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1
The Newcomer


It was a cool October afternoon in Prairie Plains, when a youthful stranger made his way out of the dust-driving wind and into the cozy yarn shop, pushing the door shut with his brawny shoulder. Tabitha Howell almost dropped a stitch in the shawl she was knitting, while the flaxen-haired woman seated beside her, fellow fiber guild member Fran Zumbaum, abruptly stopped talking about her latest finished object, and looked up from her Saxony-style spinning wheel as if the scarecrow adorning the stoop outside had suddenly come to life. And Ms. Dee, elder statesman of the guild and one of its founding partners, stared dumbfounded at the rugged youth through her pink-framed trifocals, betraying her very advanced age. 
Who is that guy, Dr. Howell asked herself, and what is he doing at our monthly Flatlands Fiber Guild meeting?
Whoever he was, allowing their surprise to override the exigencies of common courtesy was hardly acceptable. Shoving a few stray beaded box braids back over her shoulder, Tabitha broke the curious spell that had fallen on this matronly coven, and moved to greet the newcomer as someone who—potentially, at least—might belong there. He certainly seemed to think he was in the right place, even if his heritage boots and raw denim jeans suggested otherwise: he scanned the cubbies and baskets overflowing with yarn, and smiled as though he were in his happy place.
But the moment Tabitha opened her mouth, he beat her to the punch, even addressing her by name: “Dr. Howell! Oh my gosh!”
Dr. Howell did not know this kid, who looked like a castaway swept in from somewhere off the grid, from Adam. But it frankly didn’t surprise her that he recognized her. After all, she was the only Black professor at the local university, having been snatched up by the otherwise all-white-male history department, thanks to an anonymous endowment that was so generous, she would have been an idiot to turn it down. As of three-plus years ago, American history was being taught at Great Plains University from something besides a firmly white male perspective. Could this collegiate whelp have been in her class? 
“Do we know each other, son?”
“Sorry, Professor. I’m Jeff.” He approached the group with tentative steps, his eyes grazing many a colorful skein of wool along the way. “Jeff Nietmann. My roommate took your class. He told me a lot about it.”
I bet he did, the cynic inside Tabitha interjected silently. “All good, of course?”
Jeff smiled broadly. “Most of it.”
Tabitha suppressed her urge to follow up with a snarky retort as she asked herself what this rugged male could possibly want in the midst of their estrogen-laden séance of spinning, knitting, and tea-drinking, this rare refuge from the trials of her home life. As she took in his nervous gaze and fidgety hands, she acknowledged that the kid looked lonely. He was by himself, after all, and may well be in need of companionship. Urgent need—otherwise, why would a twenty-year-old man be here in this room full of middle-aged yarnies?
She exhaled with relief when her colleague and best friend, Norwegian fiber goddess Astrid Karlsen, whose natural locks were as blonde as her own were black, piped up with a cheerful invitation for the newcomer to join them. That drew a gasp from Fran, her inability to embrace the arrival of this denim-clad dude in their wooly coven written on her wrinkled brow.
“Thanks. I hope I’m not intruding.” The newcomer continued inspecting the warm-hued, wool-filled space, known outwardly as “Dee’s Yarn & Fiber Emporium,” and bursting with an array of yarn, fiber, handmade goods, crafting accessories, spinning wheels, and books, with a charismatic smile. At the very least, the whelp had donned a most appropriate beanie, worked with skillful colorwork technique, in spite of the garish neon colors used.
As Jeff made his way to the table, Valerie Dittendorf, Ms. Dee’s granddaughter and co-owner of the shop where they were gathered, leaned in toward Tabitha, peering over her half-frame reading glasses, and whispered: “There’s no way he knitted that.”
“Why don’t you ask him?” Tabitha whispered back.
The youngest woman among them proved the strongest magnet for the unlikely visitor. Known in her own words as “Nurse Brenda” by day and “MOM!!!” by night, Brenda Wurth had just learned how to spin, and sat proudly in her western-style blouse, honing her skills on the thousand-dollar wheel she’d recently purchased. “Come have a seat.” She beckoned the athletic-looking crasher, noisily patting the empty chair beside her.
Jeff set a felted bag on the table and followed Brenda’s cue. “Thanks. My marketing professor told me about this group. He thought I might enjoy it.”
Half a dozen eyebrows were raised in contemplation of this notion, while Tabitha, the idea of the lonesome student’s fitting in here growing on her, said: “Of course, Dannie. Professor Novak’s wife, right?”
