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“The Black Sheep knitting 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 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. . . . The friendships among the likable knitters . . . help make Canadeo’s crime yarn 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.”


—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 Kritique


All of the Black Sheep Knitting Mystery titles are available as eBooks.
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To my daughter, Katherine, with all my love. You are a wonder to me every day.




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 and her sister 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 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 a 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.




A mouse does not rely on just one hole.


—TITUS MACCIUS PLAUTUS


If love is the glue that holds the world together, guilt must be the staples.


—ANONYMOUS
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Chapter One


Now that you’re all here, I have a confession to make.” Maggie stood at the counter in the middle of the shop, sorting a pile of knitting needles by size order. She was carefully avoiding everyone’s gaze, Lucy noticed.


Lucy and her friends were settled in their usual places at the long oak table nearby. They could always be found together on Thursday night and, most often, in the rear room of the Black Sheep Knitting Shop. Now all four of them—Lucy, Suzanne, Dana, and Phoebe—hit the pause button on their needles and conversations.


Suzanne looked alarmed. “Please don’t tell us you didn’t make dinner. I’ve been running all day on an expired yogurt and half a chocolate doughnut.”


“I meant a small confession. That would be a major one. There’s plenty to eat. I’ve invited Nora and Rebecca Bailey to join us. Nora called a little while ago to see if the shop was open late. She has a real emergency.”


One that somehow involved needles and yarn, Lucy assumed. Maggie was the official EFT—emergency fiber technician—in town. She had even been known to make house calls.


“She sounded desperate, so I said they could just come over. I hope you don’t mind.” Maggie stored the needles and walked over to join them, though she didn’t sit down.


“Very compassionate to see a patient after hours.” Dana approved in teasing tone. With a PhD in psychology, Dana actually did hold the title of doctor, though she only used it for her practice. And when she wanted to pull social rank a bit.


Lucy had no objection, either. Nora Bailey and her daughter, Rebecca, were very familiar faces, always stopping by the shop to pick up yarn or take classes, or consult with Maggie about knitting issues. Nora and Maggie had grown up in Plum Harbor together and went way back.


“Rebecca’s getting married soon, right? Isn’t she knitting her own gown?” Lucy admired that kind of courage. The same way she admired people who went hang gliding or bungee jumping.


Not a project she’d ever attempt. Not that anyone was breaking a leg to propose to her. But that was another story.


“Yes, Rebecca’s knitting her gown and Nora is making shrugs for the bridesmaids and a flower girl.” Maggie had strolled over to the antique server and laid out some silverware next to a pile of linen napkins and a stack of plates.


“When I was about to get married, I was so insane, I couldn’t have knit a coaster,” Suzanne said, “no less an entire wedding dress.”


“Maybe it’s a distraction for her, a way to displace her anxiety,” Dana offered. “Planning a wedding and launching off on a whole new stage in life just about tops the list of high-stress milestones.”


“A distraction is having your nails done. Or trying out hairdos that work with your veil. Not making the dress you are going to wear on the biggest day of your life—when you should be looking your absolute, red-carpet best.”


“Good point, Suzanne,” Maggie agreed. “Which is why you all might feel some sympathy when I tell you that Rebecca’s fiancé has suddenly announced they have to move up the wedding date. They were going to be married in May. But now the date is two weeks away.”


Dana had picked up her knitting again and examined her work. “Two weeks? Why is that?”


“I’m not sure. She didn’t have time to explain. Something to do with his work. The bottom line seems to be, if they don’t get married now, they’ll have to put the wedding off for months. Neither of them wants to do that. They even talked about running off to a justice of the peace. But Nora knows Rebecca would be very unhappy with that plan.”


“She’s probably crushed at having that long white runner yanked out from under her at the last minute like this,” Suzanne said, sympathizing. “She’s probably frantic.”


“Rebecca wasn’t thrilled. But she does seem . . . resigned. She’s a very levelheaded young woman.” High praise, coming from Maggie, Lucy knew. “Very centered and even-tempered,” Maggie continued. “She teaches grade school and is quite organized. But even with this major snag, she won’t give up on making the gown. She’s already put a lot of time into it. It would be an awful shame to see all that beautiful work go to waste.”


