home studio seemed simpler to Sandra than her own, free as it was from academic politics and budget cuts and the demands, even occasional threats, of immature students. Kate was a gardener, an interest she and Sandra shared, but she was also community worker, former state president of Nursing Mothers, secretary of Parents and Friends, and active in a church agency to aid refugees. She rose early and went to bed early and achieved a great deal without rush or impatience.

Kate had a steel edge to her, though. Mellow though she now was, she had, once or twice over the years, gently confronted Sandra in a way that Sandra had found surprising and difficult.

The dinner was good, the food pleasingly presented. The wine loosened them and they laughed till the tears ran. It was good to be out with friends again.

When she got home she was too wired to sleep, so she put on her track pants and cleaned the house. When she finally did go to bed, the last image before sleep was of the woman she had met earlier that day—her round face, unruly hair piled loosely in a bun, her pleading look transforming into a smile of relief as she realised that at last someone in all the crowd was going to stop and help. Such an ordinary, plain-looking woman, suddenly beautiful.

THE next morning Martha sat knitting in the hospital ward with her bags at her feet, counting stitches in her head and studying the sleeping face of the man she had rescued. He wasn’t as old as she had first thought. There was no grey in his stubble, and his face, relaxed in sleep, was relatively unlined. Early forties maybe. The five other beds in the ward were full of coughing, wheezing old men. They were all watching her and pretending they weren’t. The name board over the bed said CLIFF FORD.

He opened his eyes.

“Who are you?”

“Martha McKenzie.”

He looked away, trying to think, then looked back again.

“Do I know you?”

“Well, you do now. You fell over in the street. Another lady and me got you into an ambulance.”

He looked away again.

“Thanks.”

“Is that really your name?” said Martha. “Cliff Ford? Or is it half your name, as in Clifford? Have they left off your last name?”

“I know not how to tell thee who I am,” quoted Cliff. “My name, dear saint, is hateful to myself. Romeo, I think.” He closed his eyes again. “Doesn’t matter,” he went on vaguely. “Don’t care really. What are you knitting?”

“A shawl,” said Martha.

“Who’s it for?”

“Don’t know,” said Martha.

“We’re two of a kind,” said Cliff, grinning suddenly. He was missing a lot of teeth. “Don’t know or care much, do we?”

“I know plenty,” said Martha. “And I care about you. I came to see how you are.”

“Well, I’m all right, as you can see. But I could do with some underpants. I do not care for what I wear.” He tugged at the hospital gown.

“I could get you some.”

“No, no. Haven’t got any cash.”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ve got money.” There was a pause.

“Are you from the church?” asked Cliff suddenly.

“What church?”

“That one on Muggs Hill Road. I wrote it on the hospital form.”

“No,” said Martha. “But I know the one. I walk down that road all the time. Do you live near there?”

“There and everywhere,” said Cliff.

“Do they know what’s wrong with you yet?”

“No. Tests tomorrow.”

“I’ll come back,” said Martha, rolling up her knitting. “And I’ll bring you some underpants.”

“Thank you.”

Martha picked up her bags and made for the door. At the last minute she turned and smiled at him, then hurried away. She wanted to get home, have some dinner, and finish this piece. She knew now who it was for.

Several hours later, after knitting for nearly an hour, Martha felt her heart beginning to pound. Something was wrong with the shawl pattern, right now at the end, when she was on the third-to-last row. She had made a mistake. She should have been concentrating, not reading that magazine at the same time. She’d taken her mind off the job and now she’d made a big mistake. She could feel her forehead starting to sweat and that horrible prickly feeling at the base of her skull. It doesn’t matter, she said to herself, it’s only a bit of knitting. Calm down and work it out. But her heart was thumping away as though she’d had a big fright, and her head was getting more and more confused as she thought about all the hours she’d put into this shawl, and how beautiful it was, and how it was now ruined. And then she saw it. She’d done three purls instead of four back at the beginning of the row, and it was all right, she could fix it after all, undo one row stitch by stitch, and reknit it. It was beautiful yarn, this, and even though it was fine it was well twisted, so it unpicked easily.

Martha’s heart didn’t stop thumping until she had unpicked and reknitted the row. And then she proceeded with great care and concentration, not allowing herself to get distracted by reading patterns. She was too close to the end to take such silly risks.

But as she knitted, slowly and carefully now, she did spare a thought for that woman who had helped, the short woman with the trendy haircut and the diamond ring like a hard, sharp rock. It had caught on Martha’s hand as they turned the man over, and scratched her. She must be very rich. But she had a sad blank face that didn’t give much away.

SANDRA shocked herself by sleeping in on Sunday until nearly midday. It was a long time since she had relaxed enough to sleep more than five hours at once. At one o’clock the phone rang. When she answered it there was silence, followed by the clatter of coins in a public telephone. Did people still use coins? She didn’t recognise the voice.

“Hello? Hello? Is that Sandra Fildes?”

“Speaking.” How raspy her voice was. The other person hesitated.

“My name is Martha. You helped me yesterday when that poor bloke fell over in the mall. I just wanted to say thank you.” Sandra was still groggy with sleep and struggled to respond.

“You’re welcome.”

“He’s getting better. I went this morning. They’re keeping him in for tests and stuff, but he’s likely to walk out. Strikes me as one of those who hates being cooped up.”

“Do they know what happened?”

“No. Epilepsy, maybe. Had a cousin with epilepsy, and it was a bit like that.”

“Are you going back to see him?”

“Yes.”

“Well, give him my best wishes.” There was a rumble of traffic at Martha’s end. Sandra had to repeat her best wishes.

“Don’t think he’ll remember you,” shouted Martha. “He was out of it.”

“Well, tell him anyway. Thank you for ringing.”

“Wait!” Silence. What was the woman doing—fos-sicking in one of her bags? How to politely close this call?

“Would you mind if I came round?”

“Came round? Here?”

“Yes. To see you.”

“Oh, it’s not necessary. You’ve thanked me already.”

“I’ve got something for you.”

“I didn’t really do anything. I was just there at the time. Truly, there’s no need.”

“There were lots of other people, but you were the only one who helped. It’s OK, no trouble. I won’t stay long. See you soon.” Martha hung up.

Sandra was not happy. She was private about her personal space. She didn’t really want anyone, especially a stranger, possible weirdo, giving her unwanted gifts. She had given the woman her card, with her home address on it. Why on earth had she done that?