“Right.” Jeff’s shoulders relaxed as the ice began to break.
“Yes, Daniela’s a regular here. I think they’re at a conference this weekend.”
“That’s right. Dr. Novak said you only meet once a month. So if I was interested, I should strike while the iron is hot.” His broad smile lit up the room.
“So, tell us about yourself—Jeff, is it?” Fran addressed him in her gentle librarian’s voice. She resumed her work, rhythmically spinning the blend of wool and alpaca she’d snapped up at the fiber festival in August.
“OK, well, I’m Jeff.” He chuckled nervously. “And I like to knit!”
But why? Tabitha asked herself, as though this David of the college set were intruding on their womanly territory of knitting and crocheting. Then she recalled the previous man who’d been a member of the group, and wondered what had become of him. “I find myself reminded of Manuel. Do you all remember him?”
“Of course,” Valerie said. “He’s up in Fargo now.”
Fran glanced Valerie’s way. “Isn’t he the one who had a baby?”
“Right. It was in the paper and everything.”
“The first male to give birth in Prairie Plains!” Brenda exclaimed.
Jeff knit his brow. “Is he trans or something?”
“That’s right.” Thanks to her experience with trans youth at the high school, Brenda had cultivated a useful appreciation of the challenges they often faced, something Tabitha appreciated about her. “Apparently, he didn’t transition all the way.”
“I think we’re trying to determine whether you’re the first male who’s been a part of our group or not,” Fran explained.
Astrid flashed a playful smile. “Let’s just agree to say ‘no,’ but with a little room for doubt.”
“Did you knit your hat?” Finally, Valerie took up Tabitha’s hint.
Jeff nodded as his green eyes roamed to Valerie’s own work in progress, a Fair Isle cowl in muted colors: olives, grays, and burgundies—a far cry from the neon green, orange, and turquoise of his own cap.
Well, that was a start. But Tabitha knew Valerie well enough to be certain that, when she smelled a potential customer, she would pursue every angle to market her wares. Of course, she did: “What pattern did you use? It’s so…so flamboyant!”
Astrid nodded in agreement.
“Oh, thanks. I just made it up as I went along.” Jeff opened his felted bag and reached inside, unearthing a work-in-progress to knit on during his unanticipated visit.
Astrid’s brilliant blue eyes focused on him like lasers, while Valerie studied his knitting with interest.
“Tell us about your process,” Tabitha invited him.
“Oh. Well, it’s all about the math, right?” Jeff shifted nervously in his chair. “And of course about the color. I mean, you start with a DK or a worsted or whatever you want, and just do the math—eighty stitches in the round, say, two-by-two rib for a couple of inches, then just pick out some colorwork motifs, and there ya go!”
Fran’s jaw dropped. It was perfectly understandable—Tabitha was convinced not a single one of them had ever heard a man, a twenty-something dressed in cuffed jeans and leather boots no less, talk so confidently about knitting a colorwork piece. “Amazing!”
“I dunno,” Brenda piped up. “Sounds pretty straightforward to me.”
“Yeah,” Jeff agreed, flashing those sparkling, white teeth at them again. He doffed his cap, offering to share it with anyone who cared to admire it more closely, and exposed a well-mannered mop of wavy brown hair that gave his eyes an olive tinge.
“God, he’s cute,” Fran mouthed, causing Tabitha to make a face—he must be less than half her age.
As the newcomer settled back in his chair, he unrolled the half-made sock he’d retrieved from his project bag, its vibrant colors similar to those of the beanie he’d handed to Brenda for her to inspect.
Tabitha observed him as the WIP’s shape became evident. “Is that intended to go with your hat?”
A non-committal nod prefaced his response. “More or less. I guess I kinda do like the bright colors.” His inviting smile served as a reminder that this abrupt intrusion of testosterone into their matriarchal midst had surprised them into a lapse in their usual hospitality.
Valerie stepped into the breach. “Would you like some tea, Jeff?”
But why in the heck would a young man who was more suited to energy drinks and espresso shots be remotely interested in a cup of hot tea? “Don’t we have any Monster on hand?” Tabitha asked tongue-in-cheek.
Jeff released a chuckle. “Tea’s fine.”
Brenda offered to get it for him. She looped the silky yarn she was spinning around her wheel’s orifice hook, and got up with a show of eagerness to serve their visitor, whose handknit cap was well on its way around the circle.
“Thanks, Brenda.”
“Black, green, herbal?”
“Uh, maybe green. It’s healthy.” He quirked a lopsided smile.
