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“The Black Sheep Knitting Mystery series has it all: Friendship, knitting, murder, and the occasional recipe create the perfect pattern. Great fun.”

—New York Times bestselling author Jayne Ann Krentz

Praise for The Silence of the Llamas

“Maggie and her group are as efficient with their investigation as they are with their knitting needles.”

—Library Journal

“Small-town crafty ambience. . . . This enjoyable tale is similar in style to the work of both Sally Goldenbaum and Cricket McRae.”

—Booklist

“The antics of Maggie and her friends will keep readers turning the pages. Tempting recipes round out the volume.”

—Publishers Weekly

Praise for Till Death Do Us Purl

“An entertaining mystery.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[A] smooth fourth knitting cozy.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Intriguing mysteries and a slew of interesting characters.”

—Single Titles

“Enthusiastic, engrossing, and exciting.”

—The Mystery Gazette

Praise for A Stitch Before Dying

“Sure to hook cozy fans.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Congenial characters and a mystery that keeps you guessing.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Sure to attract readers of Sally Goldenbaum and Barbara Bretton.”

—Library Journal

Praise for Knit, Purl, Die

“The fast-paced plot will keep even non-knitters turning the pages.”

—Publishers Weekly

“An intriguing mystery with a few surprising twists and turns.”

—Romance Reviews Today

“An engaging story full of tight knit friendships and a needling mystery.”

—Fresh Fiction

Praise for While My Pretty One Knits

“The crafty first of a cozy new series. . . . Canadeo’s crime yarn [is] a charmer.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Fans of Monica Ferris . . . will enjoy this engaging amateur sleuth as much for its salute to friendship as to Lucy’s inquiry made one stitch at a time.”

—The Mystery Gazette

“Delightful. Enchanting. Humorous. Impressive. Witty. Those are just a few adjectives to describe Anne Canadeo’s effervescent cozy debut.”

—Book Cave

“A unique murder mystery. . . . Fast-paced and electrifying. . . . A series you are sure to enjoy.”

—Fresh Fiction

“The diverse group of friends and their heartwarming camaraderie is what makes While My Pretty One Knits an enjoyable read.”

—Kwips and Kritiques



Meet the Black Sheep Knitters

Maggie Messina, owner of the Black Sheep Knitting Shop, is a retired high school art teacher who runs her little slice of knitters’ paradise with the kind of vibrant energy that leaves her friends dazzled! From novice to pro, knitters come to Maggie as much for her up-to-the-minute offerings like organic wool as for her encouragement and friendship. And Maggie’s got a deft touch when it comes to unraveling mysteries, too.

Lucy Binger left Boston when her marriage ended, and found herself shifting gears to run her graphic design business from the coastal cottage she inherited. After big-city living, she now finds contentment on a front porch in tiny Plum Harbor, knitting with her closest friends.

Dana Haeger is a psychologist with a busy local practice. A stylishly polished professional with a quick wit, she slips out to Maggie’s shop whenever her schedule allows—after all, knitting is the best form of therapy!

Suzanne Cavanaugh is a typical working supermom—a realtor with a million demands on her time, from coaching soccer to showing houses to attending the PTA. But she carves out a little “me” time with the Black Sheep Knitters.

Phoebe Meyers, a college student complete with magenta highlights and nose stud, lives in the apartment above Maggie’s shop. She’s Maggie’s indispensable helper (when she’s not in class)—and part of the new generation of young knitters.
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Three can keep a secret if two of them are dead.

~ Benjamin Franklin

The clever cat eats cheese and breathes down rat holes with baited breath.

~ W. C. Fields
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CHAPTER ONE

Maggie left for her shop earlier than usual on Thursday. She faced a full schedule—teaching a new sock-making class, sorting out the picked-over winter inventory, and hosting her weekly knitting group in the evening. She wasn’t even sure yet what to serve her friends for dinner and considered swinging by the market to grab some ingredients for the slow cooker—conveniently stashed in the stock room.

Better to get to work and figure out the menu later, she decided. A good dessert would go far. Something chocolate to cheer everyone up.

Dense gray clouds hung low in the sky, and the forecast predicted flurries. She hated these long, bleak weeks after the holidays were over and spring was far from view. She hoped it would snow a little. The village streets, now dotted with dirty, melting patches, could use a fresh coat of white.

Her assistant, Phoebe, called this in-between season “the butt end of winter.” Not a term Maggie would repeat, but the image fit, she had to admit. The town was so quiet and still, it seemed as if all of New England was hibernating. All of Plum Harbor anyway.

She didn’t notice anything unusual as she turned onto Main Street. Did she have enough quarters handy for those infernal new parking meters? That was her main concern.

