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 Prologue

Early August

 

 

Kelly Flynn navigated her car out of the shopping center parking lot and merged into Fort Connor’s thinning late-night traffic. Only a total lack of coffee would force her to stop by the grocery store on the way home from a post-game celebration at her softball team’s favorite Old Town café. It was nearly midnight, but some things were too important to worry about inconvenience. Coffee was at the top of that short list.

Her cell phone sounded from the seat beside her where she’d tossed it. Kelly pulled to the right lane and slowed down before answering. Her friend Jennifer’s voice came over the line.

“Good, you’re still up. Did the game run long tonight?”

“Not really, but we went to our favorite café afterwards. I’m driving home now. What’s up? Why’re you calling so late?”

“I’m doing Mimi a favor. She tried calling you guys but  forgot you and Megan and Lisa were all playing ball tonight, so she called me. Mimi needs help with one of those beginner knitting classes at Lambspun tomorrow morning. You know, the summer ones with guest teachers. Mimi will be out of the shop in the morning, and Rosa can’t spare time away from customers to help, so Mimi asked if one of you guys might be able to. What’s your schedule like? The class is at nine and runs an hour, so it doesn’t take long.”

Kelly ran through her mental day planner. No outside appointments tomorrow, just regular client work. A former corporate CPA, Kelly could now arrange her schedule at will. Her new consulting business was thriving. “Sure, I can manage that, as long as I’ll be a helper. I’m not qualified to teach classes.”

“Don’t worry. Barbara Macenroe is teaching. She’s really experienced, too. Have you met her? She’s a nurse over at one of the doctor’s clinics near the hospital. Tall, big-boned gal.”

“That doesn’t sound familiar, so I don’t think I’ve met her yet. Does she come to the shop often?”

“I’ve only seen her late in the afternoons when I’ve dropped by after the office, so you may have missed her. But she’s started teaching classes at the shop, helping take the load off Mimi. Anyway, she’s a real ‘take charge’ sort, so you won’t have to worry. You’ll be her assistant, that’s all. I’d do it, but it’s a morning class and I’m working in the café, so I can’t.”

“Sure. Tell Mimi I’ll be glad to help,” Kelly said as she turned onto another large avenue. A Big Box store and its sprawling shopping center shone neon bright ahead. “How come you’re still up? Don’t tell me you and Pete were working a catering job this late.”

“Okay, then I won’t tell you,” Jennifer joked. “Yeah, we were both beat by the time we finished. I just got out of relaxing in the tub. Now I’m heading to bed.”

Kelly angled into the left-turn lane. “Me, too, as soon as I get home.”

“Steve still in Denver?”

“Yeah. He’s starting to stay down there a couple of nights a week. He’s gotten some part-time work for another company.”

“After working all day for the architect firm? That’s rough.”

“Yeah, it is. He barely has time to talk, let alone sleep,” Kelly said, remembering the brief conversation she’d had with her boyfriend earlier that evening. “At least he’ll avoid that morning commute from Fort Connor to Denver. It’s beyond awful. I had to get into that rush-hour mess last week when I was heading out to meet my new client near Brighton. Man, it took me nearly two hours to get there.”

“I know. I went to a regional real estate meeting a month ago in Denver and allowed over two hours so I wouldn’t be late. But I still got there with only ten minutes to spare.”

Kelly turned onto the street that bordered her favorite knitting shop, Lambspun. “I hear you. I don’t know how Steve stands it.” She waited for cars to pass, then turned onto the gravel driveway that ran between the shop and her cottage beside the golf course. Ablaze with lights, the little cottage was the only bright light in the dark. Kelly didn’t like coming home to a dark house, especially an empty dark house.

“Steve doesn’t have a choice, Kelly. He’s only doing what he has to to get through this terrible housing market. I hope things start to improve in a few months. It’s brutal out there.”

“Yeah, I know, and it doesn’t look like it’s getting any better.”

“Listen, I’m gonna go to sleep. See you tomorrow.”

“Bye, Jen.” Kelly clicked off her cell phone, then nosed her car into its space in front of the cottage she had inherited three years ago after her aunt Helen’s murder. The car’s high beams bathed the front of the beige stucco and red-tiled roof cottage in bright light. Kelly heard her Rottweiler Carl barking his “welcome home” bark in the backyard. Carl could always tell the sound of her engine and knew when she returned.

Grabbing her bag, she exited the car and headed down the walk to the steps of her snug cottage. Once inside, Kelly opened the patio door where Carl stood, not so patiently, barking to come in and join her.

“Hey, Carl, how’re you doing?” she said as Carl bounded inside, barely pausing for a head pat before heading toward the kitchen. Maybe forgotten food crumbs lingered.

Glancing outside to the concrete patio, Kelly searched for Carl’s water dish. “Carl, did you drag your water dish into the bushes again? I swear, you must be dying of thirst by now.”

She stepped out onto the patio and scanned the ground for the blue dish when a slight movement to the left caught the periphery of her eye. Turning quickly, Kelly was startled to see a young woman standing only six feet away from her on the patio.