“Green it is.”
“So Jeff, what do you study at the university?” Astrid asked, breaking the silence that had attended her remarkably intent observation of the visitor. Tabitha couldn’t help wondering whether she was assessing his suitability as someone she ought to introduce to her nineteen-year-old daughter. She knew Sigrun was still unattached. Her own daughter was as well—at least, she assumed so. Tabitha hadn’t spoken to Laurel in a good two years.
“Business,” he replied.
“I see. And do you enjoy it?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “Well enough, I guess.” He aligned the double-pointed needles attached to his colorful sock and started knitting.
“Dpn’s,” Astrid remarked. “A traditionalist.”
Jeff smiled. “It’s what I learned on.”
Tabitha was impressed. This youthful adonis really knew what he was doing as a knitter. She decided to test his knowledge further: “What kind of heel are you going to make?”
“Actually, I’m trying an afterthought heel.”
She smiled in amazement. Next thing you knew, this fuzz-faced dish would be talking like a granny about gussets, moss stitch, and Turkish cast-on. In what world did afterthought heels mesh with heritage boots that rightfully belonged in a forest full of antlered bucks?
“So, we were just doing our show-and-tell, Jeff,” Valerie explained.
“No kidding. Sorry I was late—I took a wrong turn on my way here. What’d I miss?” He glanced around, and his face lit up as his eyes fell on so much luxurious wool being transformed into this or that object around the room. Ms. Dee was chain-plying some natural gray fiber gathered from one of her own sheep. Tabitha admired how Bonnie still raised a few Gotlands at her farm, in spite of her age. And Astrid was knitting yet another sock for someone in her family—not a single Karlsen ever donned a store-bought sock.
And what was Tabitha knitting? A shawl, of course. Just like her mother and grandmother had knit before her. This one challenged her with its intricate lace pattern in deep orange alpaca blended with cashmere.
Jeff eyed her work with arched brow. “Are you knitting that for yourself, Professor?”
“That’s a good question, Jeff. I’m not sure there are enough days in the year for me to wear all the shawls I’ve knit. So let’s just say, I’m knitting it for my collection.” She conveyed her contentment with a smile, hoping the business student would look beyond her reputation for academic rigor and stubborn refusal to cut second-rate students any slack, and embrace her as a fellow knitter.
“Watching you reminds me of watching my grandmother knit. You do beautiful work.”
“Why thank you, young man. That’s very kind.”
Astrid interrupted their exchange. “Well, never mind about us. What about you? We’d love to know more about the projects you’re working on.” Her blue-eyed gaze seemed to challenge their guest to conjure up something more worthy than a colorwork hat of their big-league fiber show and tell.
“Me?” Jeff returned the expectant looks aimed at him from around the table. “Well...” He set down his knitting and grabbed at the waist of the sweater he wore, pulling it straight so the women could better appreciate it. “How about this?”
Brenda was in the best position to get a good look at the cabled pullover. “You made that?” she asked, her mouth agape.
Well, why not? This child was clearly some kind of knitting genius, Tabitha realized. There was little point in ignoring his obvious prowess as a crafter of woolen garments.
Jeff nodded assertively.
“That’s crazy!” Brenda exclaimed. “Valerie, isn’t that crazy?”
Valerie lowered her reading glasses and stared wide-eyed at Jeff’s black sweater. They all knew how hard it was to knit anything black, much less something with all those beautifully executed cables. “Must’ve taken you a good while to finish!”
Jeff resumed work stitching his sock. “I started it when I was fourteen. Knitting such a dark color is no walk in the park—it’s almost impossible to distinguish the stitches from their shadows. But I just had to make it. I finally finished it my senior year in high school. Won a purple ribbon at the county fair!”
“I bet it did!”
“Now, ladies, this isn’t such a rare miracle,” Astrid told the group, her accent peeking through her words. “In Norway, lots of boys learn how to knit. My own son is a very capable knitter. You don’t need to embarrass poor Jeff here.”
He aimed a smile at her. “It’s no problem, Professor Karlsen. I’m used to it. I’m just glad not to have to knit all by myself for once. My roommate thinks I’m a little weird.” He chuckled.
“What about your girlfriend?” The instant Brenda asked that, several pairs of eyes zoomed in on her. It seemed the one question on everyone’s mind: was Jeff really that rare instance of a straight male knitter that was about as common as a four-leaf clover in the desert?
“Don’t have one.”