“A terrible waste.” Dana looked at Maggie over the edge of her stylish reading glasses. “So let me guess, Nora and Rebecca need some help finishing all these projects in time for the accelerated wedding date and you volunteered us?”


Maggie was trying hard not to look guilty as charged. But Dana had her cornered. “I merely said that they could come here tonight and I’d advise on the gown . . . and they could ask you. I didn’t make any promises.


“But you had a pretty good feeling we’d agree, didn’t you?” Lucy prodded.


Maggie couldn’t help smiling for real now. “Does that mean you’ll do it?”


Lucy and her friends exchanged glances.


Before anyone answered, Maggie added, “I thought maybe you could each make a bridesmaid’s shrug. Phoebe could make one for the flower girl. It’s a very simple pattern. I’m going to work with Rebecca on the gown.”


It sounded as if Maggie had it all figured out and Lucy could see no reason to refuse. “Okay, I’m in. I’m sort of in the middle of three different projects, so what’s the difference if I start one more?”


“Same here,” Phoebe agreed. “Of course, I’d rather be making matching socks for the bridesmaids. That would look so cool. But I guess I can do a tragically ordinary shrug if that’s what Rebecca really wants.”


Matching socks on bridesmaids? That would be a first. Unique, whimsical socks were Phoebe’s specialty. Lucy should have guessed Phoebe would factor them into wedding party accessories. She could hardly imagine the little Goth girl’s own nuptial. The concept was mind-boggling.


Phoebe had a steady boyfriend, but marriage seemed light-years away for her. She was slowly but surely finishing college and working part-time in Maggie’s shop. Her boyfriend, Josh, was working on becoming a rock star, which was a slow, and not-so-sure process. Especially when one considered his music.


“You can count me in, too,” Dana said. “I’m all for helping Nora and Rebecca navigate this trying time.”


Dana was a human knitting machine, once she got started. Lucy had no doubt Dana would be the first to finish any assignment and would probably help the rest of them catch up.


“Who could resist helping with a wedding? Just saying the word makes me feel all . . . smiley and mushy.” Suzanne pinned Maggie with a stare. “You knew that would get us, didn’t you?”


“I couldn’t say for sure. I will admit, I was hoping.” Before Maggie could confess any more of her manipulations—well intended as they were—the front door of the shop opened and Nora and Rebecca entered.


“Hello, ladies. We’re back here,” Maggie called out. “I’m just about to serve dinner. We’ve been waiting for you.”


Right on cue, Lucy thought. As if Maggie had stashed the mother and daughter on the front porch until she’d finished negotiating.


Greetings were exchanged as Nora and Rebecca found seats at the table. Phoebe left to help Maggie bring in the dinner they had prepared. The shop was on the first floor of a Victorian-era house turned into commercial space. Some basic equipment remained in the former kitchen, which now served as a storeroom.


“I hope we’re not interrupting anything.” Nora smiled politely as she took a seat between Dana and Suzanne. “Maggie said you wouldn’t mind us crashing the party. But I know this is your special meeting night.”


“We’re happy you could join us,” Dana replied quickly. “We’re amazingly free of rules around here.”


“Totally. We’re like free-range knitting chickens or something,” Phoebe chimed in.


Free-range knitting chickens? Everyone paused a moment to process the image. Lucy suddenly saw herself in a barnyard, pecking at bits of corn, knitting needles tucked beneath a feathery wing.


But it was true. They didn’t have any rules, just a few comfortable habits that seemed to work well for them over the years. Opening their circle to Nora and Rebecca tonight didn’t feel odd at all, they were such regulars around the shop.


Nora was in her early fifties, at most. Her smooth brown hair was cut to chin-length with long sweeping bangs. She was always carefully made up and her taste in clothing and jewelry tended toward conservative style and good quality. Small and trim, she was attractive, in a quiet, classy way, Lucy thought. Her blue eyes were her best feature, a trait that Rebecca had inherited.


