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I’m dedicating this first novel to my granddaughter, Emmilee, who inspired me to focus and bring our ideas to life. 

Scribbling on a few pages with pencil, we mapped out our title, town, characters and even named our shop, ‘A Simple Stitch’. She was just fourteen at the time, but we had hashed over the ideas countless times. 

Look what we have done! Thank you, Emmilee, for being a constant in this journey.

ONE

An amazing sunrise and a fresh pot of coffee...

It was an amazing sunrise. The slice of orange on the horizon looked as if God was opening the shade to a gorgeous day. Eliza paused to admire it from the window on the way down the stairs to her shop.  This is her favorite way to begin the day.

Living above her small yarn shop, A Simple Stitch, is a bonus. Her daily routine begins with a prayer for guidance, thanksgiving for her blessings, forgiveness for her shortfalls and a good morning to her Grandma Mimzie. A locket hangs from a thin gold chain around her neck that carries the picture of Mimzie when she was but a young girl. She starts the coffee, turns on the music and embraces a new day.

Eliza lives what she considers to be a simple life in the small town of Spring Forrest where she was born, attended school, and returned to live after college. Her roots are strong, and her heritage remains her focus. Whenever she starts to feel insignificant, she drifts back to memories of Mimzie and finds herself engaged in the most interesting conversations with whoever happens to be near at the time. One of the things her customers look forward to is her gift of storytelling. Many of her stories are of Mimzie, her life, the values she instilled in those around her, and her many accomplishments.

Pouring a fresh cup of coffee, she gazes out her front door at Main Street, the quaint downtown area that her shop shares with so many local merchants. Over the years they have become like a family.

It is fall and there is a chill in the air. Only a few weeks until Thanksgiving. Just across the street at CJ’s Café are today’s specials. Listed on the blackboard on his porch, a rather stocky scarecrow holds the menu surrounded by an arrangement of pumpkins, squash, and mums at his feet. Soon after Thanksgiving, he will be relieved of his duty by one of Santa’s elves, proudly taking over the honors. Today’s menu is a favorite of hers, Abundant Harvest Squash Soup, garnished with roasted pumpkin seeds and served with a warm roll. She knew what she would be enjoying this afternoon. It’s Mimzie’s family recipe that has been passed down with pride.

She and CJ became close after he returned to Spring Forrest. It wasn’t a difficult choice for him. After just six short months at college, he knew home was where he wanted to be. His love of cooking and creating new recipes paired with his personality was a perfect combination for opening a Café. The timing for such an opportunity was a blessing, and just what the corner of Main Street was missing.

Perhaps this morning would call for a couple of logs in the open hearth of the oversized fireplace that graces her sitting area. Many groups have gathered here through the years to share patterns, conversations and help each other with life in general. Hours go by quickly while crocheting or knitting as they chat. The coffee is endless, as often, these evenings run well into the night when groups gather. Everyone looks forward to their time spent at A Simple Stitch. To Eliza, it felt more like a house full of company than a late evening at work.

She especially loves this time of year. Just before closing time last night the UPS driver dropped off several boxes of new yarns that will offer a great feel for the holidays. Most of her customers make choices now for projects they will complete for next year’s purpose. Knitting and crocheting projects are somewhat time-consuming and not often worked on as a priority, but as a means of relaxation and reflection. To some, it also provides a social outlet.

The new colors for winter are wonderful sage greens and rusty reds, with a tweedy black and cream fleck throughout. I would love to make a scarf from this, Eliza thought as she unpacked the skeins of yarn. They were high quality and have a comforting feel. They won’t be on the shelves for long, she mumbled to herself as she worked on an eye-catching display. Done. A quick clean up and time to flip the sign to ‘OPEN’ to let the outside world in and share her day.

Suddenly, she heard a familiar sound coming from behind her counter. It was Cody, her companion. He found the packing papers from the shipment and as any cat with pent up energy would, he decided to browse through it to see what he could stir up. His golden fur with a subtle stripe blended like camouflage with the papers. That should keep him busy for a while. He was good company for her on long nights, and for Eliza, there were many long nights.

As the bell on the door clanged and a familiar voice broke the morning silence. It was Olivia, such a kind person, who often stopped in to drop off a basket of muffins from a new recipe she was trying out.

Looking at the sale table on her way by she finds a few skeins of brightly colored yarns left from summer and scoops up the bargains. “These will make wonderful scarves for the children. We are trying to provide for more in need this winter,” she said taking her finds to the counter.