He didn’t have one. Fine. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t looking for one. Tabitha thought of her own estranged daughter, and came dangerously close to suggesting that knitting would be a great way to win over a girl, when she realized she was just as clueless regarding Jeff Nietmann’s sexual orientation as everyone else. She wasn’t about to burden him with her uninformed assumptions. Instead, she reassured him: “Knitting is hardly restricted to the fairer sex. Just tell your roommate Ryan Gosling knits with the best of them. That should shut him up for a bit.”
“Believe me, I did. It helped…a little.” That irresistible smile returned. Tabitha had to admit, whoever was lucky enough to enjoy Jeff’s smile day in and day out, be they female, male, or whatever, would truly be favored by the fortune of romance.
“Well, I for one would love to know more about how you managed to knit that handsome sweater,” Valerie prodded him. “Where did you get the pattern? And what about the yarn you chose?”
Jeff’s eyes lit up. “It’s a wool-cashmere blend. My parents bought the yarn for my fourteenth birthday—it cost a pretty penny. I found the pattern in a magazine my grandma had. She’s the one who taught me to knit.”
“That’s so sweet!” Brenda gushed. “She must be so proud of you!”
Jeff nodded. “She is, actually. We’re very close. She’s an amazing knitter. She taught me how to make the cables and everything.”
Valerie’s smile was huge. “I love that!”
Astrid agreed. “It really is impressive. So Brenda, what about you? Something to show and tell?”
“Not after that!”
“Don’t let him steal your thunder,” Valerie pronounced. It was she who’d taught Brenda to spin over the summer—their lessons together had been fodder for more than a few conversations among the guild members. “It looks like you’re making great progress there.”
“Well, maybe.” Brenda reached into her bag and pulled out a bobbin of handspun. She passed it to Jeff, who studied it at length.
“My grandma wants me to learn to spin. But what with all my studies and everything, I don’t have time.”
“That’s because you’re too busy knitting, Jeff.” Tabitha wasn’t a spinner either—there were only so many hours in the day.
Jeff flashed that now familiar smile. “This is spun beautifully, Brenda! I’ve heard all about the art yarn and such, and this is definitely not art yarn.”
“Thanks, Jeff. I appreciate it.”
Valerie seconded that. “He’s right. You’re doing great, Brenda. Jeff, we’re really glad you came today.”
“I’m glad I did, too.” His pink cheeks and fuzzy dimples warmed Tabitha’s heart. He passed the bobbin on to Valerie, removed the tea bag from his cup, and took a big swig of unadulterated green tea. “Healthy,” he quipped, surveying the matriarchal group of fiber enthusiasts with a smile.
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2
The YouTuber


“This project will be worth one hundred points out of a thousand toward your final grade, so I advise you to take it seriously,” Dr. Novak told the class of twenty or so advanced marketing students. He surveyed them with a stern gaze, followed by an encouraging smile. 
Jeff appreciated the smile. This was one of his more enjoyable classes. He made a habit of sitting in the back of Novak’s room. Marketing was an important subject for him, but as a serial knitter, he preferred not to distract his fellow students with his addiction.
He kept several small projects going at a time, choosing whichever best fit the environment where he happened to be knitting. Some were beanies, but most were socks in various stages of development, his “flying under the radar” projects. That’s what he was knitting now, a sock. And sticking to muted colors made his suspect activity less obtrusive. As he listened to Novak wrap up his discussion of the “Marketing Improvement Project” he’d assigned, Jeff’s eyes were trained on calming blue-and-gray sock yarn.
Admittedly, he could be training them on some cute girl or other. It wasn’t like the class was devoid of eye candy—other dudes were finding plenty. And a few were even looking at the professor, making a show of the respect they thought earning a good grade demanded of them. No, Jeff was fine looking at his sock as it grew on the four wooden needles. Just fine. He’d feasted his eyes on a girl back in high school. A real beauty. A Native girl he’d adored. But he’d messed things up, stuck his foot in it, come off as racist and insensitive, when that was the last thing he’d meant to do.
Yarn made Jeff feel secure. It wouldn’t walk away because he’d slipped up, dropped a stitch, had to frog a row. Thus his addiction.
Novak pushed his black-rimmed glasses back up on his nose yet again. “Of course if you need anything from me, you know what to do.”
Yup! Jeff knew what to do. He knew why he was here. His future lay in wool: he would follow in his grandparents’ footsteps and own a yarn business. And he’d have to market that yarn. That’s why he’d signed up for this class, and all the other classes he was taking for his entrepreneurship degree. ’Cause that yarn wouldn’t sell itself.