Otherwise, Rebecca didn’t look at all like her mother. She had very fair skin, pale blond hair that went past her shoulders and fine, cameo-like features. She never wore makeup, but really didn’t need any. Rebecca was quite a bit taller than Nora, and just plain bigger all over. Her figure, a softly rounded hourglass was the ideal of some bygone era. She even dressed a bit retro, Lucy noticed, with her long hair clipped back and a ruffle trim peeking out from the edge of her hand-knit cardigan.


While so many young women were starving themselves to match some bony body type, Rebecca seemed quite comfortable with her generous silhouette. The large diamond solitaire on her finger seemed to support a radical theory—real women had curves and some men really liked them that way.


Weddings could make people crazy under any circumstances. Lucy, who had been married and divorced, knew that for a fact. But she could see why the unexpected crash deadline had thrown the bride and her mother into a tizzy. Rebecca was not a little slip of a thing who could be covered with a few rows of lace here and there.


How long did it normally take to knit a wedding gown, anyway? Lucy had no idea. Longer than two weeks, she was certain of that.


No wonder they’d called in Maggie and her reserves. She only hoped her dear friend’s nimble fingers were up to the challenge.


Maggie and Phoebe soon returned with the food. The smell was tantalizing and reminded Lucy that she had skipped lunch.


“Here we are. Everything’s nice and hot. Chicken with black beans and yellow rice.”


Maggie and Phoebe set out the serving dishes, the entrée, and rice, along with a green salad and some trimmings—cheddar cheese, avocado bits, and sour cream. The women rose and fixed their dishes, returning to the table to eat.


“This is delicious, Maggie. I’d love to get the recipe,” Rebecca said as she took another bite.


“Rebecca’s already a good cook. Lucky Jeremy,” Nora reported. “Miles ahead of me when I was a bride. These days most young women look at cooking as more of a hobby than some required skill they need to run a household. A sign of progress, don’t you think?”


“I want to marry a man who can cook for me,” Phoebe announced. “I think that’s progress.”


“You’re always ahead of the curve, Phoebe,” Lucy noted.


“Sometimes, right off the grid,” Maggie agreed. “Does Josh cook for you?” she asked curiously. Phoebe’s boyfriend played bass guitar and sang for a band called the Big Fat Whining Babies. With all that musical talent, Lucy wondered if he had any in the kitchen, too.


Phoebe shrugged. “He makes really good coffee . . . and he made this quesadilla once. It had a scrambled egg in it. And some lunch meat.”


Maggie’s eyes widened. “Case closed.”


“Kevin cooks every once in a while,” Suzanne said of her husband. “But he makes such a big deal out of it. You’d think he’d just discovered fire. He’s like, ‘Look at me. I’m cooking food! Isn’t this amazing?’ I don’t expect a standing ovation when I put dinner on the table every night, know what I mean?”


Dana smiled. “Jack’s the same way. It might take a few more generations of sharing that gender-specific task before men stop expecting applause.”


“In other words, not in our lifetimes, ladies,” Suzanne translated with a laugh. “Anyway, getting back to the wedding,” she quickly shifted gears. “We hear that your plans have been bumped up, Rebecca. Two weeks from now, is that right?” Suzanne posed the question in her best TV talk show hostess voice.


“March 24, not this weekend, the weekend after.”


Rebecca seemed surprisingly resigned to this accelerated schedule, as Maggie had mentioned. But she did seem the type who took life’s many speed bumps in stride.


A character trait that would come in handy during married life, Lucy knew well. Her marriage to her college boyfriend had lasted almost seven years and she’d been divorced now for three.


While Rebecca had sailed serenely through the change in plans, Nora obviously had not. “We’d booked the Harbor House. Settled the menu, the flowers, everything. They were going to be married at that pretty stone church on the green.” Nora’s voice held a shaky note of longing. “We had to cancel everything.”


“But Jeremy’s father offered to have the entire party, the ceremony and reception,” Rebecca quickly explained.


“They have a huge estate . . . and a fabulous house,” Nora added.


“And we managed to find a really good caterer. Even at the last minute. The rest of it, the music and flowers and all that, was rearranged somehow. Jeremy’s family really saved the day,” Rebecca said.