She checked the cup holder next to her seat, where she stashed them. Just enough to get through the morning. Unless some eccentric customer hauled in a piggy bank to pay for a purchase, she’d have to run to the Schooner Diner later for more change. Edie Steiber, who owned the eatery, was testy at everyone coming in just to feed the meters lately.

“Do I look like a casino slot machine to you?” Edie had complained only yesterday. It didn’t take much to get on the diner owner’s churlish side. Maggie thought it best to avoid that option for a few days.

She could always shake down her friend Lucy and see if some quarters rolled out. Her good pal stopped by almost every morning while walking her dogs to town, to share gossip and get advice on her knitting dilemmas . . . and real-life problems, too.

Maggie expected to see the trio trotting down Main Street any minute.

The meters were such a grand nuisance. Most business owners in the village, herself included, had protested the proposal. Village shops had enough trouble competing with the big-box stores on the turnpike and at the mall. People didn’t like to shop where there were meters. The Plum Harbor Chamber of Commerce had even collected a petition to ban them with more than a thousand signatures.

But a stalwart faction for raising town revenue had finally won, pushing the parking meters through by a narrow margin. None of the village trustees owned a business, Maggie had to assume.

Main Street was practically empty at this hour except for a slow, rumbling school bus, a few parked cars, and a delivery truck down near the deli. Maggie could see all the way to the harbor, mesmerized for a moment by a swaying ribbon of gray-blue water that came into view. But as she pulled up in front of her store, she realized something about the street definitely looked . . . different.

A round bag-shaped cover had been dropped over the top of each meter. Like a wrapper on a lollipop. Up and down the street, as far as she could see. Had the town finally given in to some protest she hadn’t heard about?

Maybe it was a holiday she wasn’t aware of. I could save my stash of quarters, she thought with a smile.

But no . . . the coverings were not village issue. She realized that as soon as she parked her car. She turned off the ignition and jumped out. Then examined the nearest meter with sheer amazement.

The coverings were knitted, made of brightly colored yarn. A purple feline face—complete with a pert pink nose, red whiskers, pointed ears, and glowing yellow eyes—stared back at her. The jagged smile—stitched in blood-red yarn—was a comical, yet somehow unsettling, detail.

For some reason, Maggie didn’t want to touch it.

She stood back, gazing at the cat-face meter cover, taking in the variety of stitches and fibers. Then she pulled out her phone, snapped a picture, and sent it with a text to Lucy.

Are you coming this morning? You have to see this. Before someone takes them all down. Me-ow-sky!

Maggie walked a bit farther down the street and took a few more photos. Then she sent another text and photo to two more friends who also worked in town. Dana, a psychologist, had an office on Main Street just above the bookstore. She was also on staff at a nearby hospital, and her hours in town were scattered. No telling if she’d be in this morning, though Maggie hoped so.

Suzanne worked for Prestige Properties on a side street off the main thoroughfare. She often worked from home or was driving around, showing houses to clients. But she might get a peek at the display this morning. Maggie knew they’d both be upset if she didn’t alert them.

She heard her phone beep, signaling a text coming in. Lucy had answered first:

Already on the way. Will jog last lap. This better be good.

Maggie didn’t reply. What could she say? Yarn bombers had struck during the night, and the parking meters were covered with knitting graffiti . . . a parade of cat faces. Lucy was more of dog person but would appreciate this prank, though it looked like the unsanctioned decorations would not last very long.

A dark-green pickup truck, marked with the official seal of Plum Harbor Incorporated Village, stood at the far end of the avenue alongside a blue-and-white police cruiser. Two men in hard hats, gloves, and matching tan jackets jumped out of the truck and chatted with a police officer through his car window.

Did it take an armed law officer and two brawny guys in protective gear to handle the equivalent of teapot cozies? Yes, apparently.

She heard another vehicle approach from the opposite end of the street, and she turned to see a large white van. Some apparatus on top looked like a satellite dish, and the lively red logo on the side left no mistake about who was inside. News Alive 25! was chasing down this hot story.

Oh dear . . . let me out of here . . .

If she didn’t beat a hasty retreat, some cheerful woman with fluffy hair and lots of lipstick was bound to hop out of that van and chase her down for a “person on the street” interview.

“And I am not ready for my close-up, Mr. DeMille,” Maggie mumbled.

She quickly gathered her knitting bag and purse from the backseat and scurried up the walkway to the front porch of the shop. She unlocked the door and jumped inside, taking care to leave the sign turned to the closed position: “Sorry . . . Resting Our Needles Right Now. Please Come Back Soon.”

The Black Sheep Knitting Shop covered the first floor of a Victorian house and was a perfect, cozy haven for knitters—and, very often, shopkeepers—hoping to hide away from the world for a while.