Kelly instinctively jumped back, her heart racing double time. “What the hell?” she cried, staring at the young woman standing in the dark. “Who are you?”

The young woman didn’t answer. She simply stared back  at Kelly, smiling. Kelly could see her features from the lights shining inside the house.

“Who are you, and where did you come from?” Kelly demanded, peering at the girl. The young woman appeared college-aged and was slightly built with medium-length blonde hair, a pretty face, and a snub nose. She was wearing a print dress that came to the tops of her knees, and she was barefoot.

Again, the girl made no answer, but her smile grew wider. She clasped her hands together in front of her and began to rock gently side to side.

Suddenly, Kelly knew. Drugs. The girl was stoned. Totally. That vacant, not-really-there look in her eyes, that big pumpkin grin, and the rocking. Gently rocking back and forth, as if to some inner music. Ohhhh, yeah, Kelly thought to herself.

She’d seen this before. Years ago in college at parties where drugs were freely available. Some chose to partake and temporarily “leave the planet behind” so to speak, and others stayed, feet firmly planted on terra firma. Kelly always stayed planted.

Kelly studied the girl again and lowered her voice, trying once more to get a response. “Where did you come from? What’s your name?”

But there was no response. The girl continued to grin and rock back and forth. Kelly backed away toward the patio door and stepped inside the house, sliding the door shut. Then she flipped the lock, just in case. Even though the girl appeared harmless, Kelly wasn’t about to take a chance. Especially given that the girl was clearly not in possession of her faculties at the moment.

The girl needed medical help. No telling what drugs she’d taken or how many. There were several apartment complexes across the intersection with the Big Box shopping center. And there were also older neighborhoods housing students bordering the Old Town area. Maybe she wandered down the river trail from one of the parties.

Early September still brought late summer’s warmth with it, so nights were extremely pleasant. Perfect for outside parties and gatherings like Kelly had enjoyed with her teammates tonight. On such a nice night, the girl could have wandered from anywhere in the vicinity.

Carl came up beside Kelly and stared through the glass but didn’t make a sound. No barking, nothing. That surprised Kelly. Her extremely loving, sweet dog had always lived up to his Rottweiler reputation as a vigilant watchdog. Evildoers usually left Kelly’s cottage alone. Whenever she heard his “intruder alert” bark in the middle of the night, she was glad he was on patrol.

“What’s up with this, Carl?” she interrogated, as she went for her phone. “How come you weren’t barking your head off when I came home? And you never even let on there was a stranger out there.”

Carl looked up at Kelly, clearly perplexed by her concern.

“I’ll bet you already knew she was spaced-out. Doggy sixth sense, huh?” Kelly punched in the numerals 9-1-1 and felt an anxious twist to her gut. The last time she’d called 911 was years ago when her father was dying of lung cancer and she needed an ambulance.

The police department’s dispatcher came on the line and asked Kelly to give her name and her location.

“My name’s Kelly Flynn, and I’m here in my home at  1111-A Lemay Avenue. I came home a few minutes ago and found a college-aged girl, a stranger, standing outside on my backyard patio. She appears to be stoned because she doesn’t talk or answer questions. Clearly, she doesn’t know where or who she is right now. I think she needs medical help.”

“Officers will be there shortly, ma’am.”

 

 

 

Kelly stood on her front stoop outside with Carl on his leash, watching the activity unfolding between her cottage and the knitting shop. The gravel driveway was crowded with a police car, an ambulance, and a regular-length fire engine. Kelly didn’t understand why both an ambulance and a fire engine responded to the dispatcher’s call, each with their own EMT or paramedic team. Maybe it was a slow night in Fort Connor. There must be ten people standing about, all surrounding one young girl.

Every now and then, Carl would emit a low bark or “ruff,” as if he should be patrolling the entire situation.

“Easy, Carl. They don’t need you there. It’s crowded enough already.”

Two police officers, a man and a woman, had first responded to her call. Their huge black flashlights sent bright arcs of light shining around her cottage as they circled it, then entered the backyard. They found the girl still standing on the edge of the patio, gazing up at the sky. Kelly watched from inside the house as they repeatedly asked her questions. The girl didn’t respond to the police, either. She simply continued to smile broadly and rock back and forth as the wail of emergency sirens cut through the night air.

The police officers led the young girl from the backyard  to the front of the cottage just as the fire engine had rolled down the gravel driveway, brushing the overhanging cottonwood branches as it did. Kelly grabbed a cola from the fridge and put Carl on his leash in order to watch the proceedings from her front step. Maybe the paramedics would have better luck communicating with the girl.

They didn’t. Kelly had watched a team of four encircle the girl. Then one paramedic tried to elicit a response from her while the others checked her eyes, her heartbeat, her skin, all the while asking the girl her name, where she lived, and how she got to this location. To no avail. Kelly was actually surprised all that talking and probing didn’t stimulate some kind of response.

Only once did the girl respond. But not to the paramedics. She raised both arms slowly skyward, gazed up into the heavens, and began to sing. Kelly couldn’t understand a word and decided she was probably communicating with the “Mothership.” She watched the professionals respond to the girl’s song by asking more questions. No answers came.