She plumped the cushions by the phone, washed her lunch dishes, and waited, increasingly irritable, for Martha to show. She wanted to get it over with. Soon, Martha had said. So why didn’t she come? Where was she coming from? And how? The buses ran infrequently—she looked like a bus person. Perhaps she’d changed her mind. Maybe Sandra had sounded unfriendly and put her off. The woman only wanted to express some thanks. She should have made more of an effort—Jack always said she was prickly with strangers. Sandra went back to the biography sent to her for review, but it had soured; the end wasn’t as good as the beginning.

BY SEVEN o’clock Sandra decided that Martha wasn’t coming after all and made herself a toasted cheese sandwich for tea. It was getting dark and cold. She sat in the half light of the window to eat. As she took the first bite the bell rang.

Sandra opened the door reluctantly. The woman stood there hesitantly, not looking her entirely in the face.

“I’m Martha. I’m a bit late.” No apology.

“Come in.” Sandra was hardly effusive. The woman turned sideways to carry a small suitcase and two large bags over the threshold, then stood there waiting. She was wearing a denim skirt and another hand knit, an old-fashioned pale pink jumper in a complex pattern. Her shoes were flat walkers. She sighed a hefty sigh and said, “Smells nice.”

“It’s not much. Just a toasted sandwich.”

Martha stood, holding her bags. Sandra could hear Jack’s voice in her head. Come on, Sandra, be kind.

“Come in.” Sandra turned on the light in the cold living room. She sat on the edge of her chair and invited Martha to sit down. Martha positioned her three bags carefully in a row and sank heavily into the leather. Sandra waited.

“I was at the hospital. Cliff says thanks.”

“You say you never met him?”

“Nup. Never. Poor old bugger was just lying there rattling his teeth and nobody did anything. Except you and me.”

Sandra felt ashamed.

“Would you like a snack?”

“Wouldn’t say no.”

“Come out and talk to me while I make it.” She didn’t want to leave this woman where she couldn’t see her. Who knows what she might stuff in her bags? Martha followed her obediently, bringing her luggage. Sandra re-oiled the sandwich grill.

“Pretty fancy kitchen you’ve got.”

“Yes. Don’t really use it enough these days.”

“You live here by yourself?”

Was it idle curiosity, or was Martha sussing out territory?

“On and off.”

“Married?”

“Yes.” What was she supposed to say? “No”? She still felt married. Widowed. That was the correct and ugly word. Black widow.

Martha nodded. “Thought so. Seen your wedding ring.”

Sandra prided herself on being honest but felt she was slipping. Still, what did it matter? History had little to do with facts. And she didn’t owe this woman anything.

“Coffee?”

“Do you have tea?”

“Certainly.” She made a pot and set tea and mugs on the place mat in the middle of the table. “And here’s your sandwich.” Golden triangles on a white plate, a sprig of parsley.

“Very pretty. Thank you.” Martha took a big bite. The steaming mouthful came out as fast as it went in.

“Ouch. Sorry. Too hot!” Martha was fanning her face with her mouth open, trying to cool her tongue.

“Would you like some water?”

“No, no, it’s all right. Serves me right for being greedy. Bit hungry. Haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, I went to the hospital this morning, and there’s the poor old bugger in one of those gowns with his bum hanging out because he didn’t have any undies or jar-mies.”

“What did you say his name was?”

Martha laughed. “I don’t know, really. It’s either Clifford or Cliff Ford, which sounds silly. He talks funny sometimes. But he wasn’t saying. Some people don’t like to be pinned down. Anyway, I went and bought him this gear, but it used up all my cash. Then after I took it to him, I went home for a while, but I didn’t have time to eat because I wanted to finish something for you.”

Sandra did not know how to respond to such a comment, so she asked a question.

“How did you get here, with no money?”

“Multitrip ticket. You get ten bus trips. It’s cheaper that way. But I must stop magging—I have to get the bus back. Just came to give you this.” She unzipped the top of the large red, white and blue plastic bag and took out a cotton shopping bag with a supermarket brand emblazoned on one side. Whatever was in it was light and insubstantial.

“To say thank you for helping yesterday. I didn’t know what to do next, and you came along like an angel in disguise.”

Sandra peered into the bag. It looked like a mass of silver fairy floss. Martha opened her sandwich and blew on it.

“Take it out. It’s bigger than it looks.”

It was a scarf—no, a shawl, light as air, but warm.

“It’s beautiful!” The fabric was soft and springy, resilient.

“Angora, very fine. Lovely stuff. Fits through a wedding ring.”

Sandra caught the shawl in a tight circle between thumb and forefinger, and saw that it would.

“But there’s no need. I didn’t do anything. You’re the one who looked after him. You’re the one who should be getting gifts.”

“Couldn’t do it on my own, sweet pea. You had the mobile. It’s OK. I want you to have it. Didn’t cost much. Made it myself.” Martha looked around. “It’s a pretty house here, but it’s cold. I reckon you need it.”

Martha looked at her watch, stood with the last bite of the sandwich in her hand, and went to her line of luggage.

“Sorry. Got to run. Don’t want to miss the bus back.”

CLIFF left the hospital, walked down the long mile of Pulteney Street to South Terrace and crossed over into the South Parklands. The doctors hadn’t finished the tests, but he was leaving, he was out of there. All that air conditioning was enough to make you sick. He took his clasp knife from his pocket, cut the plastic name band from his wrist and dropped it into the bin.

It must have rained; the new grass looked fresh. There was a chill in the air, although the day was sunny. The buds were swelling on the trees. A few more nights in that hospital would have killed him. All the same, he was getting too old to sleep out, and in the next year or two he’d have to find a place that offered a little more comfort, somewhere dry, where the rain didn’t run down his neck. But he’d be all right until next winter at least. Just now he needed some fresh air, a night or two under the starry bright, to get the thick hospital breath out of his lungs. Too many walls, too many bodies too close, and nothing to look at except concrete and bricks or the ugly old bloke opposite.

The hospitals did their best for you, same as the Salvation Army. He had a lot of time for the Salvos. It was good to wake up in a dry bed.

Cliff kept clear of the playground. He knew that the young mothers perceived him wrongly, an old scruff, maybe a paedophile, lurking around their children. He kept his clothes fairly clean, but he didn’t shave too often. He liked to watch the kids playing, listen to their shouts and laughter, see how they overcame their little fears to go down the high slide. He liked kids, enjoyed their freedom and spontaneity. But he knew that to parents he looked dangerous; he had seen the distaste, the caution, on their faces. The older women talked to him sometimes, grandmothers who had lived long enough not to be afraid, but some of the young ones were aggressively fearful, like bitches with pups.