Maggie felt instantly at ease as she dropped her belongings on the counter near the register and headed to the storeroom to make a pot of coffee. Her usual morning routine. Lucy would be expecting a cup . . . or two. That was for sure.

The storeroom, formerly a kitchen, was still equipped with a stove, a fridge, and other culinary necessities. Maggie had considered pulling it all out when she’d opened the shop about three years ago. But she was soon glad she had not. She often held events at the store—book signings, afternoon tea, and even “Friday Night Stitching & A Movie.” Her own knitting circle, the Black Sheep Knitters, enjoyed sharing a good meal almost as much as stitching together. Maggie was sure now that if the shop had not come equipped with a kitchen in back, she would have been obliged to add one.

A stairway in the storeroom kitchen led to an apartment on the second floor. There was an outside entrance as well, but the upstairs tenant—Phoebe Meyers—was Maggie’s part-time assistant and most often used the inside stairs for her coming and going. Maggie listened a moment for Phoebe’s footsteps but didn’t hear any signs of life. Nothing but the coffeemaker dripping and hissing.

She was not surprised. It was not quite eight o’clock, the crack of dawn for Phoebe, who rarely appeared in the shop until ten. Maggie didn’t begrudge the college student her sleep, though she did wish Phoebe would lead a healthier lifestyle. Phoebe was up all hours, either studying for her courses or out with her boyfriend Josh’s band. Her second—unpaid—job was as unofficial manager, roadie, and number-one fan of the Big Fat Crying Babies. Phoebe had hinted that her romance with Josh had hit a few snags lately. But she hadn’t offered any details.

Maggie wondered if the friction had to do with all the grunt work Phoebe did for the band. She wasn’t sure Josh appreciated Phoebe’s efforts, and maybe that had dawned on Phoebe, too. But last night Phoebe had helped with a gig out in Gloucester, and Maggie knew she wouldn’t be up for a while.

Too bad. Phoebe, of all people, would love to see the meters tarted up in such a clever fashion. She would appreciate the absurdity and the artistry . . . and the subversive, radical attitude behind the display. Maggie appreciated that as well, having come of age in the 1970s . . . peace, love, and revolution. And all that. But she was still sure it was better not to wake Phoebe.

A sharp knock sounded on the door, and Maggie looked out the bay window at the front of the shop, peeking around the winter display. Yes, it was Lucy . . . and not some early-bird customer or—heaven help her—the crew from News Alive 25! She hoped that group had worked their way down to the harbor by now.

Maggie spotted Lucy’s dogs first. Mainly their big wet noses, fogging up the glass. She could not understand why the dogs needed to sniff and drool all over the shop window every morning. What possible scent there could be of any interest to them? Windex?

She grabbed her coat and stepped out on the porch to talk with Lucy. “Did you see the meters? Isn’t it wild?”

Lucy looked winded from her sprint and sufficiently shocked, two pink spots on her cheeks, her blue eyes bright.

“Totally and completely wild. It’s absurd. And amazing. But creepy, too . . . in a way.”

She unzipped the top of her jacket and pulled off her knit cap. Her long, wavy hair had been gathered in a hasty ponytail, and dark-blond strands came loose, curling around her face. “A little creepy, I agree.” Maggie nodded as they headed back down to the sidewalk to take in the bizarre needlework.

“Someone . . . a group of people, most likely . . . went to some trouble knitting these things and sneaking out here in the middle of the night to cover the meters. I wonder if anyone saw them.”

Lucy considered the question while staring at one of the cat faces. They weren’t all purple, Maggie realized. Some were blue or green or black as well. And on some, the ears were a different color from the face. As if several knitters had interpreted the same pattern. She’d taught enough knitting classes to recognize that result.

Lucy was looking them over, too, stretching out the black whiskers that graced a dark-red cat. “Main Street gets pretty deserted at night. All the shops would have been closed. Even the restaurants close early during the winter. And there are only a few apartments on this street.” Lucy looked over at Maggie again. “Who do you think it was?”

“I’m not sure . . . but I have a good guess.” Maggie paused. “The Knit Kats. Who else could it be?”

“Oh . . . right. They would do something like this.” Lucy smiled. “I never thought knitting graffiti artists would strike in our quiet little town. But you never know.”

“Me, either. But you never know where the Knit Kats will strike next. That’s part of their mystique.”

The Knit Kats did have a certain mystique. The group could be called fiber artists, but they displayed their work anonymously, in public places, always with a clever flair. They often poked fun at somber public works—statues or monuments. Or brought attention to wasted tax dollars, like an unsightly and unnecessary pedestrian footbridge that arched over a turnpike in Peabody. The crafty knitting circle had hit the news about two years ago, Maggie recollected, and had not been caught yet, their targets ranging from the city of Boston all the way out to Rockport, at the tip of the Cape Ann peninsula.