Five minutes later, an ambulance had arrived, and Kelly watched the entire procedure repeated with another team of paramedics. This time the girl stopped singing and simply rocked back and forth the entire time the ambulance team examined her. Finally, those paramedics placed the girl onto a gurney and loaded her into the ambulance.

Kelly drained her cola as the ambulance backed up, yellow lights flashing and the insistent warning sound beeping shrilly before it headed out the driveway. She noticed the two police officers were headed her way. At last. She had a lot of questions. Carl also noticed them and had broken his “down,” standing in front of her, on the defensive.

“Easy, Carl. It’s okay, it’s okay,” Kelly reassured him, rubbing Carl’s smooth black head as the two officers paused at the end of the sidewalk.

“He okay?” the young man asked, pointing toward Carl.

“Yeah, he’ll be okay. Carl, sit,” Kelly commanded. “It’s okay.” Carl needed a slight jerk of the collar to comply, but he sat. “Stay,” Kelly ordered, palm up, adding the visual command. “Good boy.”

“Nice dog,” the female officer said as she and her colleague slowly approached.

“Thanks, he’s a sweet boy, but he’s also a good watchdog. Good dog, Carl,” she said again and rubbed Carl’s head.

“Did you check the yard as soon as you came home, Ms. Flynn?” the guy asked.

“No, sir. I came inside and did my usual routine. I let Carl in from the backyard. He came in and didn’t let on there was anyone out there, so I was really surprised to see her.”

“We realize this must have been pretty frightening,” the guy said.

“Well, it certainly gave me a start, I’ll say that. To turn around and see the girl standing there so close in the dark . . .” Kelly shook her head. “That was definitely spooky.”

“And you said your dog wasn’t barking or acting unusual.”

“Nope. He acted normal. I have a feeling Carl had already decided she was stoned out of her head and consequently wasn’t a threat. Because, believe me, Carl goes ballistic if anybody suspicious-looking shows up, any stranger at all. Even golfers who wander too close, looking for stray balls, set him off.”

“I think you may be right. Carl figured it out first, didn’t you, boy?” the woman said, smiling.

“Tell me, officers, what do you think she was taking? Any idea? She was totally spaced. I watched you guys try to get something out of her, but nothing. Except the singing.”

“The paramedics said she’d probably used either Ecstasy or LSD, judging from how fast her heart rate was,” the man replied.

“Will they keep her overnight at the hospital?”

“They’ll keep her until she sobers up and comes to her senses. When the drug wears off, they’ll try to find the name and number of someone who could come pick her up. Then they’ll release her.”

Kelly stared off toward the golf course, shrouded in night. “I wonder where she came from. I know there are parties going on regularly in those houses bordering Old Town. Do you think she wandered from over there? I mean, that’s a ways to walk, and she was barefoot.”

“We figured she probably took the river trail,” the man said, pointing. “That would bring her beside the golf course where she was bound to see your cottage all lit up. She must have headed straight for it.”

“Heading toward the lights, that makes sense,” Kelly mused out loud. “Once the university is back in session this fall, there’ll be even more parties going on. I sure hope others don’t start wandering across the golf course.”

The fire truck’s big engine revved up then, bright lights flashing.

“I don’t think you have to worry, Ms. Flynn,” the man called over the sound as he turned to leave. “Odds of something like this happening once is pretty low. The chance of it happening again would be almost impossible. Good night.”

“Good night, officers, and thank you very much,” Kelly called out, returning the policewoman’s wave as she watched the fire engine lumber down the driveway toward the street.

Kelly had always been suspicious of statistics.




 One

Early September

 

Kelly hastened across the gravel driveway and up to the front door of the knitting shop, House of Lambspun. Bright annuals bloomed in the pots that dotted the sidewalk and steps. Red, white, and purple petunias, yellow marigolds, blue lobelia, scarlet, white, lavender, and peach impatiens. Summer’s temperatures were still holding forth, so flowers were usually safe until later in the month. However, September sometimes brought early snows to Fort Connor and an early end to summer blooms.

Pushing the heavy wooden door open, Kelly paused in the foyer to let her senses drink in the fall colors that had appeared the first days of the month. Right on schedule, Mimi and her shop elves had removed the brighter and lighter summer yarns and repositioned them to other rooms. The foyer and central yarn room were now adorned with autumn’s palette of lush, rich, earthy colors.

Browns, the color of rich garden soil and fallen, crushed  leaves. Deep forest greens, mushroom grays, gourd yellows, and pumpkin orange. And cranberry, both vibrant and dusky soft.

Kelly wandered into the room, fingers touching fibers as she passed. Wooden bins and shelves lined the walls, and all were filled with the fall colors. She sank her hand into a pile of tweed alpaca and squeezed. Soft, soft. Next she caressed a bin of sage-colored mohair and silk. Luscious. Then another bin of multicolor bulky wools beckoned and another and another.