He packed up his knitting and his laptop as the students started making their way out of the room.
“Hey, Knitwit!” a classmate called him from a few seats away. “What time are we going?”
Jeff looked over and smiled. Colin Milliman had lived down the hall from him freshman year. He’d decided Jeff’s quirky addiction to turning yarn into clothing just made him that much more interesting. And his ideas for turning that addiction into a profitable business served Colin as proof that Jeff was, in words that brought the color to his cheeks, “quite possibly a marketing genius.” Those ideas involved YouTube, and rural outposts, and the surprising entertainment value of knitting that Jeff was quickly capitalizing on, just as a good entrepreneur should.
“Let’s shoot for 3 p.m. Does that work?”
That elicited a thumbs up. “Perfect!”
Jeff joined his bushy-haired companion and they made their way toward the front of the room, where Dr. Novak’s bespectacled eyes met his own. “How’d you like the guild ladies, Jeff?”
He released a chuckle. “It was awesome. They were really nice. Thanks for suggesting I give ’em a try. I couldn’t think of a better social outlet, personally.”
“So, do ya think you’ll go back?”
“I do. I have yet to meet any knitters I don’t like. Oh, and would it be all right for me to do my project on the Humane Society? I was checking out their marketing campaign, and I think I could come up with some good ideas for them to improve it.”
“Contact them, copy me, and let me know if they’re game. I’m game if the Humane Society is.”
“Great, Professor. See you on Wednesday.”
“See you then, Jeff.”
He met up with Colin at the student dorm parking lot that afternoon, where another college chum, Freeman Brown, joined them.
Colin had followed Jeff’s advice and put on some jeans to protect his legs from the brambles they were likely to encounter on their trek. He had his Weimaraner along. “You don’t mind if we take him in your truck, do ya, Jeff?”
“That’s fine. Come on, Hugo, up ya go!” The sleek young dog jumped into the back seat like it had been reserved just for him.
Jeff cued up Google Maps, and the boys started out for the skeleton of an old prairie house he’d spotted on his way back to campus in August. He figured the dilapidated structure would make the perfect backdrop for his next “Extreme Knitting” video, the third in a series he hoped would popularize the rewarding craft among young men like himself. Jeff harbored no illusions about the uphill climb his mission entailed. But he’d convinced himself there was a huge untapped market of potential knitters out there, “rugged males” active in everything from ice fishing to mountain biking, who might just benefit from knitting their own accessories to support their outdoor lifestyle.
When he’d shared with Colin that he would bill himself as “Knitmann” from his last name, “Nietmann,” and film “Extreme Knitting” videos to build his brand, Colin had surprised Jeff by insisting he should be involved.
“Really? Why?”
“Well, I need the experience. And besides, if you can sell dudes on knitting, then you can sell anyone on anything. I’ve gotta see this!”
Plus, Colin had taken a couple film production courses for his communication minor. So they agreed he could do the filming for a modest share of any profits they took in from YouTube.
To Jeff’s amazement, the gamble was paying off, perhaps in part because of the risks they were taking, trespassing on private properties that happened to appear abandoned. “Knitwit,” Colin reported with huge eyes as they sat in his truck, “I checked today, and you’ve already got 5,052 followers just from our first two videos. Way ta go, dude!”
“Marketing genius at work!” Jeff pronounced with a smile.
Freeman Brown released a “Woot! Woot!” and engaged in his own private round of applause. As the energetic sidekick who appeared alongside Jeff as they undertook their less-than-lawful adventures on film, his role in selling their message was key. Not that he had any intention of becoming a knitter, the St. Louis native had made that painfully clear. The day Fik-Shun took up knitting—he happened to be Freeman’s role model—was the day he’d reconsider.
But the “rurex” part of their game had him hooked. Exploring those architectural skeletons forsaken by the pioneers who’d built them excited his obsession with history, an obsession he shared with Jeff, and gamboling around the ruins satisfied his hip-hop proclivities. Plus, Freeman was an awesome friend. And as Jeff’s parents pointed out on a regular basis, he could stand to cultivate more of those.
After a half-hour drive out of Prairie Plains in Jeff’s rust-scarred pickup, they parked on the roadside near a small power station. From there, the trio hiked beneath drifting clouds along a gravel road lined by maples and Siberian elms—these would soon sacrifice their leaves to the cold. The distant calls of red-winged blackbirds sounded from a slough off to the north. Their reedy “Conk-la-rees!” stirred Jeff’s soul.