“It’s only fair,” her mother added. “The plans were changed because of some business situation at his father’s company. Some big deal going on in the spring with a new product Jeremy is working on. His father told him that if they didn’t get married now, they would have to wait until the summer. Or maybe even the fall. Neither of them liked that at all. They want to have a reasonably sized reception and a honeymoon.”


“I really want to be married with my family and friends around me.” Rebecca smiled at her mother. “And we didn’t want to wait. The wedding is just one day, no matter how nice the party. The important part is starting a new life with the person you love, for the rest of your life, right?”


“How true.” Maggie nodded. “The way some young women plan their weddings these days, you’d think the priority was just the opposite.”


“What does Jeremy do for a living?” Suzanne asked.


“He’s a scientist. The senior chemist at At-Las Technologies. His family owns the firm.” Rebecca sounded proud. Rightfully so, Lucy thought. She’d heard of that company, one of the largest in the area.


It all made sense now. The groom was the crown prince of At-Las Technologies, raised in a beautiful castle on the harbor, where the couple would soon be married. No wonder Rebecca seemed so serene. She was marrying into a fortune.


All the more impressive that she insisted on making her own gown, when her fiancé could have afforded to buy her any one in the world.


Nora seemed to sense what Lucy and the others must be thinking after pegging her affluent, soon-to-be in-laws. “I told Rebecca we should just go to Boston or even New York and buy a gown and all the trimmings. But she has her heart set on knitting her own—and the shrugs for the bridal party. She still wants the wedding to have a personal touch, to be meaningful to her and Jeremy.”


“I’m going to do this just one time in my life,” Rebecca insisted. “I want it to be special. Anyone can go out and buy a dress in some wedding boutique.” She paused and glanced at her mother. “I’m sorry . . . does that seem really crazy or unreasonable?”


“Not at all,” Maggie quickly assured her. “I understand. I made my own wedding gown, too.”


Lucy and the rest of their group all turned to look at Maggie. Obviously, none of them had ever heard that before. “You did? I don’t think you ever mentioned it.” Lucy glanced at her friends, just to be sure.


“Oh, I must have.” By the way Maggie shrugged, Lucy could tell Maggie knew she’d never told them.


“I definitely would have remembered.” Dana pinned Maggie with a look.


“I wasn’t a very proficient knitter back then. Ambitious, I will say. I’ll show you pictures sometime,” she added. “It was sort of a hippie-girl, granny-gown style.” Maggie motioned on her figure as she described it. “Quite in keeping with the Golden Age of Granola. The first Golden Age, I mean. Anyway, Bill and I were married in a farm meadow. I dragged that gown through some nasty stuff on my way to say my vows and back. It wasn’t very well made and didn’t wash well, either,” she finally admitted. “Maybe that’s why I’m eager to try again to do it right. I promise you my skills have improved considerably.”


“You’re the best, Maggie,” Rebecca replied quickly. “I appreciate any help you can give me. I really want to do this.” She glanced over at her mother. “I just feel bad for my poor mom. She’s been so great about all these sudden changes with the wedding. I know it’s been harder on her than me.”


“How sweet,” Suzanne cooed. “I wish my daughter would say something like that. She’s in that horrid teenage stage right now. She even hates the way I breathe,” she added with a laugh.


“Rebecca went through all that. I promise it will pass,” Nora said. She reached over and patted her daughter’s hand. “It all passed much too quickly. Before you know it, they’re all grown up and you’re planning a wedding day.”


“With a few unexpected glitches,” Rebecca added.


“Hey, that’s what we’re here for,” Dana said. “Maggie already signed us on to help you.”


“Really?” Nora looked as if she didn’t quite believe it. “All of you?” she asked, gazing around.


“Absolutely. One for all and all for one. We’re like the musketeers,” Suzanne said.


“With knitting needles,” Dana added.


“We’re your basic knitting dream team,” Phoebe said.


“We’ll each make a bridesmaid shrug. Phoebe is going to make one for the flower girl,” Lucy noted.


“If you show us the patterns tonight, we’ll get started.” Maggie told Nora. Lucy could tell that their fearless leader was pleased the knitting circle had come to the rescue.