The shop assistant Rosa walked by, two bundles of yarn in her hands. “Hey, Kelly. Thanks for helping out again. I’m taking care of a customer, but Barbara is setting up in the classroom right now.”

Kelly pulled her empty coffee mug from her shoulder bag and headed for the classroom. She’d need a ration of strong coffee before she could face eager students. She walked through the classroom doorway and spotted the tall, big-boned, middle-aged woman she’d worked with before. “Hey, Barbara. You’ve got me as your helper again. Mimi called this morning and said she was shorthanded. Rosa is busy up front as usual.”

Barbara’s strong features softened into a smile. “Thanks for coming in again, Kelly. I’ll definitely need some help with these new students. Six have signed up for the class, and appearances to the contrary, there’s only so much of me to go around.” She gave a hearty laugh.

Kelly joined in. “Glad to help, Barbara. As you know, I’m reasonably knowledgeable if it’s simple knitting. The complicated stuff you’ll have to explain.” She glanced around the table, saw the copies of patterns spread out. “What will they be knitting?”

“This is supposed to be an advanced beginner class, so I thought I’d teach them how to make a hat. Starting now, they’ll have it finished and ready to wear by winter.”

“That’s great,” Kelly enthused. “Hats are my specialty. Simple hats, you understand. Not the complicated ones. I’m used to doing mine on the circular needles.”

Barbara smiled reassuringly. “That’s exactly what they’ll be doing. I wanted them to start simple and gain even more confidence. They’ve been making scarves and a couple said they made a pair of mittens.”

“That kind of sounds like my path,” Kelly admitted, dropping her shoulder bag onto a nearby chair. “All except the mittens. Those tiny little needles would give me a headache.”

Barbara smiled broadly, her dark eyes lighting up. “Oh, you should give it a try, Kelly. If you can knit a hat, you can knit mittens.”

“That’s what everyone says, but I’m not so sure,” Kelly said, grabbing her mug. “Working in such a small space, there’s no telling what kind of mistakes I could make. I have enough trouble with bigger projects.”

Barbara laughed loudly. “We’ll have to see what we can do about that, Kelly.”

“Right now I need more caffeine, or I’ll be fading soon. Be back in a minute.” Kelly noticed two women enter the classroom. “Come on in, you’re in the right place,” she said as she headed toward the doorway. “This is Barbara. I’m Kelly, and I’m helping, but I’m seriously caffeine-deprived, so I’ll be back after a fill-up.”

Rounding the corner into the main knitting room, Kelly spied Mimi Shafer, owner of Lambspun, standing beside the long library table where knitters and fiber artists regularly gathered.

Mimi looked up at Kelly’s approach. “Thanks so much for riding to the rescue again, Kelly. I’ve been amazed at the response we’ve had to these new fall classes. I never thought we’d need to teach two levels of beginners.”

“I’m glad I can help, Mimi.” She noticed several patterns spread out on the table. “Are you picking out a project for this new class?”

“These patterns are for an advanced class. I’ll start off my beginning students with a simple scarf. That’s how you started, remember?”

“Wow, that was over three years ago, Mimi. It seems like such a long time.” Kelly glanced into the adjoining yarn room and noticed a familiar young woman examining the yarn bins. “Is Holly taking another one of your classes?” she asked, pointing.

A warm smile spread across Mimi’s kind face. “Yes, she is. You remember when she started her first class with me last month? Well, she enjoyed it so much she wants to take it again and knit another scarf. She’ll certainly be all set for chilly weather later this fall.”

Kelly observed the slender blonde dressed in cropped pants and a summery shirt. There was barely any resemblance to the waiflike, drugged-out, barefoot girl who had shown up on Kelly’s patio only a month ago.

“What a difference a month makes. Maybe that experience of wandering down the river trail and into my yard was Holly’s wake-up call.”

Mimi nodded. “Holly has really turned herself around. Now she reminds me of the bright-eyed young girl I remember. She was always tagging along after Barbara’s son, Tommy. It broke my heart and Barbara’s to see her slip into that college drug scene a few years ago when they both went to college.”

“You deserve a lot of the credit for helping Holly make that turnaround, Mimi. You took her under your wing. Brought her here to Lambspun every day after she left the hospital. Watched over her.”

“Well, Holly’s never really had much mothering since her mom passed away years ago and her dad moved out of town. So I just filled in the gap, I guess.” A cloud passed over Mimi’s face. “I didn’t want to watch another young person be destroyed by drugs.”

Kelly remembered that Mimi’s only child, her son, had died years ago after taking some unknown drugs at a college party. Now “Mother Mimi,” as Kelly and her friends called her, watched over all of them with a maternal eye. Kelly was about to change the subject when she noticed Holly approaching.

“Hey, Holly. How’s that class you signed up for at the university going?” Kelly asked.

“It’s going good, Kelly,” Holly said, a bright smile lighting up her pretty face. She reached over and gave Mimi a big hug. “Hey, Mimi.”

Mimi returned her hug and added a parting squeeze. “Is that the yarn you picked out for the class? It’s beautiful.”