After a good hundred yards, they sighted a small, wood-framed house that looked like it had ceded its place more than a century ago to the larger residential structure—they must conceal their trespassing from whoever lived there—visible across the recently-harvested soybean field. It looked just as it had back in August, only the surrounding foliage was now yellow instead of green. Autumn was well underway, and Jeff took a deep, restorative breath.
“Time ta load’er up?” Freeman asked.
“Yup!”
Colin let Hugo out of the truck and unpacked his camera. He helped Jeff and Freeman with their mics, and Jeff positioned his project bag over his shoulder. Today’s knit was a ribbed cap, the yarn an alpaca blend of variegated black and gray. With any luck, it would stand out just enough against the light browns and grays of the dilapidated house to show up well in the film.
After all, entertainment was key, that’s how this kind of marketing was supposed to work: its effectiveness lay in how it didn’t come across as marketing. It was all about suggestion. Jeff reasoned he had only to gamify his knitting, to push it into the realm of competition, in order to sell viewers on his “rugged knitter” philosophy. He’d show them how far along he was on his project when they set out, then knit as much as his fingers could stand while he and his pals trekked about the object of their exploration. At the end of the video, he’d show off his progress, inviting his audience to marvel at how much he’d accomplished. So far, the trick had worked well—5,052 subscribers was nothing to sneeze at!
Involving Freeman had been a stroke of genius. When he’d first thought up the video series idea, Jeff had intended to do like he always did, and fly solo. But he’d seen Freeman perform in a hip-hop routine during GPU’s back-to-campus festivities. How cool would it be, he’d thought to himself, to involve this electric personality, with his corn rows and leather basketball shoes, in his rurex film adventures?
Fortunately for Jeff, Freeman had come back with how cool it would be for him to accompany the quirky male knitter who “rocked those woolly beanies like some kinda Irish fisherman,” as he threatened to fall through rotting floors and stumble over broken beams in ruined barns and wrecked outbuildings. For both, the answer had been clear: pretty fucking cool! So yeah, they’d gone and joined forces.
Jeff positioned himself outside the entrance—well, it seemed like the most likely candidate for an entrance, it had a hole about the size of a door, and was framed by jagged shards of presumed boards—to the derelict structure. “OK, guys, let’er rip!”
Colin followed his cue. “Three, two, one, you’re on!”
The filming began.
“Hey, fiber fans!” Jeff backed his way across the neglected terrain with Hugo the Weimaraner loping alongside him—perhaps he wanted to keep Jeff from stumbling. “Today, we’re checking out a venerable old house that looks a lot like something my three-times great-grandparents could have lived in when they first found themselves plunked onto the Great Plains of North America after leaving the Russian Empire.”
Jeff held up the unfinished hat that would accompany him as they explored what he asserted was inches away from being a forgotten pile of rubble he and his pals were rescuing from permanent oblivion by filming this record of its doomed existence. After prompting Colin to zero in on his luxurious alpaca fabric in its natural hues, Jeff led the way inside, as Freeman assured their audience their fearless leader would beat his previous record with regard to how many rows he knit while they scoped out the ramshackle domicile.
Careful not to cause any more damage than had already been done to the house by age and the elements, Jeff knit like a beast while climbing over busted-up floorboards and navigating around cobwebs and defunct wasp nests. They all chipped in with comments regarding who’d most likely lived here when, what their lives had been like, what had happened to the ruin since, and the shards of beauty and wonder still clinging to the dusty wreck. The house was small, barely six hundred square feet; their exploration took well under an hour. But they milked it for all it was worth, drawing viewers’ attention to every possible detail of interest—a doorknob here, stone hearth there, even a broken bottle or two, evidence of possible squatters after the house had been abandoned by its owners.
When they were done, Jeff had Colin aim his camera at the beanie he’d been knitting.
“Fourteen rows!” Freeman announced. “Great job, dude!” He fingered the knitting with a broad smile. “This one’s for me, right?”
Uhh, no, that’s not exactly what Jeff had had in mind. Colin trained his lens on him, documenting his hemming and hawing.
Well, what of it? Freeman was his friend, and Jeff appreciated him. “You bet. My dad can have the next one. I promise, Dad!” Jeff looked into Colin’s camera with a grin. “But ya might have to send me a little more yarn.”
Colin and Freeman’s laughter punctured the air.
“Tune in next time as we explore an old abandoned church on the prairie,” Jeff concluded. “Don’t forget to like and subscribe, and leave a comment about your own latest extreme knitting adventure.”
