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Dropped Stitches

The morning sun crept through Mabel Rose's kitchen window like a hesitant confession, casting pale stripes across the pine table where her latest project lay spread—a delicate lace shawl in dove gray alpaca. She ran her fingers along the intricate pattern, counting stitches out of habit more than necessity. After forty-seven years of knitting, her hands knew when something was amiss before her eyes did.

And something was definitely amiss this Tuesday morning.

Mabel paused at stitch 127, her fingertip detecting the telltale looseness of a dropped stitch from three rows back. Most knitters would have cursed and reached for their crochet hook to fish the runaway loop back up through the fabric. But Mabel had learned long ago that sometimes you had to unravel everything to understand where things went wrong.

She set down her reading glasses and reached for her coffee cup, inhaling the rich aroma of her morning blend. Through the lace curtains—hand-tatted by her grandmother in 1943—she watched Mrs. Henley from next door emerge from her Tudor revival carrying what appeared to be a casserole dish. The older woman's usual brisk stride had a tentative quality today, like someone picking their way across a pattern they'd never attempted before.

The knitting circle would meet tonight at seven sharp in the basement of St. Mary's Episcopal. Mabel looked forward to these weekly gatherings the way other people anticipated their favorite television programs. There was something deeply satisfying about the rhythm of needles clicking in harmony, the gentle murmur of conversation punctuated by the occasional "dropped a stitch" or "help me with this cable cross."

But lately, the harmony had acquired some discordant notes.

It had started three weeks ago when Vivian Ashworth announced she'd won the county fair's grand prize for her aran sweater—a complex pattern that had taken her eight months to complete. The congratulations around the circle had been enthusiastic enough, but Mabel's trained ear had detected the tight edges in some voices, like binding off too severely.

Then there was the business with the new yarn shop. Eleanor Fitzgerald had been making pointed comments about "certain people" thinking they could corner the market on quality fibers. The barbs were wrapped in silk, but they were barbs nonetheless. Eleanor had run Needles & Pins for twelve years, and the arrival of Yarn Haven two blocks away had clearly pulled some stitches loose in her carefully constructed world.

Mabel sipped her coffee and considered the group's dynamics with the same attention she'd give to a challenging colorwork chart. There was Dorothy Chen, methodical as stockinette stitch, who could spot an error from across the room but delivered her corrections with the gentleness of cashmere. Janet Holloway, the newest member, attacked every project with the enthusiasm of a cable needle working through its first complex cross—sometimes creating beautiful results, sometimes producing spectacular tangles.

And then there was Vivian herself—Vivian with her perfectly organized knitting bag and her tendency to hold her yarn just a touch too tightly, creating fabric that looked flawless but felt stiff to the touch. Vivian who'd been making subtle suggestions lately about "updating" the circle's approach, bringing in "more sophisticated" projects.

Mabel understood the pattern that was emerging, even if the others didn't see it yet. She'd witnessed enough unravelings in her seventy-three years to recognize when tensions were building like a dropped stitch working its way down through rows of carefully constructed relationships.

The landline rang, startling her from her thoughts. She'd resisted getting one of those cell phones that everyone carried like security blankets, preferring the solid reliability of the wall-mounted phone that had served her kitchen for twenty years.

"Mabel? It's Dorothy." The voice sounded strained, like wool pulled too tight on the blocking boards. "I just wanted to make sure you were still planning to come tonight. I have a feeling we might need your... perspective."

Mabel set down her cup, noting how Dorothy's usually precise diction had acquired a slight tremor. "Of course I'll be there. Is everything all right?"

A pause stretched across the line like yarn held taut between two needles. "I'm probably overreacting. It's just that Vivian called this morning with some ideas for tonight's meeting. Something about making some changes to how we do things. And Eleanor sounded... well, when I mentioned it to her, she got very quiet."

"Quiet like when you're counting stitches, or quiet like when you've just realized you've been knitting the wrong pattern for six inches?"

Dorothy's laugh held no humor. "The second kind, definitely."

After they hung up, Mabel returned to her shawl, but her hands moved more slowly now. She'd seen this pattern before—in her book club when Mrs. Patterson had tried to ban romance novels, in the church committee when the organist had suggested replacing the century-old hymnal. Change could be as refreshing as switching from worsted weight to silk, but forced change felt like having someone yank your needles away mid-row.