Nora glanced around at the circle of women, her smile wide and incredulous. “I thought we’d have to give up on the bridal party and just focus on the gown at this point. Honestly, we appreciate the offer, but you don’t have to go to all this trouble—”


“No buts about it,” Suzanne said, interrupting. “Where Maggie knits, we follow.”


“There’s not nearly as much chitchat once I get them pointed in the right direction,” Maggie said. “Okay, ladies. Let’s clear away these dishes and get to work.”


Once the table was cleared, Nora and Rebecca took out the patterns and pictures of the gown and shrugs. Then they showed the group their progress, which was alarmingly little, Lucy noticed.


The shrug was fairly simple, as Maggie had promised. It was styled with a three-quarter-length raglan sleeve. The long V-shaped opening trailed off into two long sections that tied above the waist.


The style was very forgiving for a knitter and flattering to almost any figure. And it wouldn’t need personalized fitting on the various bridesmaids, Maggie pointed out. Luckily, for there was no time for that step.


Nora had brought enough yarn to get them all started. Phoebe made copies of the pattern and picture, and Maggie handed out the correct size needles to everyone. They all cast on at the same time, Maggie acting as if the NASCAR of knitting was about to take place.


“Okay, ladies . . . on your mark. Get set. Knit!”


Lucy knew she was only kidding, but it was hard to ignore the four sets of needles suddenly clicking all around her. She struggled to keep her own pace and focus on her own knitting without looking over at her friends to check their progress. It was the best way to run any race, she knew, and just another way that knitting imitated life.


Rebecca and Nora had chosen a silky, extrafine yarn in a dusty rose color that immediately brought to mind rustling gowns, rose petals, and the opening chords of the wedding march.


The bridesmaids’ gowns were off the shoulder and fairly bare, they’d told the group. Since the gowns had been chosen for spring weather, the matching sweaters were needed now just for warmth.


Lucy liked the style, which she knew would make her knitting easier and faster. It was funny how that worked. She often knit items for her family—her two nieces mainly, who lived in Concord and sent in their orders by e-mail. She rarely refused to fulfill their requests. But when she didn’t share their enthusiasm for some zany hat or miniskirt, it was slow going.


The wedding gown was another story. A long, complicated story, Lucy thought as she listened to Rebecca and Maggie discuss the pattern and formulate a plan of attack.


Like a general in a battle tent, Maggie didn’t seem the least bit dismayed as she compared the completed sections to Rebecca’s picture and tried to figure out ways they could speed along the process. The material for the gown was a fine ecru lace that draped over a lining of the same shade satin. A local seamstress had made that part of the dress, which now served as a basic outline for the rest.


Maggie brought out a dressmaker’s form from the storeroom and they slipped the satin lining over it, then pinned on the pieces of knitted lace Rebecca had so far completed. It wasn’t much, Lucy noticed . . . and didn’t look like much, either.


But Maggie had an amazing ability to visualize. Not just imagining the blank spaces filled in, but also redesigning the entire style. She was amazingly artistic, using her needles and fiber the way a painter used a brush and pallet.


“—so I’m wondering if we could just add a few inches here, we might skip this other layer entirely,” Maggie suggested, making a light sketch on the photo of Rebecca’s gown. “That will save a lot of time and it will still drape smoothly. It might even look better.”


“That’s a great idea. I didn’t even think of it.” Rebecca looked over the dressmaker’s form again and nodded. “I was about to start that section tonight.”


“Good, let’s figure out the adjustments.” Maggie found a pencil and paper, then set to work with her gauge tool and calculations.


“I honestly didn’t expect you all to help out like this.” Nora sounded so grateful, she almost looked teary-eyed. “I hope you didn’t feel pressured. I’d feel so bad about that. I have the rest of the yarn at home, so please don’t go out and buy anything.”


“Oh, we rarely resort to that.” Dana glanced over her shoulder at Maggie. “There are a lot of perks to hanging around here. Believe me.”


Lucy couldn’t deny it. Membership in their knitting circle definitely had its privileges.


Nora laughed. “I’ll bet. But I absolutely forbid Maggie to supply the yarn, too. I’ll drop everything off here tomorrow and you can each take what you need. I guess that’s the best way to handle it.”