“Cut!” Freeman hollered into the camera, nearly causing Colin to fall over. They all laughed.
Then they exited the house, looking around to make sure no one had caught onto their illicit activity. They made their way back to Jeff’s truck, taking in the pungent autumn air and congratulating themselves on a successful trek, while Hugo aimed his snout at every relic that could provide some clue as to the previous canines who’d staked their claim on this territory.
Editing and cutting the video was Colin’s job. The minute they arrived back on campus, he promised he’d get right on it and have the video uploaded before the day ended.
The next morning, Jeff followed Dr. Novak’s advice and contacted the Prairie Plains Humane Society. The marketing improvement project he had in mind would give him a nice opportunity to get involved in animal welfare. Pets had always been important in his life. He missed the family cat and his Gordon setter, Fritz.
When Jeff learned the shelter welcomed the chance to work with him, he was on cloud nine. He made an appointment to meet with the staff the following Monday before class. After discovering a group of like-minded people at the Flatlands Fiber Guild, Jeff might just unearth yet more like-minded people at the Humane Society. Combatting his lonely ways and growing his circle of friends could only be a good thing. Who knew what might come of his involvement at the shelter?
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3
The Daughter


The moment Jeff entered the homey yarn shop to attend the November meeting of the Flatlands Fiber Guild, the very motherly Brenda Wurth expressed her approval: “Oh, good! You came back!” 
Yes, Jeff did come back. His social outlets were few and far between. These women might not share his youth and love of the outdoors, but they shared his obsession with yarn—he figured that was as good a foundation as any for a useful rapport.
“Oh, Brenda, surely we’re not that disagreeable.” That was Valerie Dittendorf—Jeff recalled her reading glasses and frizzy hair, as well as her speed-demon approach to knitting colorwork.
Brenda eyed Jeff with a smile as he came into the gathering area. “I know. But we’re a bunch of women, most of whom could be his mother, or even his grandmother.”
Bonnie Dittendorf chuckled. At her advanced age, great-grandmother was more like it. “He strikes me as the kind of boy who gets along with his mother. If he likes her, he’ll probably like us.” Her sparkling eyes met Jeff’s as he looked around for a seat.
“Well, you seem to come from pretty good stock.” Finally, someone addressed the object of their gossip directly. “I’m certain you have a very likeable mother. And father, too.” Astrid’s words seemed intended not so much for Jeff, as for the blonde beside her, whom she quickly introduced as her daughter, Sigrun. “She was a little hesitant to join us today.” The comment turned Sigrun’s face red. “Something about seeing friends at the park, going for a jog, stopping for ice cream…” She aimed a playful gaze at the girl.
“Oh, Mother…”
“What? I thought you might be interested in meeting a fellow student who just happens to be gifted at knitting.”
Sigrun scowled, making for quite the first impression. “Or, I might be interested in getting out of the house while avoiding getting rained on.”
“Oh. So coming here had nothing to do with the fact that our boring women’s guild has been joined by a good-looking college man.”
Sigrun grazed Jeff impudently with her piercing blue eyes. “Well, you can never have too many friends, even if it’s just a guy with a nerdy infatuation with wool.”
Jeff removed his beanie and shook a few raindrops from it. The girl’s attitude didn’t especially bother him—it wasn’t like he was on the prowl, after all.
“Where’s your umbrella?” Fran asked him.
He greeted that with a broad smile. “I’m wearing wool. Who needs an umbrella?” Icelandic wool, to be specific—impervious to the elements and satisfyingly durable, thus one of his favorites. “I lucked into this yarn at a thrift store and decided it should be turned into a sweater like the ones they wear when they round up the sheep in Iceland.” He hoped the guild members would admire his woolen masterpiece, with its bold, geometric-patterned yoke he’d knit up in royal blue, grass green, pale green, and white lopi.
Sigrun’s eyes hovered over his creation just long enough for Jeff to conclude she was impressed, as Astrid looked on with a smile. Not the first time a girl’s mother had attempted to interest her in him. But as this girl’s mother was someone whose respect Jeff sought to cultivate, he felt the need to tread carefully.
Brenda beckoned him. “We’re so glad to have you join us again. I saved you a chair. Should I get you a nice hot cup of green tea?”