Cliff crossed the Parklands, then the six lanes of Greenhill Road, and made his way down Porter Street, past the corner of Muggs Hill Road, where the church had free coffee on Sunday mornings. Near the end of Porter Street he turned left into the grassy path at the edge of the deep culvert. Not too many people walked along the culvert path, although it was a useful shortcut between two main roads. Most people preferred the open street. Every now and then the path was punctuated by yapping dogs stuck behind the high fences of their boring backyards, but for the most part it was quiet, and the dogs minded their own business. Wattlebirds nested in the bottlebrush, and in summer bright green parrots did regular checks for fruit and almonds.

He was going back to a spot he’d used before. It was between two sheds, well screened by a banana passionfruit vine gone berserk. You had to cross the culvert to get to it, two metres down and two metres up again. Once, a couple of years ago, there had been a storm upstream, and when Cliff woke up, the water was racing fast, a couple of metres from where he slept. It was as high as his neck, too dangerous to cross, so he had to stay holed up in his cubby. He didn’t fancy being swept into the tunnel where the culvert swung under the road. It was five or six hours before the flood subsided, and all he’d had to eat was a couple of oranges, filched earlier from a tree hanging over a fence.

It was a summer hideout, but it could take the occasional rain. He even had a roof now, a few sheets of galvanized iron that he inspected regularly for redback spiders. The area was full of orderly Greek and Italian gardens and well-oiled gates. A few people had put locks on their gates, but Cliff knew the friendly gardeners who let him pick a tomato or two. The locals knew where he camped and left him alone. He used his sister’s address for things like Medicare, though he rarely slept at her house. He had no real need to forage, but it was more fun to rely on whatever life and goodness handed out. And if he did get stuck, the automatic teller had new money in it every fortnight, like eggs in a hen’s nest. His wants were simple: he could buy clothes at op shops, day-old bread half price from the baker, a bottle of cheap port at the pub, and still have enough left over for a scratchie or two.

Cliff swung down into the culvert, using his familiar footholds, and up the other side, feeling stiff from too long in bed. His legs still worked, at any rate, though he was tired after the long walk, and he still had a scab on the side of his face after his fall in the Mall. His cubby was as good as ever. The last hard-rubbish day had provided a decent carpet, an armchair and a mattress. A piece of canvas had flapped loose. He rested for a while, then set about making repairs.

The following afternoon he walked down the culvert a mile or so and pressed the doorbell of his sister’s house. A short, stout woman opened it and smiled.

“Hello, Joyce.”

“Hello, little brother,” she said, giving him a hug. “Haven’t seen you for a while. What have you been up to?”

“Hospital.”

“Hospital! Why didn’t you let me know?”

“Didn’t want to worry you. It was only a few days. How’s your ticker, anyway?”

“No trouble. A bit tight sometimes.”

“That lad of yours behaving himself?”

Joyce pursed her lips in mock disapproval.

“No. Too much like his uncle. He’s hitched up to Sydney to see the sights. Says he’ll get work up there. Giving me a breather, at any rate. You should have told me you were crook.”

“You have enough on your plate.”

“I’d like to know if my own brother’s in hospital, all the same. What was it?”

“Had a fit. Seizure. Fell over in the Mall. Only a couple of nice ladies picked me up and looked after me, and now I’ve got a girlfriend.”

“No!”

“She’s not really my girlfriend. But she’s nice, Joyce. Real clever. Knits amazing patterns. She came to the hospital a couple of times and sat by my bed. Brought me pyjamas and undies and all.” Cliff suddenly remembered he had left the pyjamas at the hospital. “So she must like me a bit.”

“Don’t get your hopes up. Where are you living now?”

“Back of Porter Street.” He was always vague with Joyce. “Sort of a sleep-out.”

“Cup of tea?”

“Won’t say no.” Joyce put the kettle on, took down the cake tin, got out cups and saucers. Cliff saw that her hands were knobbier than ever. She made real tea, in a teapot, and set it on the table between them.

“What’s this about seizures, Cliff?”

“Epilepsy, maybe.”

“What happened?”

“Just blacked out. I was looking in a shop window, and that’s all I remember. Hit my face, see? Then this Martha comes along and tries to help, but she was all on her own, no one else would do anything. Then this other bird—I haven’t met her, but Martha said her name’s Sahndra,” Cliff made a face, “rather posh—comes along and has a mobile and calls an ambulance. Nobody else wanted to help. Probably thought I was drunk.”

“It does happen.”

“Not to me, at any rate. Haven’t had a drink for a long time. Can’t get a port in hospital! Now, while I’m here, got anything you need done?”

Joyce had a big daisy root to grub out. It took Cliff quite a while, and he needed a couple of rests, but it gave him great satisfaction to tear it out of the earth at last.

Before Cliff left, Joyce loaded him up with a cake, a bag of apples and a loaf of homemade bread. He’d be right for a couple of days with that lot.

UNDER the framed feathers, Sandra was sleeping. She could hear a cello. She knew this music, the introduction to Weber’s Invitation to the Dance, orchestrated by Berlioz, 1841. She felt the ribbon laces of her pink shoes firmly around her ankles, the stiffened net of the tutu brushing at her elbows. There were feathers in her hair. She was ready and waiting, poised in the wings for her grand entrance, but she couldn’t remember the story. Was it a wedding or a funeral? Jack was out there, dancing his solo, strong calf muscles filling out his white tights, arms in a graceful hoop above his head. He thrust a hand toward her in a gesture of longing: only a few more bars and it would be her moment. Jack would take her hand.

There was a story she couldn’t remember, but it would come, she knew, with the first point of her toe, the first step. The invitation was so tender, so courteous. In a moment the music would course through her, strong and inevitable. She would lift her body to it and be carried along until—how did it end? She couldn’t remember. She would have to give herself to the music to find out. The waltz began, and here came Jack, whirling faster and faster, smiling at her, young and handsome, leaner than she remembered, looking at her, Sandra, the fixed point for every spin. He flew away and circled back again, always looking for her. Now he was beckoning.

No, this was wrong. He was supposed to come and get her, take her hand and lead her out. He was calling her but not touching her; he wasn’t helping her through the transition. When he took her hand she would remember the steps—she needed his strong fingers and that firm, steadying hand on her back. And the waltz was way too fast. She went cold with panic.