It was a good plan, they all agreed. The knitting group was usually in and out of the shop all week long, bringing Maggie their knitting messes or just dropping in for a break from real life. Lucy worked at home, running a graphic design business. She needed to get out of the house at least once a day, and have a real conversation—with someone other than her dog—just to save her sanity.


Once Rebecca and Maggie were finished restyling the gown and dividing up the work, Nora and Rebecca packed up and said their good-byes.


“I just want to thank you all again,” Rebecca said as she packed up her knitting tote. “I can’t tell you how much better I feel about my wedding now.”


“Aw . . .” Suzanne practically gushed. “We’re happy to help you, Rebecca. You’re going to be such a beautiful bride. A real knockout.”


“You’ll have to send us plenty of pictures, for Maggie’s bulletin board,” Dana added. “We’ll definitely want to show off our contributions.”


“Never mind the bulletin board, I’d like to borrow the gown and put it in my window.” Maggie seemed to be inspired on the spot, having one of her visions. “I can make a gorgeous wedding display. I’ve been looking for something special to perk up business this spring.”


“Pictures . . . window displays. For goodness’ sake, you’re all invited to the wedding,” Nora replied quickly. “After bailing us out this way, it’s the least we can do. You must come . . . Please?”


Nora’s tone was firm. She didn’t want to hear any dissent. Lucy didn’t think the mild-mannered mother of the bride had it in her.


Maggie answered for all of them. “That’s very gracious of you, Nora. I think we’d all love to see Rebecca walk down the aisle. Perhaps we could come just for the ceremony?”


The rest of the group quickly agreed. Lucy felt relieved. She wanted to see the ceremony, but felt awkward about sitting through an entire wedding reception for a couple she hardly knew. It was hard enough sometimes when you were family, she reflected with a wry smile.


The others all agreed that the compromise would work well for them, and the Baileys seemed satisfied.


“We’ll be checking in soon with a progress report,” Nora said to Maggie. “It will still be a push, but I will say I might get a good night’s sleep for the first time in weeks.”


“Don’t worry. I promise the wedding will be wonderful,” Maggie said. “The gown will be finished in time and everything will work out fine.”


Lucy didn’t know how Maggie could be sure about all of this. But at times, her friend had a tone of such authority. When Maggie said something, it always sounded so convincing.


The front door of the shop had barely closed behind Nora and Rebecca when Suzanne gave out another dramatic sigh.


“Don’t you just love weddings? No wonder all those reality shows about bridal gowns and wedding planners are so popular.”


“You don’t really watch that stuff, do you?” Phoebe stared at her, bug-eyed. “Those shows are so lame. Bride of Frankenstein, is that the one you like?”


“Bridezillas,” Suzanne corrected her. “Actually, my favorite is Dream Dress, if you must know. The perfect mindless entertainment when I need to unwind after a hard day not selling any real estate.” She picked up the start of her shrug again and made a face at Phoebe.


“Rebecca is no bridezilla, that’s for sure. If they had a show called . . . Cool, Calm, and Collected Bride, she’d be a shoo-in.” Lucy counted the stitches in her last row, careful not to mess up the shrug pattern. She found the start of a project was the easiest time to make mistakes. “I watch Dream Dress once in a while, too, Suzanne,” Lucy added, offering some support. “We all have our guilty TV pleasures.”


“Oh, I don’t have any of those.” Maggie laughed. “Well, maybe one or two. But I’m surprised to hear you admit to that one, Lucy. Any special reason you’re brushing up on bridal fashions? Is there some news you’d like to share?”


Lucy felt her face get a little warm and focused on her knitting. She blushed so easily, she hated it.


With all this wedding talk, she knew her friends would get around to her relationship sooner or later. “Just some junk food for the brain, that’s all.”


“Don’t play dumb with us,” Suzanne said. “I was wondering the same thing.”


Lucy smiled nervously, but didn’t know what to say.


“Look, she’s smiling, but she won’t answer,” Suzanne said to the others.


“That’s because I don’t have anything to say . . . I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” she insisted.


“Of course you know,” Suzanne insisted. “How long have you and Matt been dating now? At least a year.”