Holly fondled the blue-and-green variegated wool. “Can I still use my size eight needles?”

“Absolutely,” Mimi reassured her, giving Holly a pat on the arm.

“I hear you’re taking another of Mimi’s classes. You’ll be passing me before you know it,” Kelly teased.

“Are you kidding?” Holly retorted. “I’m just hoping I don’t screw up as badly as I did on the first scarf.”

“Don’t worry. It’ll turn out wonderfully,” Mimi said, giving Holly another squeeze. “Come on, let’s head to class.”

“Oops, thanks for reminding me. I’ve got to get coffee before my class starts. Barbara will think I bailed on her.” Kelly gave a wave, then raced down the hallway to the café at the rear of the shop.

 

 

 

“Okay, your head measures twenty-one inches,” Kelly said, examining the tape measure. “So look at the pattern and tell me which size hat you’d be knitting. Do you know how to figure out how many stitches to cast on?”

The young woman stared at the pattern and replied, “That would be medium-sized, so I’d cast on sixty-three stitches. Three times the measurement.”

“That’s right. Now get your circular needles and settle back and start casting on. There are some stitch markers on the table. I’d advise putting one every twenty stitches as a guide. It’ll help later when you’re finishing the hat.”

The young woman, who appeared to be in her early thirties, like Kelly, peered at the metal needles attached to each other by a round piece of plastic approximately the same size as the needles. “I’m trying to remember how I cast on for the scarf. That was several weeks ago.”

Instead of jumping in right away and casting on for the woman, Kelly held back. She remembered how well-meaning friends often “helped” her out when she was starting by casting on stitches for her. But that actually slowed down her learning. Sometimes it was better to struggle along for a bit and see if the stitch “memory” came back. If not, she’d gladly show the woman how to cast on again.

“Well, take a few minutes and see if it comes back. If not, just give a yell.”

Kelly glanced over at the other five students seated around the table, all in various early stages. One older woman was slowly casting on with methodical, neat stitches. Another younger woman, college-aged, sat on the other side of Kelly. She’d cast on her first row and was busily knitting away on the next row. There was always a “star” in every class, Kelly noted. The other three were middle-aged and were still casting on their first row of stitches. Barbara was helping the last woman learn how to cast on.

Kelly noticed that each one used a different method. She’d been told early that there were scores of ways to cast on stitches, and whatever worked for an individual knitter was fine. As long as the stitches got onto the needle and stayed, you were good to go.

She glanced back to the young woman she’d been helping and saw several stitches appear on her needle. Success. “Hey, you remembered. Good job,” Kelly praised as she pulled up a chair beside the girl.

“Patty reminded me how to wrap the yarn around my fingers,” she said with a nod to the college-aged girl on the other side of Kelly. “So, I kept fiddling with it until it came back.” Her fingers slowly formed the twisting motion, needle going over and under to form a stitch.

“Thanks for stepping in, Patty,” Kelly said to the other girl.

“No problem,” Patty replied, her needles forming more stitches.

Kelly watched the first girl cast on several more stitches, then leaned back and took a big drink of the dark, rich coffee. Having a café at the rear of the knitting shop was too convenient. Plus the grill cook, Eduardo, made his coffee as  black and strong as Kelly liked it. She couldn’t do better herself. Consequently, Kelly had a running tab at Pete’s Porch Café.

Kelly took another sip, then spoke. “I saw Holly a few minutes ago. She’s taking Mimi’s beginner class again. I’m amazed at the way Holly has turned herself around, Barbara. She’s even taking a class at the university.”

Barbara looked up with a worried expression. “Frankly, I’m amazed, too. I just hope it lasts. I’ve watched Holly try to change her dangerous habits before. Unfortunately, she always falls back into those old ways after a while.”

That wasn’t the response Kelly had expected. “Well, let’s hope this last experience scared her enough into changing for good. She’s such a nice kid.”

Barbara wagged her head. “That’s the problem. She’s still a ‘kid.’ Holly’s never really grown up, despite all our help. She still expects other people to solve her problems.”

One of the knitters looked up from her needles. “Who’s Holly?”

“Someone Kelly and I tried to help,” Barbara replied in a clipped tone. “Now, let’s get back to these hats. Who hasn’t finished casting on yet? I can help you if you need it.”

The older woman held up her hand. “I’ve been going slowly. I didn’t want to make a mistake.”

“We all make mistakes, so don’t worry about it,” Barbara reassured. “Here, let me see what you’ve got so far.” She picked up the woman’s needles and examined the stitches.

Patty leaned over to Kelly and whispered, “Barbara has known Holly for a long time. We all kind of grew up together and went to the same school. Plus, her son has been dating Holly ever since college. Believe me, Barbara isn’t happy that Tommy is still together with Holly.”

Kelly glanced up at Barbara, who was immersed in instructing the older woman how to cast on in a more efficient manner. Every family had a drama, Kelly thought to herself. If you look beneath the surface, you’ll find it.

“Oops, something’s wrong,” the girl on the other side of Kelly said, staring balefully at her needles. “There’s a stitch missing. Right there. See, it’s just a loop. How’d I do that?”