Jack danced further and further away, the stage grew bigger and bigger. She was still in the wings. Her tutu was white china, her shoes were little glass slippers. She was frozen, an ice sculpture.

Jack was far, far away on the other side, getting smaller and smaller, disappearing into the opposite wings. The music and the panic swelled together in a grand crescendo, then cut to sudden silence.

It was getting light. Sandra got up with a dry throat and, feeling slightly dizzy, made her way to the bathroom. On the way back she saw Martha’s shawl hanging on the back of the chair. She drew the shawl over her upper body and cocooned herself under the bedclothes. It was warm and soft against her skin, just right.


[image: image]

MARTHA needed a break. She had finished the tea cosy and the toilet-roll holder and was now knitting a fancy pair of socks for Cliff in a slipstitch mosaic, fluorescent green on black. Martha liked knitting socks; they were very satisfying. Big enough for experiments but small enough to finish quickly. She’d never made two pairs alike.

She’d been knitting for three days solid and the socks were nearly done, with no mistakes. But if she didn’t have a rest now she’d soon start making them. The walls of her flat had started to feel like those of a hospital, and Martha knew the best cure for that was absence. She had some vague idea of going to the Botanic Garden, but mainly she wanted to get out of the flat and do something different for a change.

She heaved herself and her bags onto the bus to the city and took herself for a walk down North Terrace. Outside the Art Gallery was a banner advertising an international exhibition of fashion lace. After a good look at the notices to make sure it was free, Martha tucked her small leather purse into her pocket where she could keep one hand on it and left her luggage at the cloakroom. The man in uniform looked rather distastefully at the bags, which had to be heaved over the counter.

The lace exhibition was toward the back of the gallery. No staff were in the vicinity, but Martha took note of the security cameras and felt comforted.

Rounding the corner into the exhibition, Martha was startled by a tall black man in a white shirt standing directly in front of her, his legs wide, arms across his chest, each hand tucked into the opposite sleeve of his white shirt. He was so tall that she didn’t look into his face, and besides, her attention caught on his shirt, which he wore loosely over his bare chest and black trousers. The top part had a mottled density, like ice on a river, with a hint of deep, dark water rushing beneath. The lower half, covering his midriff and hips, had been topstitched into triangles, and the triangles themselves had been cut out, so the contrast of his black skin beneath the white was stark and unmitigated. The bottom of the garment was jaggedly uneven.

Martha realised suddenly that this was a kind of lace, that here was a man wearing lace—and a big black man at that. She raised her eyes. Both he and the garment were beautiful.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he said, speaking to her politely in an American accent. He pointed behind her. “The guy over there is wanting to take my picture.” Martha turned around and saw a photographer behind her, with bags as big as her own. He was opening silvery white umbrellas and fussing around with cameras and tripods.

“Do I have to leave?” she said. “I only just got here.”

“We’re nearly done,” he said. “You can sit over there and watch if you like.” He indicated a solitary chair against the far wall.

“Can I just—?” Martha extended one hand toward the white stuff on his body.

“Sure. Go ahead.”

She fingered the white fabric, felt the texture of fills and spaces, saw the ripple of the black muscled river beneath. Behind her the photographer grunted.

“Thank you,” she said, looking up again into the man’s generous face, and reached to smooth a wrinkle below his shoulder. But it wasn’t a wrinkle, it was a gathering of whiteness, like a vein in marble. Underneath the soft fabric his arm was as solid as rock.

“You’re welcome, ma‘am,” he said.

From her hard-backed chair Martha watched the final stages of the photo shoot. The photographer, she saw from his directions, was at pains to contrast the filmy fabric with the muscular man. And the man, she could see, was an artist himself and used to being photographed; he moved and smiled and simmered on cue, with such fine control that even the smallest movement created a subtle but noticeable change.

Ten minutes later Martha entered the main display. She had never seen such garments. Plastic bags knitted into dresses, a sun-yellow raincoat punched in a pattern the notice called “binary”—something to do with computers—a cloak made from handmade paper, a felt hat with bits of knitting wool laid flat in the felt like squashed coloured worms. There was a glass dress, too, made of thousands and thousands of beads. It was shimmering shiny and not very modest, but it was beautiful, hard and bright and beautiful. It was difficult to imagine a soft human body wearing an uncomfortable dress like that, but maybe it was just for looking and not wearing. Though that black man had been wearing one of these creations, the thick white lace spread over him like a second, holey skin, with teasing peepholes to the rocky forearms beneath. Black and white and beautiful, and good to touch, too. It must have been a natural fibre. His voice was kind. Maybe if you wore beautiful, comfy clothes it made you kind as well.

But this glass dress, this Was a dress for a woman with a cutting voice and a snapping handbag, someone who ordered people around so they wouldn’t see who she was. A dress for a woman who was always holding in a shriek but would let out only bits at a time, slivers of misery from behind those tight glass beads.

At the bus stop Martha waited, staring at a sparrow hopping about, her mind busy elsewhere. After Sandra’s shawl she had started knitting the green and black socks for Cliff, something quick and simple, while she waited for clarity regarding her next large project. She could feel the idea coming now, nudging deep down between her belly and her heart, something beautiful and soft, something for love and joy and dancing. Martha’s hand swept downward in a slow flourish with no regard for anyone watching, something that would drape, have a touch of—she searched for the word—splendour, that was it. A touch of splendour. She had better hurry up and finish those socks.

MARTHA had been home only a couple of minutes when she heard a knock at the front door. There stood Cliff holding a bunch of jonquils. They were not wrapped.

“For you,” he said, “to say thanks for looking after me.”

“Why, thank you, Mr Ford,” said Martha with the suggestion of a curtsy. “That’s very kind. Did they grow in your garden?”

“More or less,” said Cliff.

“But how did you know where I lived?” asked Martha.

“I was out and about,” said Cliff. “Saw you when you got off the bus. I yelled out, but you didn’t hear, and it’s taken me this long to catch up.”

“So how did you have time to pick jonquils?”

“Just call me Mr Magic.”

Martha laughed.

“Well, come in, Mr Magic, and have a nice fresh muffin.” She led the way through to her little kitchen. “But don’t go getting ideas. A muffin is all you’re going to get. Well, maybe two muffins.”