That calculation was correct. But why did Suzanne make it sound like a very long time and from Lucy’s perspective, it wasn’t long at all?


“That’s right. Only a year, I’d say,” Lucy corrected her.


“Is everything all right? I thought things were going well,” Maggie said with concern.


“Everything is fine. We get along perfectly. But we’re definitely not talking about marriage. For goodness’ sake, we’re not even living together,” she reminded them.


“That’s debatable,” Dana added. “I mean, you spend most nights of the week together now. You have keys to each other’s houses. And a space in each other’s closets. His dog even sleeps over and has his own set of bowls on your kitchen floor. Practically speaking, you might as well be sharing the same address,” she concluded. “You’re both just a bit in denial about it.”


Dana had a clear, unemotional way of pointing out the elephant in the room. Lucy couldn’t argue with her assessment.


“Yes, that’s all true. But we’ve both been married before and Matt has barely caught his breath from his divorce. And there’s Dara to consider,” she added, mentioning Matt’s eight-year-old daughter. “It’s very different for us than it is for Rebecca. We’re comfortable moving a little slower.”


“If you moved any slower you guys would be going backwards,” Suzanne noted, flipping her rows of rose-colored knitting to the opposite side.


“So you don’t want to get married again, is that it?” Phoebe asked.


“I wouldn’t go that far. I can see how great it could be, with the right person. But I’m not in any rush. And neither is Matt. And that’s just fine with me. Honestly.”


Lucy felt her friends looking at her while she stared down at her knitting. No one commented for a moment and she took a breath, thinking they had finally let it drop and would get on to some new subject.


“You don’t hear your biological clock ticking?” Suzanne said suddenly.


Lucy hated that expression. All she could picture was the sneering crocodile from Peter Pan, which had swallowed an alarm clock and continually hovered just below the surface of the water, waiting to get another taste of Captain Hook.


Tick-tock. The biological croc, she called him.


But she didn’t dare try to explain her ticking croc, even to her good friends.


“Suzanne, please. Let’s just leave Lucy’s poor ovaries out of this,” Maggie said, rescuing Lucy just in time. “It’s a whole different ball game the second time, especially when there are children involved. I know what she means.”


Maggie had lost her husband, Bill, several years ago. She’d left her job as a high school art teacher soon after and opened the knitting shop. A decision she believed had rescued her from a deep well of grief. But so far, her new life did not include a satisfying, long-term relationship. Though she did date from time to time.


Lucy wondered if that was because she hadn’t met the right person yet and wasn’t the type to settle for a mediocre romance. Or because Maggie feared risking her heart again. Or maybe she was just content to be on her own. If Maggie felt a lack, she never mentioned it.


“I’m fine with talking about weddings,” Lucy insisted. “And I’m not worrying about getting married again, or having babies . . . or any agendas about me and Matt. Right now, we’re just happily rolling along.”


Her friends looked at her and then at one another. She felt as if they weren’t buying her story but were willing to let the matter drop. For now at least.


“If you say so, Lucy,” Maggie finally said. “Just don’t give us two weeks’ notice if you decide to knit your own wedding gown. That’s all we ask.”


Lucy had to laugh. “Fair enough.”


    •   •   •

When Lucy got home she found Matt waiting for her, stretched out on the couch in the TV room, watching a basketball game. The Boston Celtics, of course.


Matt sipped a beer and had obviously shared a bowl of popcorn with the dogs; a trail of crumbs on the rug led directly to her golden retriever mix, Tink, and Matt’s chocolate Lab, Walley. The two were now sleeping peacefully at Matt’s feet, curled up back to back, like a pair of very large, fuzzy slippers.


Taking in the domestic scene, she couldn’t help but recall the well-intentioned comments of her friends. But the happy equilibrium she and Matt shared didn’t need discussing or dissection, Lucy reasoned. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it . . . And don’t break it, either,” had always been her motto.


Lucy carefully stepped over the dogs and dropped down onto the cushion beside Matt. He leaned toward her and gave her a long, deep kiss.


“How was the meeting? Any wild demonstration? Maybe Maggie spun a clipping from Bigfoot?”


He was teasing, of course. Though Maggie often showed them fiber findings from exotic creatures such as alpaca or angora rabbits, with fur as soft as clouds.