The dropped stitch in her lace work seemed to wink at her, a small imperfection that would spread if left unattended. Some problems were like that—they started small, barely noticeable, but given time and tension, they could unravel everything you'd worked so hard to create.

Mabel reached for her crochet hook and began the careful work of rescuing the wayward stitch. As she worked, she found herself thinking about tonight's meeting with the same mixture of anticipation and concern she'd felt before her first attempt at intarsia. Beautiful results were possible, but so were spectacular disasters.

Outside her window, clouds were gathering like bunched yarn in a basket—soft and gray and full of potential for either comfort or storm. She had six hours until the circle met, six hours to decide whether she should bring just her current project or pack some extra supplies. In her experience, when tensions were running high, it never hurt to have some simple garter stitch on hand—something soothing and mindless to keep nervous fingers busy.

Because if there was one thing Mabel Rose had learned in her seven decades of living and four decades of detecting, it was that dropped stitches had a way of multiplying when you weren't paying attention. And tonight, she intended to pay very close attention indeed.
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Crossed Cables

The basement of St. Mary's Episcopal smelled of old hymnals and fresh coffee, with an undertone of wool that had accumulated over months of knitting circle meetings. Mabel arrived fifteen minutes early, as was her custom, carrying her knitting bag and a plate of oatmeal cookies that had become her signature contribution.

The space was familiar as her own living room—metal folding chairs arranged in an imperfect circle around a collection of mismatched tables, each bearing the scars of countless craft projects. Someone had already started the coffee maker, filling the room with the comforting gurgle of brewing caffeine.

Rev. Sarah Mitchell appeared at the bottom of the stairs, her clerical collar slightly askew and her graying hair escaping from what had probably started the day as a neat bun. "Mabel, thank goodness you're here early. I wanted to ask—" She paused, glancing toward the stairs as footsteps echoed above. "Well, perhaps later."

Before Mabel could respond, Grace Pemberton descended carefully, one hand gripping the rail while the other clutched an enormous tapestry bag that probably cost more than most people's monthly grocery budget. At seventy-one, Grace maintained the posture of someone who'd attended finishing school, but Mabel noticed how she paused at the bottom step, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the basement's fluorescent lighting.

"Grace, dear," Mabel said gently, "let me help you with that bag."

"Oh, I'm perfectly capable—" Grace began, then seemed to reconsider. "Well, perhaps just to that blue chair there. These lights make everything look so different."

As Mabel settled Grace and her expensive yarn collection, the others began arriving in their usual sequence. Dorothy Chen appeared precisely at five minutes before seven, her canvas tote bag organized with military precision. Behind her came Janet Holloway, chattering nervously about a new cable pattern she'd found online and practically bouncing with enthusiasm.

"I printed it out for everyone," Janet announced, pulling a sheaf of papers from her bag. "It's called the Celtic Eternity Cable, and I thought we could all learn it together. I know I'm still new to cables, but the video tutorial made it look so simple—"

"Janet," Dorothy interrupted kindly, "perhaps we should wait until everyone arrives before distributing patterns."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop several degrees when Eleanor Fitzgerald appeared. She moved like someone walking through a minefield, her usual confident stride replaced by careful, measured steps. Her knitting bag—a sensible canvas affair that had seen better years—looked shabby next to Grace's designer leather satchel.

Eleanor took her customary seat without her usual round of greetings, immediately pulling out a half-finished cardigan in practical navy wool. Mabel noted how Eleanor's fingers trembled slightly as she arranged her yarn, and how she avoided eye contact with everyone except Maggie Thornton, who entered just behind her.

Maggie moved with the gentle uncertainty of someone navigating an increasingly unreliable world. At sixty-seven, she'd been the informal leader of their circle for years, the one who remembered everyone's birthday and brought extra needles for those who forgot their supplies. Lately, though, she seemed to fade into the background more often than she stepped forward.

"Good evening, everyone," Maggie said softly, settling into the chair between Eleanor and Grace. "What lovely weather we're having for October."

It was actually raining quite steadily outside, but no one corrected her.

The last to arrive was Vivian Ashworth, and she entered like someone taking the stage. Her knitting bag was new—expensive leather in deep burgundy—and her current project was an intricate Fair Isle vest that would have challenged even experienced knitters. She surveyed the circle with the satisfaction of a director reviewing her cast.

"Ladies," Vivian said, settling into the chair that commanded the best view of the group, "I'm so glad we're all here tonight. I have some exciting ideas to share."