Maggie pulled off the nearest cat face to check the stitching.

“Nice work. Whoever did this is very accomplished. And creative. Looks like they took a pattern for a stuffed toy or child’s hat and just altered it here and there.”

Lucy had pulled one off, too, and was looking it over. “Yes, it is nice work . . . Are the identities of the Knit Kats still secret?”

“I took a look at the group’s website once, a year or so ago. They were anonymous then, and I’ve never heard that they’d come out of the closet.”

Lucy dropped the cover over a meter again. “Perhaps the right term would be ‘bag’? As in cat is out of one?”

“Right . . . or maybe even ‘knitting bag.’ But the Knit Kats have managed to maintain their anonymity, as far as I know. I’m sure the press has tried to unmask them. Every time they do something like this, I’ll bet some ambitious reporter tries to track them down.”

“Speaking of reporters, here they come . . .” Lucy turned from the meters and pointed toward the end of the street.

Maggie turned to see the same TV crew she’d spotted earlier whipping around the corner. “I saw that van a few minutes ago. They must have made a big circle through the village.”

She hoped the van would pass. But it swung into a parking spot a few feet from where they stood. A woman in the passenger seat pointed at the knitting shop, then looked out the window, smiling and waving as she scrambled to release her seat belt.

Maggie stared down at her boots, still holding one of the cat faces. She quickly put it back on a meter.

“Oh dear . . . looks like the paparazzi have us cornered. Let’s make a run for the shop and lock the door.” She turned, about to do just that.

Lucy grabbed her arm. “What do you mean? You’re the perfect person for an interview. A knitting expert who also knows about the Knit Kats? It would be great publicity for the shop. Andy Warhol once said everyone will get fifteen minutes of fame.”

“I’d rather have some warning before my minutes. So I can plan a better outfit.”

She shook off Lucy’s hold, determined to take cover with or without her friend. “You could be interviewed just as easily as I could. Really, I don’t mind.”

Lucy smiled and started to follow with her dogs. But before she could reply, another voice called after them.

“Ladies? Hello there! . . . I’m Chelsea Porter, from News Alive 25! I’d love to get your thoughts about these cat faces on the parking meters.”

Maggie had made it to the porch, but the newswoman was right behind her. Chelsea Porter had dark-red hair. A thick wedge of bangs fell straight to her eyebrows, and a white down coat matched a supernaturally bright smile.

A brawny guy in an orange ski jacket followed like a loyal pet—a big video camera balanced on one shoulder.

Lucy had jumped out of their way and now stood on the lawn just below the porch, her two dogs sniffing tufts of winter grass and bits of snow.

Maggie stared at the duo like a deer caught in headlights. The reporter prattled on. “Are you waiting for this shop to open? It’s adorable.”

“I’m the owner of this adorable shop. And we open at nine.”

Chelsea Porter was unfazed by Maggie’s tart tone. “The owner? Fantastic! You must know a lot about knitting.”

“Yes, I suppose I do,” Maggie admitted cautiously.

“Could you spare a minute? You’re the perfect person to interview. Can I have your name, please?” Chelsea Porter pulled out a pad and pencil.

Maggie’s first impulse was to escape into the shop, like a mouse darting into a familiar hole in the wall.

She hesitated. Then sighed. Lucy was right. This could be good for business. Didn’t people say any publicity is good publicity?

“Maggie Messina,” she said finally, spelling her last name while Chelsea wrote it down. “This is the Black Sheep Knitting Shop . . . on Main Street, Plum Harbor. We carry a vast array of yarns. Knitting and spinning tools . . . and lessons for all—”

Chelsea quickly cut off Maggie’s promotional pitch. “I’ll tape a nice intro later. We can shoot with the shop in the background. This porch is a little dark.”

Better to hide my wrinkles, Maggie thought. But she followed the reporter, then allowed herself be set in place by the cameraman—like some large lawn ornament—about halfway down the walk with her shop in the background.

“Is the sign showing?” Maggie glanced over her shoulder, hoping the shop’s name would be in full view. What was the point of putting herself through this torture otherwise?

“We’ll get a nice shot. No worries . . . I’m just going to ask you a few questions, Maggie. It won’t take long.” Chelsea positioned herself alongside Maggie and angled herself toward the camera with practiced flair.

While she and the cameraman worked out a few more details, Maggie felt around her coat pockets and came up with . . . a ChapStick. She could have sworn she had a lipstick down there, but this would have to do. She swiped some on, then rearranged her scarf—one she had knit herself—at a more fashionable angle.

Just goes to show, you never know what’s going to happen when you wake up in the morning, Maggie reflected.

“You look great, Mag,” Lucy called out. She stood nearby, smiling very widely. Too widely, Maggie thought. I’ll get back at you later for talking me into this, my friend, she silently promised.