“It was even more thrilling than that,” Lucy reported.


“Really? Tell all.” He slipped his arm around her shoulder and Lucy leaned against him in a cuddling, comfortable pose.


“Maggie volunteered us to help a customer in distress. A bride-to-be, Rebecca Bailey.”


Lucy quickly related Rebecca’s crisis, then described the sweater she was going to knit for the bridesmaid.


“The pattern is easy. I just hope I can finish it in time. Maggie has the real challenge. Knitting a wedding gown is pretty intense.”


Matt laughed. “That’s a nice way to put it. I think it’s sort of crazy. I’d worry if you ever started that project.”


“No way. I’d skip the knitting shop and go straight to a bridal salon.” She glanced at him, then back at the basketball game. “Not that I’m thinking about wedding gowns, or anything like that. I mean, if you’re getting married a second time, most brides don’t even wear a big fancy gown . . .”


She stopped herself. She was only making this worse. Now Matt was going to think that she had been daydreaming about weddings and gowns and all those combustible topics she was trying to avoid.


When she really was not thinking about any of this. Not until her friends had put the bug . . . or perhaps just a rose petal . . . in her ear.


He was suddenly so quiet. She felt his body tense up against her. Had all this wedding talk caused a problem already?


She snuck a glance to gauge his reaction. Then realized his eyes were glued to the action on the TV screen and he probably hadn’t heard a single word of her rambling.


Matt sat up even straighter and held his breath as the Celtics’ point guard brought the ball down the court and the players on both teams shifted and dodged.


He pulled his arm off her shoulder and yelled at the set, “Pass it to Pierce! He’s wide open! Are you blind?”


The ball was passed, a shot taken, it bounced off the rim of the basket, and the guys in the red uniforms—not our team, Lucy knew that much—managed to snatch it.


Then a whistle blew—Lucy had no idea why—and Matt collapsed with a long, frustrated sigh.


“We’re never going to make the play-offs. KG strained his groin muscle. He’s out for two weeks . . .”


How did male athletes always seem to strain their groin muscles? Was that some macho thing? She didn’t even know where her groin muscle was. She nodded, trying to commiserate.


“I’m sorry, honey . . . You were saying something?” Matt turned to her.


“Nothing important.” She smiled and patted his knee. “I’m really beat. I’m going up to take a shower. When is this over?”


“One more quarter . . . I’ll just set the DVR,” he said quickly. He smiled as she picked up the empty bowl. “I’ll clean this stuff up. Don’t worry.”


Music to her ears. That was one of the many things she appreciated about him, one trait that made it so easy to be not quite cohabitating. He never left a trail of beer bottles, shoes, socks, newspapers, half-opened mail, and dirty dishes in his wake. Well, rarely.


As Lucy climbed the stairs to her bedroom, she knew she’d dodged a bullet. She had to be careful not to let all this wedding talk rub off on her real life, like dog hair on a black sweater.


No matter what her friends thought. She didn’t think she and Matt were ready for “the talk.” Not even the living-together talk.


Sometimes, the less said the better. Most of the time, she thought.




[image: image]


Chapter Two


Maggie sent a short e-mail around on Friday morning to let the knitting circle know Nora had dropped off the rest of the yarn for the bridesmaids’ sweaters, just as she’d promised.


 


Please come pick up your yarn for the shrugs ASAP. You should all be finished with the sample by now and needing the rest. We have a deadline to meet. Let’s not let dear Rebecca down.


     


Lucy cringed. She had hardly made a dent in the sample of dark pink yarn she’d taken home the night before. She’d planned to knit for a little while in bed before going to sleep. But once Matt came up, the needles had been tossed overboard without a second thought.


She decided to walk down to the shop to pick up her share of yarn that afternoon, whether she needed it or not. Right after she sent off a project she’d been working on all week.


It was a fairly simple brochure for a local jewelry store, promoting their top-selling spring items—mainly engagement rings and wedding bands. Lucy hadn’t noticed the graphics very much. But she suddenly felt smothered this morning by photos of diamond solitaire rings and gold bands. It seemed like some sort of conspiracy.
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