Kelly leaned next to the girl, examining the stitches. “It’s easy. You simply dropped a stitch, that’s all. I can still do it if I’m not careful. Don’t worry.” She repeated Barbara’s advice. “Let me show you how to pick up the stitch.”

 

 

 

“Hey, I’m glad to see you,” Jennifer said as she walked into the main knitting room. She dropped her large knitting bag onto the table beside Kelly. “How’d the class go this morning?”

“Very well, actually,” Kelly said, continuing the hat she was knitting. “Barbara has them all knitting hats so I was in my element.”

“All right,” Jennifer said as she settled into the chair beside Kelly. “Who’s this hat for?”

“Steve. I thought I’d knit him one to go with that scarf I made for him a couple of years ago.” She fingered the soft gray tweed yarn. “I hope he likes it.”

“I’m sure he will,” Jennifer said, pulling out a scarlet red sweater. Nearly finished already, Kelly noticed.

“He’s not out on the building sites anymore, but I figured he could wear it skiing,” Kelly added. “If he can find time to ski this winter.”

“Oooo, don’t talk about winter when it’s so pretty outside,”  Megan scolded as she walked into the room. “I’m hoping for a long fall like last year.”

“You know Colorado,” Jennifer said, looking up from her sweater. “There’s no guarantee from one year to the next what the weather will be. It’s always a gamble.”

“Don’t I know it,” Megan said, plopping her bag on the table. Settling into a chair across the table from Kelly and Jennifer, she withdrew a shamrock green wool.

“Your color, Megan,” Kelly observed. “No one can wear that green as well as you can with your fair skin and dark hair. Are you doing a sweater?”

“Yeah, but it’s for Marty, not me this time,” Megan said, picking up the stitches she’d begun. Only five rows appeared on her needles. “So, I hope this green looks just as good with bright red hair. It’s against knitting rules to mess up your boyfriend’s sweater.”

“Not to worry. I saw Marty wear a bright green scarf once last winter and it looked great,” Jennifer said.

Megan glanced over to Kelly. “Another hat? Don’t you have enough hats, Kelly? I swear, you’ve gone overboard in the hat department.”

“This one is for Steve. I’m hoping he can wear it skiing this winter. Assuming he has time to ski.” Her voice couldn’t conceal her concern.

Time was something Steve didn’t have enough of. Ever since he’d started working with the architectural firm in Denver in July, spare time had evaporated. Kelly had envisioned summer would be a repeat of the year before—hiking and camping in the mountains, sleeping under the stars with Carl by their sides. Plenty of baseball and softball games, plus summer nights in Old Town with friends Megan and Marty, Lisa and Greg, and Jennifer and café owner Pete.

But it didn’t happen. Steve had thrown himself into his new job in Denver, hoping to make enough money to keep his business going. Kelly got to play ball and go out with her friends, but Steve was rarely there. When he did get home, they’d grab a pizza on the way to a game. Kelly would stay, and Steve would go to his Old Town office instead, trying to keep his own construction business afloat. By the time he returned to the cottage, he’d fall asleep beside Kelly, exhausted.

Megan glanced over at Kelly. “Maybe the housing market will get better this winter. What do you think, Jen?”

Jennifer gave a deep sigh before answering. “I wish I could say that will happen, but I really don’t think so. There are still too many houses for sale now, and buyers are looking for bargains. That’s why they’re scooping up those foreclosure homes.”

“Let me guess what you guys are talking about,” Lisa said as she strode into the room. She pulled out a chair beside Megan. Long blonde tendrils had escaped the scrunchy hair band holding back Lisa’s hair. She pulled out a multicolored shawl and picked up her stitches. “How’s Steve holding up?”

“As well as you can expect, considering Steve,” Kelly observed wryly. “He can’t control any of this, and it’s driving him crazy. He’s holding on, but if Jennifer’s right, I don’t know what will happen. If he loses Baker Street Lofts . . .” Kelly’s voice trailed off.

Baker Street was the project nearest Steve’s heart. The one he’d dreamed of doing ever since he was in college. Remodeling an old warehouse in Old Town into a distinctively designed building with offices below and trendy loft apartments above. With their great view of the Cache La Poudre River  meandering nearby, the lofts had sold out quickly as had the retail space. But now . . . the constantly deteriorating real estate market was causing chaos all over northern Colorado, including Steve’s last building site in Wellesley.

Lisa’s pretty face puckered into a worried frown. “Darn it, I hadn’t planned to mention this, but I guess I have to.” She looked over at Kelly with concern. “Another foreclosure sign appeared at Steve’s Wellesley site. I saw it this morning when I drove into work. I’m sorry, Kelly.”

Kelly winced. “Damn,” she said softly, so as not to disturb customers who were browsing the yarn bins lining two walls of the knitting room. Bookshelves stuffed with books and magazines on every fiber subject imaginable lined the other two walls. “I can’t tell him, I just can’t.”