“Ready to roll, Chel.” The cameraman’s face was now obscured by the camera, which was pointed straight at them.

Chelsea turned to her. “We’re talking to Maggie Messina, owner of the Black Sheep Knitting Shop, here on Main Street, Plum Harbor. So, you had quite a surprise when you arrived at your shop today, Maggie. Didn’t you?”

“I’ll say. Got out of my car, and there they were. Cat faces covering the parking meters. Up and down the street. I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said honestly.

Chelsea nodded. Maggie could tell she was doing well.

“Do you have any idea who could have done this? Or why?”

“Well . . . that’s a good question. This knitting is high-quality work, no doubt,” Maggie answered vaguely. She hesitated to continue. She wasn’t sure why. She’d so freely given her opinion on that very same query moments ago.

“And you are an expert on that topic,” Chelsea prodded her.

“I know something about knitting. You might say that,” Maggie agreed warily.

“So . . . who done it, Maggie? Any knitters you know?”

Chelsea’s tone was half joking. But a tingle of apprehension crept up across Maggie’s skin, like a tiny insect that had somehow gotten under her sweater. She crossed her arms over her chest. Chelsea was staring at her, nodding in encouragement. Was she worried about the Knit Kats? Afraid there might be some sort of retribution if she mentioned them by name to this reporter? If the young woman did two minutes of research on the Internet, she was bound to arrive at the same conclusion.

“I do have a guess,” Maggie said, finding her voice again. “There’s a group of knitting graffiti artists active in this area. Around Boston and out here in Essex County. They call themselves the Knit Kats. It may have been them,” she said, hoping to sound as if she were putting forth one possibility of many. When, as far as she knew, there were no others.

“The Knit Kats,” Chelsea repeated. “What were their motives? Why would they do this?”

“Installing parking meters on this street created quite a controversy in town. Many people think they’re unnecessary and a nuisance. Especially the shopkeepers,” she added. “Perhaps the Knit Kats are trying to protest by mocking the meters?”

“Mocking the meters, of course,” Chelsea echoed. Maggie could tell she liked the turn of phrase. “Can our viewers find out more about this group of outlaw knitters?”

“Oh, yes, the Knit Kats have a website. It’s all there for anyone to see. Though their identities are secret. They each have a pseudonym and wear masks and makeup in their photos. That sort of thing.”

“Fake names? Masks and makeup? Sounds a little . . . extreme.”

The young woman was trying to build this up, make it more newsworthy than perhaps it really was.

“I think it’s all very harmless. They display their work in public to amuse and entertain. To make a social comment. In a clever way. They’ve covered telephone booths, taxis, school buses. On the Fourth of July one year they went into Boston and covered all the statues of colonial patriots—George Washington, Paul Revere, and Samuel Adams. Red, white, and blue yarns, of course.”

“Of course.” Chelsea nodded, looking pleased. Maggie could tell that was all the information she needed. More than she needed, probably. The reporter turned to the camera, her long hair whipping perilously close to Maggie’s cheek.

Her voice was suddenly deeper. “That’s the story from Main Street, Plum Harbor, on this mysterious and odd incident of vandalism. This is Chelsea Porter . . . for News Alive . . . 25!”

“Great, Chelsea. Cut,” the cameraman called out.

“How was that? Want to take it again?”

“We’re good,” he answered. “Let’s get another long shot of the street. Then a few close-ups on the cat faces.”

Chelsea turned and offered Maggie her hand. “Thanks again, Maggie. You were great.”

“Thank you, Chelsea,” Maggie said politely. “You were . . . super,” she added with a small smile.

A few minutes later, Maggie and Lucy were safely inside the shop, sipping coffee at the long oak table used for classes and group work. Maggie still felt a bit shaken.

Lucy’s dogs were tied on the porch, and she sat across from Maggie with her coat still on. She worked at home, as a graphic artist, but still had to be at her desk by nine.

“I can’t wait to see the segment. You should tape it, and we’ll watch it tonight. At the meeting.”

Maggie wasn’t nearly as eager to see herself interviewed. “I’ll ask Phoebe to set her DVR. But I’m going to look just awful. I didn’t have on a drop of makeup, and I really should have washed my hair last night.”

“You look fine. Don’t be silly. I hope she mentions the shop. These things get trimmed down to a few seconds. A tiny sound bite.”

“Let’s just hope so.” Maggie had already begun setting out the needles and yarn for the sock class, which was due to start at half past nine. “You’d think if a reporter was sent on an assignment like this, they would do a little research beforehand. She didn’t seem to have a clue about the Knit Kats.”

“She didn’t. But you filled her in nicely. I think those mobile units just drive all day and producers back at the network tell them where to go. The reporters don’t have much time for research unless it’s a big story.”