Jeff laughed. “Sure, I’d like that. Gotta stay healthy.” He was touched by Brenda’s care, and grateful for the warm welcome that embraced him in this space, sheltering him from the inhospitable weather outside. As he took his seat, he noticed two guild members who’d missed the October meeting. He recognized his marketing professor’s wife, Dannie Novak. And a gray-haired woman in a gingham shirt was crocheting a stuffed animal—a hedgehog, or maybe a porcupine, very cute. “Did I make it in time for show-and-tell?”
“Of course,” Valerie assured him. “My grandmother has been weaving some handspun into a table runner for her grandniece. That’s just about to make its way around.”
As Dr. Howell whisked her way into the circle and settled herself at the table, Ms. Dee took her granddaughter’s cue and retrieved a striped runner perfectly suited for display beneath a festive Christmas spread. Snowy-white strips set off the deep greens and saturated reds. Jeff pictured an assortment of pies and cookies emitting enticing aromas of Yuletide as they sat on the exquisite piece. Christmas wasn’t so far off—he was looking forward to it.
The guild members took turns sharing their projects. Dannie was trying her hand at double-knitting with a floral scarf, and Brenda passed around her first two-ply handspun.
As he knit mechanically on a forest green sweater destined for his sister, Jeff noticed Sigrun’s baby blues resting on him with uncomfortable frequency as the showing and telling proceeded. And when it came his time to share a project, he grew tingly all over. He’d been raised to respect his elders—clamoring for their attention like a spoiled child was hardly appropriate. But as he contemplated the girl seated across from him, her self-satisfied face framed by blonde tresses and set upon a neck that would do the loveliest ballerina proud, he realized she was actually quite the looker, and his manly pride started taking over.
Just when his struggle reached fever pitch, Brenda interjected: “What about that hat you were working on in your last YouTube video?”
Jeff’s cheeks grew hot. “You saw that?”
“Of course! Did you all know, Jeff here has a knitting channel?” Brenda surveyed the guild with arched brow.
“Really?” Fran asked.
Followed by Dr. Howell: “Do tell!”
Jeff met her inquiring gaze. “Uh, yeah.” He cleared his throat. “It’s about ‘extreme knitting.’ Not, like, knitting ginormous things on huge needles, but knitting outdoors—combining knitting and outdoor activities.”
“Sounds fascinating!” Astrid invited him to share more. Jeff suddenly questioned his decision to wear Icelandic wool—he hadn’t expected to break out into a sweat over the guild’s monthly show-and-tell.
Brenda reached inside her purse. “Here. Have a look.” She held out her phone with his latest video cued up.
The loner in Jeff felt like crawling under his chair. On the other hand, it seemed his videos were doing so well, even this small-town Prairie Plains audience was finding him on YouTube—definitely something to be proud of, and the true aim of his marketing efforts.
Brenda made sure the people closest to her could glimpse Jeff and Freeman rambling around the ramshackle pioneer house they’d explored a couple weeks back.
Astrid seemed riveted. “I love it! So creative!”
And Sigrun’s raised brow suggested his video had likewise piqued her fascination.
Well, damn! “I’m sorry I didn’t bring that hat. I already gave it to Freeman. I made a new one for my dad, though—same pattern.” Jeff shook off his butterflies as he shimmied his phone out of his jeans pocket. “Here. He texted me a photo of him wearing it.” He emulated Brenda, holding his phone aloft, then passing it around, as everyone insisted on getting a good look.
Brenda glanced back and forth between Jeff and the photo. “He has your green eyes.”
Then it was Valerie’s turn. “And your smile, too. What does your father do, Jeff?”
Fortunately, he did the sort of work that was likely to bolster the group’s positive opinion. “He owns an outdoor sporting goods store. My mom works there, as well. She manages the accounting and stuff.”
Tabitha studied the image when Jeff’s phone reached her. “Is that why you’re interested in business? Because of your parents’ profession?”
“Yeah. Sort of. I mean, I kind of have this ambition of doing something with my love of yarn and wool, to make a business out of it. So I thought it made sense.”
“Agreed. But don’t rule out studying a little history on the side. You can knit in my classroom anytime.” The history professor flashed a smile from beneath the intricate braids crowning her striking face.
Jeff considered Howell’s reputation for being a hard-ass, contrasted that with her sunny features as she told him she’d enjoy having him for a student, and wondered if he should give her a chance. “I’ll keep that in mind, Dr. Howell.”
“You do that.”
But the YouTube video wasn’t what he’d intended to share at today’s fibery show-and-tell. He’d brought some mittens along. He’d knit them over the summer using Fair Isle technique, working them in British four-ply with a lining of alpaca. Because the project had involved a dozen colors, Jeff
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