“Don’t worry. The mortgage company will tell him,” Jennifer said gently. “I saw that sign today when I took a buyer out to look for foreclosed homes.”

“Damn, damn, damn,” Kelly repeated in frustration, her stitches getting tighter. The emotions ran straight through her all the way into the yarn. “Now Steve will have to work even harder. He’s just started to work a second job at night to earn extra money. This builder-developer guy, Fred, hires extra architectural help whenever he needs it. It was only a couple of nights a week. Now he’ll have to work more, which means he’ll be staying in Denver more.”

“It’ll get better, Kelly, it’s got to,” Megan said, her face revealing her concern.

“Will Steve be coming back this weekend?” Lisa dropped her knitting on her lap. “We’ll all get together at our place and have one of those crazy games. That always seems to relax him.”

“I don’t know if that will work this time,” Kelly said.  “We’d better take him out to the batting cages instead. Let him take it all out on the baseball.”

Jennifer placed her hand on Kelly’s arm. “Steve will get through this, Kelly. We’ll all help him. There are only three foreclosures over at the Wellesley site—”

“Don’t forget the one at Baker Street,” Kelly remarked bitterly. “That was the cruelest blow. I mean, he’s watching everything he’s built up over ten years as an architect and builder crumble right in front of him. And no matter how hard or how much he works, he can’t stop it. It . . . it just breaks my heart to watch.”

Kelly’s friends sat in silence, not saying a word. Finally, Lisa spoke again. “Has Steve ever thought about taking on a partner? I mean, an investor, maybe. Someone who’d like to have an interest in prime Old Town property? I know how Steve feels about Baker Street, but desperate times call for desperate measures.”

Kelly let Lisa’s words play through her mind. It was not the first time she’d heard them. “I actually suggested that to Steve once, but he didn’t want to talk about it.”

“He may have to, Kelly,” Jennifer added. “Every builder in town is in the same boat. Some have folded already. If Steve wants to pull through this hard time, he may have to take on an investor.”

“I agree with you, Jen, but Steve won’t even discuss it. He just shuts down—” A woman’s loud voice cut into their conversation suddenly.

“That sounds like Barbara. I wonder who she’s talking to?” Jennifer said.

Kelly glimpsed Barbara through the classroom doorway, standing next to the loom, cell phone pressed to her ear.

“Tommy, you have to stay in Denver and study. You can’t  keep coming down to Fort Connor to babysit Holly. She has to learn to take care of herself,” Barbara said, a distinct note of pleading in her tone. “Holly will be fine. She doesn’t need you here—”

“Uh-oh,” Kelly said. “I think I know what that conversation is about. Someone in this morning’s class said Barbara’s son is the boyfriend of the same girl who showed up in my backyard last month. You’ve probably seen her here at the shop. Cute little blonde named Holly.”

“Oh, yeah, I’ve seen her a few times,” Megan said. “Looks like she’s doing okay now.”

“She’s really turned herself around since August,” Kelly continued. “She’s even taking a class at the university.”

“That’s because Mimi practically adopted her. She had Holly over here at the shop every day, keeping her busy,” Jennifer added.

“Mother Mimi,” Lisa said, fingers working the colorful yarn.

“You know, I still can’t believe she wandered from Old Town down that river trail and wound up on your patio,” Megan said. “That would have freaked me out.”

“Well, it did give me a start.”

“A start!” Megan snorted. “I would have screamed so loud it would have woken the dead.”

“How’d she get there, again?” Lisa asked.

“She probably looked across the golf course and saw the cottage all lit up across the greens. I always leave the lights on when I’m coming back late. I don’t like walking into a dark house.”

Megan shook her head vigorously. “Me, either. I even leave the music on. Marty’s been working late several nights lately.”

“You know, Megan, if you’re that spooked, you ought to get a dog,” Kelly said. “I never worry about my safety as long as Carl is there. He scares away anybody who’s up to no good.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be so spooked if there hadn’t been six women assaulted this past summer.” Megan shuddered as she knitted.

“Megan, those women were all walking alone in the wooded areas of town or on the trails late at night,” Kelly said. “You’re safe in your apartment.”

“That girl, Holly, is darn lucky someone didn’t grab her  on the river trail that night,” Megan added, knitting at warp speed.

“You better believe it,” Lisa chimed in. “Six attacks in three months. It’s enough to make me want to get a dog.”

“You can borrow Carl if you have an urge to walk at night,” Kelly said with a smile.

“I couldn’t imagine walking down that dark trail at night. All the drunks go there to sleep it off. Scary.”

“Well, it was clear that all of Holly’s brain cells weren’t working that night, so decision-making was definitely impaired,” Kelly said.

She glanced up to see Barbara talking with the shop owner, Mimi, in the central yarn room. They were obviously having an animated conversation. Barbara was gesturing, clearly agitated.

“Actually, most of those drunks are rolled up sound asleep under the trees,” Jennifer observed as she brushed her auburn hair behind her ear. “I know, because I helped with the last census. Our group had to count the homeless who were on the streets in Old Town. The ones sleeping outside and all.”