“Knitted cat faces on parking meters is not exactly a world crisis, I agree.” Maggie counted out the pairs of needles she would need and copies of the pattern. A former art teacher, she was organized and detail-minded.

“No, not a crisis. Amusing, though,” Lucy granted the group.

“Definitely. And true to the Knit Kats’ style. Though I didn’t mean to accuse them without any proof.”

“You didn’t sound like that,” Lucy assured her. “Who else could it be? A copycat knitting graffiti group? Could there be such a thing?”

Maggie glanced up at her mirthful tone. She could tell Lucy was hoping she’d notice her silly pun.

“Very funny. Yes, they might call themselves the Copy Cats.”

“But spell it with Ks.” Lucy sipped her coffee, watching Maggie sort out some balls of yarn the weight and color required by the pattern she was using to start off the group.

Maggie arranged the yarn in a basket and set it in the middle of the table. She never tired of looking at yarn, the varied colors and textures. Lucky for me, she thought. I’m surrounded by it all day.

“Well, I just might search the Internet for the Kopy Kats later today, when I have a spare minute,” Maggie teased her friend. “Perhaps a new group has sprung up.”

Lucy tilted her head. “Maybe we should start one here.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Maggie said quickly. “That’s the sort of publicity I don’t need. But I do think that reporter should have more of a sense of humor about it. She seemed to be portraying the prank and the entire group in a sinister light. I think it’s all in good fun. It’s good to give people a jolt from their everyday routines. Make them think outside the box. I don’t see any harm in it.”

“Any harm in what?” Phoebe stood in the doorway of the storeroom. They hadn’t heard her come downstairs, Maggie realized. She looked as if she’d pulled on her outfit in a hurry, a huge, loose sweater and tight black jeans. Her long dark hair, with its distinctive pink streak, was pulled back in a tight ponytail, and her large eyes were unusually makeup-free.

She came toward them, a big mug of coffee in one hand tilting at a perilous angle.

“Take a look outside. You won’t believe it,” Lucy promised.

“If the town hasn’t taken them down by now,” Maggie added.

“What are you guys talking about?” Phoebe trotted to the front of the shop and looked out the window. Lucy’s dogs jumped up, barking and wagging their tails.

But Phoebe had no interest in her canine friends this morning. She leaned against the glass, looking up and down the street, then headed to the door.

“Wow . . . it looks awesome . . . Be right back,” she called over her shoulder as she ran outside.

“Oh good. They’re still there. I didn’t want her to miss it. But I didn’t want to wake her up, either. You know how she can get.” Maggie rolled her eyes.

“Wise choice.” Lucy nodded sagely.

Phoebe returned a few moments later with her phone in hand. Maggie guessed she’d taken pictures, too. “That is so amazingly cool. I can’t believe it. I’m going to post it on Facebook and Instagram.”

Maggie nodded, though she wasn’t sure what all of that meant. Phoebe often urged her to join the twenty-first century and learn the basics of social networking. So far, the most Maggie had managed was to put up a simple website for the knitting shop. She’d glanced at Facebook . . . but couldn’t see the point. She was a friendly person, quite social in real life. But she really didn’t need to read a running stream of personal information and thoughts from myriad personalities. The many photos of children and vacations e-mailed to her by her friends more than filled that quota.

“Some TV newspeople were here. They interviewed Maggie,” Lucy told Phoebe.

“They did? Why didn’t you guys wake me up?”

Maggie shrugged. “I thought you got in late last night and needed some extra sleep.”

Phoebe looked flustered and shook her head. “I did get home late . . . but I would have gotten up for that, Mag.”

“That’s sweet. But it wasn’t much. Honestly. Lucy provided plenty of support . . . pushing me into the spotlight.” Maggie gave her other friend a look.

“She tried to wriggle out of it. But the reporter was pretty tenacious.”

“In a cheerleader-ish way,” Maggie clarified.

“Maggie was very good,” Lucy added.

“ ‘Super,’ I think, is the correct term. I guess we’ll see tonight,” Maggie said. “Could you set your DVR, Phoebe, so we can watch it at the meeting?”

“Already thought of that. What was the interview like?” Phoebe asked eagerly.

“She just wanted my reactions. A person-on-the-street sort of thing.”

“A knitting expert on the street, you mean,” Lucy corrected. “She asked Maggie who she thought was responsible. Maggie said the Knit Kats. Then had to explain because the reporter didn’t know there was such a thing as knitting graffiti.”

“Many people don’t know that. Even a lot of knitters,” Maggie pointed out.

“Maybe they’ve posted a message on their website about it. Don’t they usually do that after they strike?” Lucy asked.