IT WAS raining, and the rush-hour traffic moved cautiously, but even so Sandra missed the turn to the church where she had agreed to meet Kate. She and Jack had been there once, to a candlelit Christmas service, invited by Kate and Tony before Jack’s illness, but in the confusion of bright headlights streaming on wet roads she overshot the turn. Sandra and Kate had arranged to have dinner after Kate’s interview with a prospective new cleaner for the church. Kate was always doing some kind of volunteer job.

When Sandra arrived, it was past five-thirty. The lights were on above the side door into the office area, and warmth and light seemed a better option than sitting in a cold car. She picked her way across the flat-sheeted puddles, past the rose garden to the blue door. It was slightly ajar and she pushed her way in.

The church was old bluestone, but the office area, which Sandra now saw for the first time, surprised her with its array of high-tech equipment. Sandra had always associated churches with a certain fustiness that proclaimed their irrelevance. The reception area was carpeted and welcoming, the wall bright with a panel of children’s paintings. Further down she could hear voices; the interview must still be in process. The paintings were full of arks and animals and varied interpretations of Noah, including one that showed him waving a beer bottle and looking decidedly tipsy.

She felt a sudden draft of cold air as someone else came in from outside. Sandra turned to see a tallish man, ill dressed, middle-aged, needing a shave, but striding confidently into this alien space. He nodded to Sandra, crossed the room, tapped on the door at the other end and disappeared behind it. The voices became more animated, and Sandra strained to hear, but she couldn’t make anything out. A few minutes later the man came back.

“G’day,” he said and extended his hand, at the same time giving Sandra’s tailored jacket a quick once-over. “Nice to meet you. Have you come about the cleaning job?”

“No, I’m a friend of Kate Linkett’s. I’m meeting her here.” Sandra looked the man up and down in return. His trousers were a little short and he was wearing odd socks, a detail that tweaked at her memory, though she wasn’t sure why.

“Oh, Kate. She’s a good one, she is.”

Sandra nodded, not sure what “good” meant in this context. The man was in no hurry to go.

“What about you?” asked Sandra, also curious. “Are you here for an interview?”

“No way!” The man laughed. “Wouldn’t suit me. I like to be outside. Just came to put in a good word for me girlfriend.”

The voices were louder, and the door was opening. They turned toward it to see a woman backing out with three large bags. Sandra recognised the bags before she saw the woman’s face.

“Hello, Martha.”

Martha looked up in surprise.

“Dr Fildes?”

“Oh, please, call me Sandra.”

Martha looked mystified. “You don’t want to be a cleaner, do you?”

“No.” Sandra laughed.

“Oh.” Martha paused and then smiled. “But you come to this church.”

Sandra shook her head. “No, not me. I’m a friend of Kate’s, who’s helping with the interviews. We’re going out for dinner.” Kate had still not appeared.

“I come to this church, though,” said the scruffy man. He turned to Martha. “How did you go?”

“All right, I think. Wait and see.”

“This is your boyfriend?” Sandra asked Martha.

“Cliff? No way!” Martha laughed. The man reddened beneath his stubble as Sandra stared at him.

“Cliff?” asked Sandra. “Are you that Cliff?”

Martha laughed again.

“Yes, the same one! Cliff, do you know who this lady is?”

Cliff shook his head.

“The one with the mobile. The one who called the ambulance the day you collapsed in the Mall. It’s her, Sandra. You know, I told you, she called the ambulance, and then I went to see her and she gave me a toasted cheese sandwich for tea.”

“Ah,” said Cliff. “That one. I see.” He paused, then shook Sandra’s hand again, and bowed over it. “Thank you, madam. Thank you very much. Very kind of you indeed.” He was still shaking her hand.

“Are you all right now?” asked Sandra, pulling back.

“Yes, yes. Nothing much. Just banged my head, I think. Knocked all the sense out of it.”

“Excuse me, have to catch my bus,” said Martha.

“I’ll help you,” said Cliff, reaching for the brown suitcase.

“No, thanks, I’m used to it,” said Martha, quickly grabbing the handle. “It balances me. If I don’t carry them myself I feel awkward.”

“Well, I’ll just see you to the bus stop,” said Cliff. He reminded Sandra of a labrador puppy.

Martha sighed. “OK. Come on, then.” Her hands were full, so she lifted an elbow to Sandra in a parody of a wave. “Nice to meet you again, Sandra. Might see you round.” They made their way out the door. Cliff ignored Sandra; his attention was focused on Martha.

Kate suddenly appeared. “Have they gone already?”

“Martha had to catch a bus.”

“Oh, I meant to say goodbye. Never mind, I’ll talk to her later. Just hang on a moment while I get my bag.”

“How old is this building?” asked Sandra when Kate came back.

“Can’t tell you exactly, though it had its centenary before we arrived. Do you want to see the rest of it? The church is just through there.”

Kate led her into an open space with a lofty ceiling and stained glass windows.

“We had it modernised a few years ago. These are new seats. The old ones were designed to keep you bolt upright. It’s a great space now, very flexible. We have dinners here sometimes. And through here”—Kate led Sandra into a side lobby, switching on lights as they went, then opened another door—“is the old church hall.”

“What a wonderful floor!” They were standing at the edge of an expanse of polished wooden floorboards. Sandra suddenly remembered herself as a child, tap-dancing across the church hall on Saturday mornings, delighting in the rhythmic echo of her two strong feet. She had sat in that same church hall for Sunday school, where her parents had sent her for a couple of years to broaden her education, while they stayed home and did the gardening. She remembered little of Sunday school, other than the story of King David “dancing before the Lord with all his might” before the returning ark of the covenant, and how his wife had despised him for it.

“Well, yes,” said Kate. “The floor looks great, but the acoustics are terrible. The kids love to run on it. We’ll probably carpet it one day, but it’s used as a dance studio during the week. Well, that’s it. Let’s go. I’m hungry. Interviews are hard work.”

In the car, Sandra told Kate about the connection with Cliff and Martha and the conversation they’d just had. “You church people sure attract some weirdos.”

“So do you,” retorted Kate. “You met them in the Mall all by yourself.”

“But Cliff? Aren’t you scared he’ll run off with the collection?”

“He might.” Kate shrugged.

“Did you give Martha the job?”

“Yes, for a trial period. The others were worried about what Martha might carry off in those bags. I think she’ll be fine. Doesn’t strike me as the thieving sort.”

“And if either of them does run off with the silver?”

“It’s only money, Sandra. Besides, we’ve got insurance.”