Mabel felt the room's atmosphere shift like yarn changing from wool to silk—same basic function, completely different texture. Around the circle, needles paused mid-stitch as everyone looked up from their work.

"Before we begin our usual sharing," Vivian continued, "I think it's time we discussed some improvements to our little group."

"Improvements?" Eleanor's voice carried the sharp edge of a cable needle pressed too hard against fabric.

Vivian smiled with the confidence of someone who'd never doubted her own opinions. "Well, yes. After my success at the county fair—" she gestured toward her prize ribbon, now permanently attached to her knitting bag "—I've been thinking about how we could elevate our standards. Bring more sophistication to our projects."

Dorothy's needles clicked more rapidly than usual. "What sort of sophistication?"

"For starters, I think we should standardize our yarn purchases. Rather than everyone buying from different shops with varying quality standards, we should coordinate our purchases through one supplier. I've been working with Yarn Haven—such lovely people—and they've agreed to offer our group a discount if we commit to exclusive purchasing."

The silence that followed was the kind that occurs when a crucial stitch drops and everyone holds their breath, waiting to see how far the damage will spread.

Eleanor's hands had stopped moving entirely. "Exclusive purchasing," she repeated slowly.

"It's just good sense," Vivian said, either oblivious to or choosing to ignore the tension radiating from Eleanor's direction. "Consistency in our materials will improve the overall quality of our work. And Yarn Haven carries some truly exceptional fibers—much better than what we've been using."

Grace squinted across the circle, her voice uncertain. "But Eleanor's shop has always served us well..."

"Oh, I'm sure Eleanor has done her best," Vivian said with the kind of smile that was as sharp as a dropped cable needle. "But let's be honest about our goals here. If we want to compete at higher levels—county fairs, state competitions—we need to use superior materials."

Eleanor's cardigan had fallen to her lap, forgotten. "Superior materials," she echoed, her voice barely above a whisper.

Mabel watched the group dynamics with the attention she'd once given to complex lace charts. Janet was looking back and forth between Eleanor and Vivian like someone watching a tennis match. Dorothy's mathematical mind was clearly calculating implications. Grace seemed confused by the undercurrents she could sense but not quite identify. Maggie appeared to be following the conversation with effort, as if translating from a language she didn't quite speak fluently.

"I've prepared a proposal," Vivian continued, reaching into her expensive bag and producing a folder. "A monthly purchasing plan that would ensure we're all working with consistent, high-quality materials. I think you'll find the prices very reasonable when we factor in the group discount."

"What about Eleanor's shop?" Janet asked, her voice smaller than usual.

Vivian's pause was just long enough to feel deliberate. "Well, naturally, business arrangements sometimes need to evolve. I'm sure Eleanor understands that progress requires adaptation."

Eleanor stood so abruptly that her chair scraped against the concrete floor like fingernails on a chalkboard. "I need some air," she said, then practically fled up the stairs.

The sound of the basement door slamming echoed through the room like the snap of breaking yarn.

"Oh dear," Maggie murmured, her hands fluttering over her knitting like confused butterflies.

Vivian sighed with exaggerated patience. "I suppose change is always difficult for some people. But Eleanor will come to see that this is for the best. For all of us."

Rev. Sarah, who had been quietly organizing coffee supplies, turned toward the group. "Perhaps we should table this discussion until next week? Give everyone time to think things through?"

"Nonsense," Vivian said firmly. "There's no point in delaying progress. Eleanor can catch up when she's ready to be reasonable."

Janet cleared her throat nervously. "Actually, I brought that cable pattern I mentioned. Maybe we could work on something together while we... think about other things?"

Mabel found herself genuinely grateful for Janet's social awkwardness. Sometimes the best way to handle a dropped stitch was to pick up a different pattern entirely.

"That sounds lovely, dear," Mabel said. "Why don't you show us what you've learned?"

As Janet began distributing her photocopied patterns, chattering about cable crossings and stitch counts, Mabel noticed how the rest of the group seemed to exhale collectively. Dorothy's needles resumed their steady rhythm. Grace bent over her expensive alpaca with renewed focus. Maggie's fingers found their way back to familiar stockinette comfort.

But Vivian sat back in her chair with the expression of someone whose performance had been interrupted before the final act. Her fingers drummed against her knitting bag—expensive leather that would age beautifully while Eleanor's canvas bag grew more shabby with each passing year.