“That would make sense . . . I’m really not sure.”

“Let’s check and see.” Lucy opened Maggie’s laptop, which was sitting on the table, and began typing. “Do you follow the Knit Kats, Phoebe?” she asked as she searched for the site.

“Not really . . . I mean, I know who they are. I’ve heard of them.” Phoebe shrugged and sipped from her mug. Maggie noticed that she had on fingerless gloves, white with little pink skulls stitched on top. She smoothed a cuff over her thin wrist.

“Ah . . . here’s the home page.” Lucy smiled and sat back, pushing the laptop to the middle of the table so they all could see. “You were right, Mag. Here’s a photo of the meters and a comment: ‘Pesky parking meters in Plum Harbor got your fur up? Here’s one solution. Purr-fect, right?’ ”

Maggie leaned over Lucy’s shoulder to get a better look. “Interesting. They don’t take responsibility outright,” Maggie noticed. “They say, ‘Here’s one solution.’ Not ‘our’ solution.”

Lucy looked back at the screen. “Good point. But it’s obviously their handiwork. Otherwise, how could they get the photos up so quickly? We live here and we just noticed it.”

Maggie had to agree. “Very true. At least I didn’t lead the media astray.”

The photo on the Knit Kats home page showed the scene right outside the shop door and then a close-up of one of the cat faces. Maggie couldn’t put her finger on why it wasn’t exactly cute.

A little ominous-looking, weren’t they? Or was she projecting something onto it? Maggie wasn’t quite sure.

Lucy looked back at the screen and scrolled down to read more. “It says over fifty meters have been covered. That’s a lot of knitted cat heads.”

“And ears, eyes, and whiskers,” Phoebe noted.

Maggie glanced at her. “It was a while in the planning, no doubt. Good work, too. At least the piece I looked at. They’re quite skillful. I was impressed.”

“Maybe you should leave a comment on the site. Tell the Knit Kats how impressed you are,” Phoebe suggested.

“Oh, you know I don’t go in for any of that Internet stuff. You leave a comment if you like.”

“How many Knit Kats are there?” Lucy peered at the screen. “I forget.” She scanned the screen again. “I think there’s a page with the members on here somewhere.”

But before Lucy could find the right tab, Maggie noticed the time. She’d spent enough of the morning on knitting graffiti. Time to get going with the real thing.

“My students will be here soon. I’d better unlock the door and turn the sign. We can look at that later.”

“I’ll go.” Phoebe picked up her mug and headed for the door. “Is the sock class starting today?”

“At half past nine. We still have a few minutes to get our act together. I hope you’ll sit in and show them some examples of your work, Phoebe. To inspire the novices,” she added.

Socks were Phoebe’s specialty. She had a vast collection, many her original designs. It was Phoebe’s obsession that had given Maggie the idea for the class. She’d hoped Phoebe would teach it, or at least co-teach with her. But her assistant did not feel comfortable in that role. Yet.

Under her flaky Goth-girl exterior, Phoebe was very bright and extremely creative. But she did lack self-confidence and self-esteem. Maggie had seen it countless times as a high school teacher. It all went back to the family, or the lack of one. Phoebe unfortunately fell into the latter category.

Maggie had known Phoebe for more than two years and had watched her shed some of her shyness and attitude. She hoped her encouragement and friendship—and the affection of their knitting friends—had helped in that direction, and would help more, as time went on.

“Okay. I’ll do a star turn in your sock class, Mags. Let me see what I have upstairs to show . . . Do sock puppets count?”

Maggie looked up at her. She’d never thought of that. “Well . . . maybe. But let’s bring them in at the end. I’d love to start off with that purple pair you made last week. With the self-striping yarn and the fringe? But maybe you gave those to Josh,” Maggie recalled.

“No way. That pair is classic. I’m keeping them for myself. I just blocked them the other day. I’ll see if they’re dry.” Phoebe grabbed her coffee mug and headed for her apartment.

“I’d better get going, too.” Lucy stood up and closed the laptop. “Can’t wait to see you on TV tonight.”

“That’s sweet. But I’m not about to get an Academy Award. It’s a two-second interview. Probably one second.”

Lucy smiled at her over her shoulder. “This could be the start of something big. First a bite . . . then a blip. Then a TV news consultant. Then . . . who knows? Lunch with Anderson Cooper?”

Maggie shook her head. “Don’t you have a deadline or something?” Lucy laughed and pulled her cap on low over her forehead. She looked very cute, Maggie thought.

“Okay, brush me off. But you’re going to need a good agent. Think about it.”

She snuck in the last teasing line as she zipped up her jacket and slipped out the shop door.

Right. All she really needed now was more coffee and a clear head to get this class organized in time.