MARTHA decided she should attend at least one service at the church to have a good look at her clients. When Kate had shown her around, she had seen a mess of crumbs in one corner that didn’t make sense. She came in early, parked her bags on the floor at the wall end of the pew and sat down beside them. Ah, that was it. Tea and coffee were served beforehand, with plain sugary biscuits. Well, any church that offered you a coffee on arrival was better than most.

Sandra was also in church that morning. Kate’s husband, Tony, was away on a business trip. Sandra had spent the evening at Kate’s with art-house videos and good wine and then stayed the night. In the morning it seemed impolite to refuse Kate’s invitation to attend church. They were a few minutes early. Sandra watched the congregation assemble, noted the excitement of the children, the elderly clustering under the wall-mounted heaters. And there was Martha again, a few pews forward and hard up against the wall.

“I didn’t think Martha came to church,” said Sandra to Kate.

“Never has before. I’ll just go and say hello.”

Sandra envied Kate’s ease with people. She watched her sit down next to Martha and exchange a few words. Martha looked around at Sandra and nodded, then shook her head at Kate. They talked some more and Kate came back to sit by Sandra.

“What did you say to her?”

“I invited her to sit back here with us, but she said her bags would take up too much room. She’s a funny bird. But she’s coming back for lunch. I hope you don’t mind.”

Inwardly Sandra groaned. She opened the church bulletin and concentrated on the prayer list. Did people mind, she wondered, having their names listed to be prayed for? Evidently not. What would Jack have made of it? Pray for Jack Fildes, starting chemotherapy this week. And for his wife, Sandra, in her Great Dark. No, there was nothing as personal as that. But what if Kate had offered to pray? It might feel nice to be wrapped in someone’s prayer. Not in their presence of course, no, God forbid, but to be prayed for in absentia, she could cope with that. Only Kate had never asked. Perhaps she prayed without permission.

Martha, unabashedly looking about the church, noticed that Sandra did not have a husband with her, even though she had said she was married and wore a ring. Sandra was short, but her friend Kate was tall, thin around the shoulders, with a round face that seemed at odds with her angular body. She was wearing an interestingly patterned jacket that Martha felt sure was rayon, but she would have to touch it to be certain. Martha was curious about Sandra and had eagerly accepted the invitation to lunch.

After church they sat together in Kate’s kitchen while Kate finished preparing the salad. She told Martha she had a husband, Tony, who was away because of work, and a twelve-year-old son, Jeremy, who was at a friend’s place.

Martha’s bags were by the wall where she could keep an eye on them. She watched Sandra set the table. Sandra obviously knew her way around this kitchen, was familiar with the cupboards. She’d said she was married, but she never mentioned her husband. Perhaps, like Kate’s, he was away with work. Perhaps the two men had gone together.

“Was that Tony who rang this morning?” Sandra asked Kate. The ringing phone had woken her.

“Yes. He’s homesick. It’s a long stretch this time. Seven weeks. I really miss him.” She looked at Sandra suddenly, furtively, as though embarrassed, but Sandra had her head down over the soup spoons. Kate turned to Martha. “My husband travels a lot in his job. He’s in Vancouver at the moment. Anyway, what about you, Martha? Do you have a partner?”

“No.”

Martha was still watching Sandra. Something fishy was going on here.

“What about before now?” asked Kate brightly.

“Well, yes,” said Martha. “I was married once. When I was seventeen I married the boy down the road.”

“What happened to him?” asked Kate. “Did it work out? That’s very young.”

“No, we were happy all right. But he’s dead now.” Martha was talking to Kate but watching Sandra, and saw the small pause as she laid out the spoons.

“What happened?” Kate asked.

“Give her a break,” said Sandra. “What is this, the Church Interrogation Society?”

“I don’t mind,” said Martha mildly. “It was a long time ago. He was a lovely boy. Twenty years old and beautiful. Big muscles, with a nice rose tat on one shoulder. Accident.”

Kate brought the soup to the table.

“Anyway,” asked Martha. “What’s your bloke up to, Sandra?”

Martha could not interpret Kate’s sudden alertness.

“Wish I knew,” Sandra said, and laughed tightly. “He’s dead too. Ten months ago. Cancer.”

Ah, now Martha understood.

“But you still feel married, don’t you?” she said. “It takes a long time to get over it.”

To SAVE Martha the trouble of catching a bus into the city and out again, Sandra offered her a ride home. It had been a pleasant afternoon after all, and in the end Martha had fitted in well enough: even if she wasn’t quite their sort, at least she had a creative turn of phrase that made them laugh. And Sandra was pleased with herself for making the effort, putting her grief aside for a while and managing to relate to someone not only new but different from her usual companions. She had made a good fist of it for once.

Martha too had seemed to enjoy herself, taking out her knitting after lunch, deftly weaving in the many-coloured strands of a complicated sock. Kate had fetched her quilting basket and sewn a few pieces together for a patchwork sampler. Sandra, not to be outdone, secured some dangerously loose buttons on her jacket. The three women sat peaceably through an afternoon they punctuated at intervals with cups of coffee.

At one point they discussed knitting, the making of Sandra’s shawl, and Sandra’s work teaching textile history and theory. Sandra offered a few pieces from her current research, about the resurgence of home crafts in the wake of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center, and the trend toward complex yarns rather than complex stitches as a new generation learnt to knit. Interest in knitting was cyclical, Martha said, like yo-yos, only the craze lasted several years instead of a few weeks. Kate said she always had to be doing something with her hands, that some life force at work in the creative act kept her sane.

WHEN they arrived at Martha’s place, Martha invited Sandra in to show her a wartime pattern book. Turning from the small porch area into Martha’s living room, Sandra was startled by the head and forequarters of a life-sized orange horse. At first, absurdly, she had thought it was a real horse—the shape had loomed at her from beside the closed curtains of Martha’s darkened living room.

Martha pushed the curtains back and Sandra saw that the head and withers were suspended from the ceiling by transparent fishing line, and the whole was made of knitted stocking stitch. Only the front was complete, but that was well made with fine attention to detail; something in the blaze under the woolly forelock, the flare of the nostrils, and the angle of the ears cocked to the front was focused and endearing. Anyone standing in front of it had that horse’s full attention. The sheer size—thirteen hands, at least, thought Sandra automatically—was impressive.

“Do you like old Mickey?” asked Martha.

“He’s wonderful.”

“A bit of fun in my spare time. Just knit a new bit here and there every now and again. Starting on the saddle blanket next.”