Lisa looked up. “Really? What’d you guys do?”

“We were assigned to small groups to survey different areas. My group was assigned the river trail section down from Old Town. We had to walk the trail in the middle of the night and shine our flashlights along the ground and under the trees all along the river. That’s where these guys usually roll up and go to sleep. It was cold as hell as I recall, especially at three o’clock in the morning in February.”

“Whoa, that must have been scary down there.” Megan’s blue eyes were huge.

“Well, we were together in our little clusters, so we were okay. And they gave us doughnuts and coffee afterwards.”

Kelly chuckled. “Is that all they paid you?”

“Oh, no, we got a paycheck. That year was a downturn, too, so I was scrambling for money.”

“Did you find many homeless sleeping outside?”

“Several, as a matter of fact. Not everybody can get into the Mission. Especially on a cold winter night. It fills up quickly.”

Well, hello, girls,” Mimi said, greeting them as she entered the knitting room. “It’s so good to see all of you at once.” She scanned the yarns each of them was working. “Megan, that’s your color,” she added with a grin.

“It’s for Marty, so make sure you tell him it looks good when he wears it,” Megan said.

“How’s Barbara doing, Mimi? We couldn’t help but overhear some of her phone conversation,” Jennifer said. “She really sounded upset.”

Mimi’s smile disappeared. “Oh, she is. With good reason. Her son, Tommy, is making some very poor decisions right now.”

“It sounds like you know the families well,” Megan said.

Mimi settled into the chair at the end of the large library table where they all sat working their yarns. “Yes, I do. I’ve known Barbara for years from church. And I watched both Tommy and Holly grow up. Holly was over at Barbara’s house as much as her own. Holly’s mother died several years ago, so she lived with her father. But he worked long hours and was out of town a lot and didn’t really supervise Holly. So she kind of grew up without much direction. She and Tommy were friends from childhood in school together, and they just gradually became boyfriend and girlfriend. That was okay with Barbara, except Holly got addicted to the party scene and drugs when she and Tommy went to the university a few years ago.” Mimi sighed and glanced across the room toward the paned windows. “Tommy concentrated on his studies, but Holly stopped studying and dropped out.”

“It sounds like Tommy made the right choice,” Kelly offered.

“Yes, he did. Tommy went on to become an honor student. He got his degree in premed and worked as a paramedic for three years, trying to get a scholarship to medical school. And this year he landed a plum.” Mimi’s eyes lit up in maternal delight. “A full scholarship to the University of Colorado School of Medicine in Denver. Barbara is so proud. She’s raised him all by herself. She and her husband were divorced when Tommy was a baby.”

“That’s great, Mimi. Tommy deserves congratulations,” Kelly said. “But Barbara didn’t sound happy on the phone a few minutes ago. What did she mean ‘babysit Holly’? This girl in class, Patty, grew up with Tommy and Holly, and she says Barbara’s not happy Tommy’s still dating her.”

“That’s Patty Warren, and she’s right. Barbara’s worried that Tommy’s attachment to Holly will jeopardize his medical  studies. He moved down to Denver in August, right before Holly’s last drug escapade. Med school started in August, but he’s come back to Fort Connor every weekend to make sure Holly’s okay. He tries to study, but it’s hard when Holly keeps calling him.” Mimi’s worried frown pinched her pretty face. “I worry about Holly, too, but we can’t babysit her. Holly has to learn to be strong on her own and not lean on Tommy. Apparently Holly calls Tommy every day in Denver and several times a day when he’s here trying to study on the weekends.”

“Uh-oh, not good,” Lisa commented, glancing up. “Holly sounds like a manipulative personality to me.”

“Spoken like a psychology major,” Megan said with a grin.

“It sounds to me like Tommy needs to make better decisions,” Kelly interjected. “I’ve had friends in med school, and that’s a whole lot of homework. He can’t run back and forth to Fort Connor and still do his work. What’s the guy thinking?”

“I know, Kelly,” Mimi nodded. “And you’re right. But Tommy’s always felt responsible for Holly, so whenever she needs him, he drops everything and rides to the rescue.”

Kelly shook her head. “He’s going to lose that scholarship if he’s not careful,” she warned.

Mimi flinched. “Oh, please don’t even say that.”

“As intriguing as this little drama is, I have to leave,” Jennifer said, shoving the red sweater back into her bag. “Pete has a catering job and I have to meet him over there at five thirty. So, I’ll see you guys.”

Kelly checked her watch and saw it was nearly five o’clock. “Oops, me too. See you tomorrow, Mimi. I’ve gotta go back  and feed Carl and myself before practice tonight.” She pushed Steve’s hat into her bag. “Where are we practicing, Megan?”

“At the ball fields near Rolland Moore Park.”

“Oooo, wasn’t that where the last woman was attacked? She was walking through the trees bordering the fields,” Lisa said, pushing back her chair.

Megan looked at Lisa, aghast. “Thank you so much for reminding me. Now that’s all I’ll think about on the way to practice tonight.”

“You gotta get a dog, Megan,” Kelly said as she headed for the front door.
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