Through the small basement windows, Mabel could see Eleanor's silhouette pacing back and forth in the church parking lot, her movements sharp and agitated as crossed cables pulled too tight. Some tensions, Mabel thought, were like badly twisted stitches—the harder you pulled, the more likely everything was to unravel completely.

And from the look on Vivian's face as she watched Eleanor through the window, the pulling had only just begun.
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Knit Two Together

As Janet's enthusiastic explanation of cable crossings filled the basement, Mabel let her fingers work through familiar knit-one-purl-one ribbing while her mind wandered back through the past few weeks. Sometimes the most important patterns only became visible when you stepped back and looked at the whole fabric instead of focusing on individual stitches.

The first sign of trouble had been three weeks ago, the evening after Vivian's county fair triumph. Mabel had arrived early that night too, finding Dorothy and Maggie huddled together near the coffee station like conspirators sharing state secrets.

"—can't let her find out," Maggie had been saying, her voice thin with worry. "If the family knew, they'd start talking about assisted living again."

Dorothy's response had been too quiet to hear, but the protective way she'd positioned herself between Maggie and the rest of the room spoke volumes. Dorothy Chen had spent thirty years teaching high school mathematics, and she approached problems with the systematic thoroughness of someone who believed every equation had a solution if you just found the right formula.

The irony was that Maggie's occasional confusion made her, in some ways, more perceptive than the rest of them. Last week, she'd looked directly at Vivian and said, "You remind me of my sister-in-law. She always wanted to rearrange everyone else's china cabinet." The comment had seemed random at the time, typical of Maggie's increasingly frequent non sequiturs. But Mabel was beginning to think Maggie's unfiltered observations might be more accurate than anyone's carefully considered opinions.

"—and then you bring the cable needle in front of the work," Janet was saying, her voice bright with nervous energy. "See how the stitches cross over each other?"

Grace squinted at the demonstration, leaning forward in her chair. "I'm sorry, dear, could you show that again? The lighting down here..."

It was becoming harder to ignore Grace's vision problems. Two weeks ago, Grace had asked Mabel to help her read a pattern for the third time in one evening, claiming she'd left her reading glasses at home. Last week, she'd accidentally picked up navy yarn instead of black, insisting they looked identical under the fluorescent lights. Pride was a complicated thing—Mabel understood Grace's reluctance to admit that her independence was slipping away, stitch by stitch.

That same evening, Grace had confided something else while the others were distracted by Rev. Sarah's story about the church's new inclusive marriage policy controversy.

"I don't know how much longer I can keep up with these expensive yarn requirements," Grace had whispered, her voice barely audible over the gentle clicking of needles. "That cashmere project Vivian suggested last month cost me almost two hundred dollars, and now she's talking about alpaca blends and silk... I'm on a fixed income, you know. Harold left me comfortable, but not cashmere-comfortable."

Mabel had murmured something sympathetic, but her attention had been caught by Eleanor's reaction to the word "expensive." Eleanor's needles had paused for just a moment, and her eyes had flicked toward Grace with an expression that might have been solidarity or might have been calculation.

Eleanor's financial struggles weren't exactly secret in a town the size of Millbrook, but they weren't topics of polite conversation either. Needles & Pins had been struggling since the recession, and the arrival of Yarn Haven with its broader selection and online ordering capability had been like watching a small boat try to weather a storm designed for much larger vessels.

The night Vivian had first mentioned the county fair competition, Eleanor had stayed after the others left to help clean up. Mabel had pretended to organize her yarn while listening to Eleanor's conversation with Rev. Sarah.

"I just don't understand why everything has to become a competition," Eleanor had said, stacking chairs with more force than necessary. "We used to knit because it was peaceful. Meditative. Now Vivian has everyone worried about thread count and fiber quality and whether their stitches are exhibition-worthy."

Rev. Sarah had nodded sympathetically. "Change can be challenging. Though I have to admit, after dealing with the church board's reaction to my sermon series on radical hospitality, knitting drama feels almost restful."

That had been the first time Mabel realized that Vivian's influence extended beyond the knitting circle. Rev. Sarah's progressive approach to ministry had been causing ripples throughout the congregation, and Vivian—who attended services with the regularity of someone checking items off a respectability list—had apparently been vocal in her disapproval.