“I never thought you’d keep a horse in your flat!”

“Well, there you go. You can’t always tell by appearances. I didn’t know you had a swimming pool till you mentioned it today. You can’t tell from the front.” Martha stepped back and looked critically at the horse.

“Don’t know what I’ll do with him when he’s finished. He’s already getting too big, and he’s not half done yet.”

“What’s he for? Anything special?”

“Nup. Just a bit of fun and games. Keeps me amused when I’m not doing tea cosies and socks.” A tea cosy, Sandra thought, must be a tedious bit of nonsense for such an artist.

“Have you ever done anything like this before?”

“No.”

“You could knit a whole zoo! Or a farmyard.”

“I don’t think so. One animal is enough. I just wanted to see if I could do it. It’s not that hard. See, I’m working from these.” Martha showed Sandra photocopies of anatomical drawings. “Got them from a vet book in the library. Helps me get the proportions right, because it’s hard to remember. I had a horse once, but I still need these drawings for instructions. You forget how the muscles work.”

“I wouldn’t call those instructions.”

“They’re the best sort. Pictures to follow.”

“But there’s no words, no rules. How can you do it with no words? How do you know how many stitches to cast on?”

“You just try it out. If it doesn’t work, you try a different way. If you have words, you have rules, and rules have to be obeyed. But this way, when you look at the drawings, the pattern gets into your heart somehow. The rules are still there but you hardly notice. It’s much bigger and better than rules!”

Sandra tried to take it in: knitting without rules. No, beyond rules—that’s what Martha was saying.

“What are you going to do with him?”

“I dunno. Would you like him?”

“No, no. I mean, I couldn’t. But he should be shown off somewhere. He’s so handsome, so unusual. It’s definitely a ‘he’?”

“Yes, he’s Mickey. Poor old Mick. The first Mickey is just worm food now, down the bottom paddock.”

“Are you going to do the whole thing? The tail and everything?”

“Probably. Take me another six months though, maybe more. Meanwhile he’s good company. Doesn’t talk too much. I just fit him in around other stuff. Now come in here, and I’ll find that pattern book.”

They turned into a spare room that smelled like mothballs. It was like walking into a wool shop. Along one wall was a low honeycomb of triangular shelving, each one jewelled with balls of richly coloured wool: rose, amethyst, amber, jade, sapphire, opal, emerald, jet. Sandra couldn’t help feeling she’d walked into some kind of adult playground. In one corner was a huge bag of orange yarn, the same colour as the horse, and next to it a large basket of unspun fleece and a spinning wheel. Silver cylinders— were they really jam tins?—bristled with knitting needles, and glass-topped pins were stuck in the back of a hand-knitted hedgehog. The walls were dense with pictures cut from calendars and magazines, each with a different theme. The wall opposite the window was filled with galaxies, stars, moons, a large solar system, photos of the earth and various planets taken from outer space. There were no rockets or spaceships. Next to a fiery nebula was an illustration Sandra recognized from an article in Time magazine about black holes.

On Sandra’s left the wall was covered with pictures of leaves and trees, close-ups of daisies, orchids and roses, large rainforest landscapes of towering trees and matted ferns, here and there a gleaming beetle or a backlit scattering of seeds. Bright greens, secret shadow corners for tiny glowing fungi, echoes of flapping wings, bird song and the critching sound of cicadas. The wall throbbed with energy and growth.

The third wall was large with deserts and silence. Movement that must be measured in months and years and aeons, minimalist landscapes of sand dunes, moraines, flat red gibber plains, green ice, blinding snowfields, rock crevices, the crater of an extinct volcano. Behind her back Sandra felt the exuberant plants budding and bursting, pushing out fruit and flowers, while in front of her were silence, solitude, the bare whisper of wind.

Martha was flicking through folders in a large filing cabinet. Sandra was surprised by the number of files, more consistent with academic research. Her heart leapt.

“Are these all knitting files?”

“Mainly. But I also keep diaries and other things. Here you are.” She held out an old knitting book, illustrated in black and white, with a man in army uniform on the front and the words ‘Home Comforts for our Fine Brave Boys’ in white copperplate cursive. Sandra accepted the thin pattern book, but her attention was on the filing drawer.

“Are these all patterns?”

“No, lots of things. But all to do with knitting.” Martha took out another folder. “Look here. These are all pictures of knitters. They seem like old friends to me.”

Sandra leafed through them. A gallery postcard of The Sock Knitter, a 1915 painting by Sydney artist Grace Cossington Smith; a black-and-white photo torn from a magazine, showing a large woman, cigarette dangling from her lips, sitting on a stool and knitting a straggling scarf; a colour photocopy from a textile-arts book of an 1869 painting by Bouguereau, The Knitting Girl. Here they were, representations of the knitter. Without her even asking.

“Martha, these are wonderful files! Do you have any more war patterns? I’ve been interested in textiles for years, but I haven’t collected knitting patterns.”

“A few, I think.” Martha went on searching.

Sandra went home with five slim black-and-white pattern books, all more than fifty years old. Such an unexpected return.

THE following day the yarn sample cards Martha had ordered arrived in the mail. She made a cup of tea for her card-opening ceremony, then, using a fine knitting needle, opened all the envelopes. The blue and green silks were wonderful; the light from the window played over the lustrous fibres like water. But the cashmere was so soft.

Martha held the threads against her cheek and read aloud from the notes. “More warmth per weight than any other natural fibre in the world. Goats can take between four and six years to grow enough cashmere for one average jumper. The soft underfleece is gathered by hand-combing every spring. In the past most cashmere has come from Afghanistan, Iran, Outer Mongolia, India and China, but in the last decade or so Australia and New Zealand have begun producing their own.”

The cashmere was beautiful but too soft, perhaps. The lambswool–cashmere blend might hold its shape better, but the wispy texture would lessen the effect of any patterning. And the yarn had to be fine. Two ends at most, knitted carefully together.

Martha needed a second cup of tea before she could decide. She would go for lambswool after all. She was more familiar with wool, how it handled and how to care for it, and the micron count was very similar to the cashmere. The untrained touch would hardly be aware of the difference, and practicality had to be considered.

Lambswool, then. And white. Yes, it had to be white. Pure as the driven snow.