The cat faces had definitely been amusing. But the realization that a clandestine clique had been prowling around the village in the middle of the night, totally undetected by the police, was actually disturbing.

No damage done this time. But what if the Knit Kats got it into their feline brains to take more malicious action?

Maggie brushed the unsettling thought from her mind and tried to get on with her day.
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CHAPTER TWO

A vision of leering cat faces remained stuck in Maggie’s head, distracting and unsettling her. She couldn’t say why. Luckily, the day passed even faster than she’d expected. While Phoebe watched over the shop at noon, Maggie ran to the store and bought some ingredients for the slow cooker for tonight’s meal. She also picked up some hummus and olives as starters.

Suzanne had called and offered to bring dessert. Her daughter Alexis had come home with a ton of leftovers from a charity bake sale at school. Maggie could only imagine a mound of squashed brownies, crumbled cookies, and mashed cupcakes. But sometimes that sort of treat tasted the best.

The knitting group officially met at seven. Dana strolled in a few minutes early. Maggie had just managed to ring up the last customer and clear off the worktable and the sideboard.

Phoebe usually helped her get ready, but Charlotte Blackburn, a friend of Phoebe’s from school, had dropped by, and the two young women ran upstairs to check the DVR.

Charlotte was another student in the art department and also a very able knitter. She had come to a few knitting group meetings since last fall, when she and Phoebe had met in one of their classes. Maggie was glad that her knitting circle was so open and welcoming. Not like some she’d heard of. They were happy to include anyone who liked to stitch, or even wanted to try. The Black Sheep were all about spreading the joy of knitting, not judging the results.

Just the way she’d like to be in real life, though she didn’t always meet her own standards. That was for sure.

Maggie was rolling utensils in big cloth napkins when Dana found her.

“Something smells good in here.” Dana walked over and gave Maggie a hug.

“I hope so. I’m calling it Moroccan Stew. With chicken, not lamb,” she quickly clarified. Dana didn’t eat red meat, and Maggie tried to accommodate.

“Sounds good to me. How can I help?”

The two women worked together and soon had the back room set for dinner and their meeting. Lucy arrived with her knitting bag and a bottle of Chardonnay. She opened it and poured them each glass.

“Did you get to see the cat faces on the parking meters this morning, Dana?”

“Made it just in time. Workers from the village had taken them off near my office, but there were plenty left on the other side of the street.” Dana took out her knitting and stylish red-framed reading glasses. “Pretty funny, I thought. Though I did see Mayor Swabish out there talking to Chief Nolan. They didn’t look amused.”

Maggie brought in a bowl of yogurt dip and set it next to some pita chips and other appetizers. “There was no harm done. But I suppose the police are in some hot water since this happened last night, right under their noses.”

“What happened under whose noses?” Suzanne Cavanaugh bustled in, balancing two plastic cake holders.

Maggie ran to help so the entire pile wouldn’t end up on the floor. The dessert, she assumed, though it looked like enough for three meetings. “We were just talking about the cat masks on the meters this morning. Did you get to see them?”

“I did . . . I had to get to a closing and didn’t even notice the darn things until I parked and tried to put money in the meter. It was like . . . what the heck is that?” Suzanne dumped her knitting bag and shrugged out her of coat. “By the time I came out, they were gone.” She dropped her knitting bag on the table and sat down next to Dana.

“I wonder what the town did with them. Do you think they threw them out? What a waste of good knitting.” Lucy munched on a pita chip, considering the question.

“And yarn,” Maggie noted.

“Maybe the police are holding them as evidence.” Suzanne’s tone was leery and suspicious, though Maggie was sure she was joking.

“The Knit Kats pretty much admit to the prank on their website. We checked this morning,” Lucy told Suzanne. “But what’s the crime? Do you think it’s really vandalism? I think it was an improvement. Certainly brightened up the town for a few hours.”

Everyone glanced at Dana, usually the most well versed about legal matters. Her husband, Jack, had been a detective before becoming an attorney. He practiced in town and still had a lot of connections in the police force and district attorney’s office.

“Well, the decorations may have prevented people from putting money in the meters. That’s probably some sort of violation. And even though it wasn’t as bad as spray paint, the knitting did deface public property and it might also be considered littering. Town workers had to take them all off, right?”

“Yes, and they wore special gloves. It was all quite official-looking. No wonder the Knit Kats remain anonymous and cover their trail . . . and tail,” Lucy quipped.

Lucy had taken out her knitting, too, Maggie noticed. She was working on a baby blanket for a friend who was expecting. She spread it out on her lap and carefully checked the stitches. While Lucy did seem very cheerful with the project, Maggie had to wonder if she felt any secret twinges of baby longing. Lucy and her boyfriend, Matt, had been living together now for almost a year and there was still no talk about a wedding . . . much less starting a family.
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