"—try it on your practice swatch first," Janet was saying now, holding up a small square of cream-colored yarn. "That way if you make a mistake, you're not ruining your whole project."

The sound of footsteps on the stairs interrupted the lesson. Eleanor descended slowly, her face composed but her eyes red-rimmed. She settled back into her chair without apology or explanation, picking up her navy cardigan as if the confrontation with Vivian had never happened.

Vivian, however, watched Eleanor's return with the satisfaction of a cat who'd successfully cornered a mouse. "Feeling better?" she asked with false concern. "I hope you'll give some thought to what we discussed. Change is always difficult at first, but—"

"I said I needed air," Eleanor interrupted quietly. "I got air. Can we please just knit?"

The temperature in the room seemed to drop again, but this time it was Dorothy who stepped into the silence. "Janet, why don't you continue with your demonstration? I'd like to try that cable pattern myself."

Mabel found herself studying Dorothy with new attention. The math teacher's intervention had been perfectly timed and diplomatically phrased—exactly the kind of social engineering Dorothy probably used to manage classroom dynamics. But there was something else in her expression, a watchfulness that reminded Mabel of someone calculating the variables in a complex equation.

Dorothy's protective instincts toward Maggie were obvious to anyone who cared to notice. She always sat where she could easily help if Maggie dropped stitches or lost track of her pattern. She carried extra supplies in case Maggie forgot something. And lately, she'd been steering conversations away from topics that seemed to confuse or upset the older woman.

Last week, when Vivian had made a pointed comment about "maintaining standards" and "knowing when to step aside," Dorothy's response had been swift and sharp: "Experience is valuable. Wisdom doesn't come from winning ribbons—it comes from years of practice and patience."

The comment had earned approving nods from everyone except Vivian, who'd smiled with the kind of indulgence usually reserved for children who didn't understand adult conversations.

But Mabel was beginning to suspect that Dorothy understood all too well. The way she watched Vivian reminded Mabel of how she'd once watched a student she suspected of cheating—alert, calculating, waiting for the right moment to act on her suspicions.

"Oh, I almost forgot," Janet said suddenly, rummaging through her enormous knitting bag. "I brought something to share. My divorce was finalized last week, and my lawyer gave me this as a celebration gift." She pulled out a bottle of champagne and a sleeve of plastic cups. "I thought we could toast new beginnings."

The offer was met with a mixture of enthusiasm and awkward politeness. Mabel noticed that Grace looked uncertain—perhaps calculating alcohol's interaction with whatever medications she might be taking. Rev. Sarah glanced at her watch, probably considering whether champagne in the church basement violated any official or unofficial policies.

But it was Vivian's reaction that caught Mabel's attention. For just a moment, Vivian's confident facade slipped, revealing something that looked almost like guilt. It was there and gone so quickly that Mabel might have imagined it, but she'd spent enough years reading people's expressions to trust her instincts.

"That's lovely, Janet," Vivian said, her voice carefully neutral. "Though perhaps we should save celebrations for more appropriate venues."

Janet's face fell slightly. "Oh. I didn't think... I mean, it's just that you all have been so welcoming, and I wanted to share—"

"It's a thoughtful gesture," Dorothy said firmly. "But maybe we could toast with coffee instead? I think we're all looking forward to hearing about your fresh start."

As the group settled into a compromise of coffee toasts and genuine congratulations for Janet's newfound independence, Mabel found herself thinking about the complex web of relationships that had formed around their simple knitting circle. Maggie's vulnerability and Dorothy's fierce protection. Grace's pride battling her practical limitations. Eleanor's livelihood threatened by change she couldn't control. Rev. Sarah's progressive values creating tension in her traditional congregation.

And at the center of it all, Vivian—pushing, prodding, rearranging everyone else's carefully constructed patterns to suit her own vision of improvement.

Tommy Ashworth appeared at the bottom of the stairs just as Janet was demonstrating the cable cross for the third time. Vivian's son moved with the careful casualness of someone who'd learned to navigate his mother's moods through years of practice.

"Mom, I need to talk to you," he said, his voice carrying the kind of tension that suggested this wasn't a social visit.

Vivian's smile became noticeably strained. "Tommy, we've discussed this. Wednesday evenings are for knitting circle."

"It's important." Tommy's eyes swept the group, and Mabel caught a glimpse of genuine desperation behind his practiced politeness. "It's about the gallery showing. The deposit they're requiring—"
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