SANDRA wasn’t exactly sure why she had asked Martha about the patterns, though she knew it was connected to the article about Greek artefacts: an idea was forming in the back of her head, a collection or display. Something to demonstrate the intersection of language and women’s work, or the development of metaphoric language—spinning a yarn, weaving a story, seamlessness. Stitching, embroidery, knitting, handcraft. Something like that.

At home she took the knitting patterns to her study. The first book, printed in 1945, had a matt black-and white cover. The end of the war, then, with rationing still in place. Clothing coupons. Yes, just as she thought, the writing had a certain turn of phrase, a definitive language, slightly jingoistic. The language of genteel survival in the face of war.

Next was a women’s pattern book from the same era. Sandra looked at the copy on the front cover:



FOUR PRETTY KNITTEDS TO MAKE FOR YOURSELF

A lacy knit frock, the prettiest you’ve seen for some time

A sleeveless pullover with embossed motifs for the outdoor girl

A jumper in unusual bluebell design for the more mature woman

This time it’s smart to wear your heart on your sleeve in this romantic fluffy cardigan adorned with interwoven hearts




She’d use it for next Wednesday’s class and see what her students made of it. And she must remember to register for that textiles conference. Later, just before sleeping, Sandra suddenly thought of Martha’s luggage. What could be so important that she needed to lug it around all the time? Those bags were heavy; Sandra had seen that it took a fair amount of effort to carry them. Perhaps she really was a bag lady who collected bottles and cans to supplement her income.

FRESH green leaves were sprouting from the trees, but it was still chilly. Sandra bought herself a small black coffee in the little café next to the supermarket and positioned herself by the window, where she would have the full benefit of the afternoon sun. It was Saturday, shopping day, but the shopping could wait till she had read the paper.

She was halfway through the book pages when a shadow fell across the table. Deep in an interview with a favorite author, she ignored it, but a finger tapping on the other side of the glass made her look up.

Outside on the pavement stood Martha and Cliff. Martha was motionless, two bags in one hand and the small suitcase in the other. Cliff tapped again with a brown finger. They were laughing. Sandra smiled uncertainly. Were they laughing at her?

Martha raised her eyebrows and pointed at Sandra’s table. It was clear she was asking if they could join her. Martha would be all right, but Sandra could have done without Cliff. Oh well, she could excuse herself. She beckoned them in.

Cliff moved through the tables with surprising grace and sat down in the chair adjacent to Sandra’s. Martha, encumbered by her bags, struggled to find passageway. One bag caught on the back of a chair and tipped it over. She righted it and apologised profusely to the smart young couple at the table. They smiled icily. When she sat down, Sandra saw that her eyes were full of tears.

“Can I get you both a coffee?”

Cliff inclined his head regally. “For this, good thanks, m’lady.” Sandra wanted to laugh.

“Martha?”

“Oh, you don’t need to,” began Martha awkwardly, then said meekly, “Oh, yes, please, if you don’t mind. White with one.”

Sandra ordered at the counter and went back to her seat. Martha still looked embarrassed. Cliff spoke first.

“Do you come here often?”

“Well, I come here to shop, but I don’t often stop for coffee. What about you?”

“Not me. Just tagging along with Mattie here, who was wanting some wool. But they didn’t have what she wanted, did they, Matt?”

Sandra couldn’t figure Cliff out. He seemed a patchwork of roughness and gentility.

The coffee came. Sandra would have to stay a little longer to avoid seeming rude. Cliff put four spoons of sugar in his coffee and saw Sandra watching.

“Well, it’s free, isn’t it? Lots of calories. Just what I need.” Cliff’s skinny frame certainly didn’t have calories to spare.

“What do you want the wool for, Martha?” asked Sandra.

“Not wool, cotton. To make a hat for summer. You know, those floppy ones, like a washing hat, to shade your face. I lost mine on the bus last year.”

“Wouldn’t it be cheaper to buy one?”

“Probably. But I make all my things, like in the old days. More environmentally friendly. No plastic packaging, no heavy transport from one side of the country to the other. I hand-sew some things. Slow work like that is soothing.” Martha was talking fast, not quite at ease.

“You don’t make everything by hand, surely?”

“Pretty much. It’s very satisfying, making things from scratch. Fabric, needle, thread. Scissors. That’s all you need.”

“No machine?”

“Not now. I did once. A few years ago I used to spin and dye all my own wool too, but I stopped that. I like bright colours, and I like them colourfast. You can’t do everything. But with sewing and knitting you can make most things. I buy my bras, though, and my shoes. That’s about all.”

“You don’t really need them,” said Cliff, grinning.

Martha looked quickly at Sandra.

“Behave yourself,” she said. “Mind your manners. And weren’t you going somewhere?”

Cliff looked surprised, then gulped the last of his coffee and stood up.

“Well, ladies, I’ll leave you to it.”

“What’s with him?” said Sandra as they watched him cross the car park. “He’s a bit strange, isn’t he?”

“Oh, he’s all right. That’s just how he is. He reads, you know. He spends whole days in the library. And he’s in love with me.” She spoke matter-of-factly.

“Do you mind?”

Martha, more relaxed now, laughed out loud. “Mind? Why should I? It’s a compliment. Look, don’t touch, I told him.”

“Did he try?”

“No, no. He’s not creepy like that. He’s honest and straightforward.” She saw the doubting look on Sandra’s face.

“He is. Trust me. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Got a heart of gold—you should hear him talk about his sister. Just doesn’t care about money and houses like most people.” There was a pause while Sandra tried to imagine such an existence.

“Martha, after your husband died, how was it?”

Martha looked her in the eye.

“It was terrible,” she said. “We’d only been married a few months. I nearly went mad with it. In fact, I did go mad.” She looked away.

“And then what?”

“I started knitting. And here I am.”

“Are you still sad?”

“No. Just—” Martha paused.

Sandra waited. It was a good interview technique, she’d found. Hold the pause. Something useful usually came out.

“Just what, Martha?” She spoke very gently. Martha was still looking into the distance.

“You can’t undo things. You can’t go back. And all those things you did wrong, they just about kill you.”

Sandra was disappointed. This wasn’t relevant to the line of inquiry. Martha laughed suddenly.

“So watch out, Sandra, I might still be a bit mad!”

“And children? Didn’t you want children?”

“Yes, I did, but Manny died and then there wasn’t anyone else. What about you?”

“Things don’t always work out,” said Sandra.

“No, not like we expect, anyway. And I wouldn’t have been a very good mother.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I just know, that’s all. Thanks for the coffee, Sandra. I need to go now. I’ve got things to do.”
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