Always curious and willing to help, Eliza asked, “is it just our county, or have you expanded your group to try and serve other counties as well?”

“Oh no, that is just in our county,” Olivia quickly explained. “The need is great. Many families have come on hard times that hadn’t felt the strain before.”

“In that case I’m going to give you an extra 30% off of this purchase,” Eliza smiled. “You are having a profound impact in our community. Your generosity is certainly contagious. Keep up the good work,” Eliza encouraged her with a smile as she placed the skeins in a new holiday bag. “And thanks again for the muffins. You know I’m always willing to test and share a new recipe.”

As Olivia said her goodbyes and closed the door, Eliza’s thoughts drifted for a moment. She had a deep admiration for Olivia. A stay-at-home mother, Olivia is busier than ever, constantly looking for a way to alleviate a need. The baking she does generates income to help offset the expenses of the charity she founded, ‘A Snug Around the Neck’. This non-profit organization for their county has been a huge undertaking. In the past two years the number of volunteers has doubled but unfortunately so has the need. Eliza is always on the lookout for a potential customer to send Olivia’s way.

Suddenly, the bell on the door clanged, bringing Eliza back to reality. Three ladies entered.  Laughing and non-stop chatting, the first thing they noticed was the display of fall woolens. It didn’t take long to realize only one of these three enjoyed needlework. The other two quickly set their sights on the fireplace and oversized leather chairs. 

“Oh, we have been on the go since early this morning,” one said as she plopped down. “Now, this is where I belong,” she exclaimed as she snuggled in with her friend quickly joining her in the other chair. “All that’s missing is a fresh, hot cup of coffee!”

“Where are you ladies from?” Eliza asked as she walked toward them, coffee pot in one hand and three mugs in the other.

“Texas,” Jayne said, introducing herself, “off on one of our adventures!” Her heavy southern draw was quick to validate that statement. This is Allie and Sara.”

“What on earth brings you this far from home on some simple adventure?” Eliza asked. “Surely it must be more than a search for yarn!”

“Oh, heavens no, not yarn,” Allie laughed. “Never touch the stuff! Jayne’s niece Annie moved to this area recently and we came up to surprise her and see how she has settled in.”

Not knowing any new Annie sparked Eliza’s curiosity so she questioned Jayne a bit more. “Annie who, if I might ask? This is a small town, but not that small. I can’t say I’ve had the pleasure of meeting her.”

As she scoured the shelves near the door, Jayne spoke up, “Simpkins, her name is Annie Simpkins, and she teaches at the grade school, fifth grade. She just moved to the area late this summer in time to start the new school year.”

“Okay,” Eliza replied.  “She teaches with my friend Abigail. She hasn’t been in or joined us on a group night yet, but we’d love to have her. If she is new to town, we don’t want to be too pushy and scare her off,” she commented with a smile.

“Oh, you won’t scare her,” Jayne said. “Annie has always been very inquisitive.  That’s one reason she chose the fifth grade. They have the same curiosity she still exhibits. When she was about eleven, her dad talked her mom into letting her get her first horse. She always had a dream of becoming a rodeo star. Annie tagged along where-ever horses could be found. Their neighbors have a ranch down the lane, and she loved to slip off after school and watch them train horses. When she got a bit older, they asked her to help. Learning from them taught her to care for her own horse at such a young age. She was a natural and never tired of helping. Mr. Carson, the ranch owner taught Annie how to ride as well as the best. Although she never entered any serious competition, she put her talents to good use at a neighboring ranch that offered workshops for handicapped children. That allowed her to work with horses and while doing so, she quickly found that working with kids with disabilities was far more rewarding than her own riding career. The summers she spent with the kids kindled her decision to become a teacher. She landed her first teaching position here, packed up and moved. This is her first time so far away from home. Annie lost her mom several years ago and has tried to be there for her dad. She knows he is as lost without her mom as she is. The holidays are going to make it a tough time for both, her being so far away for the first time and all. We thought if we checked on her, we could see how she was really doing and perhaps put her dad’s mind at ease. And that is how we ended up in Spring Forrest!”

“Well, this is quite a story,” Eliza said. “Would anyone care for a muffin?” she offered as she set the basket of Olivia’s muffins on the counter.

They couldn’t decide what was more enjoyable, the fireplace, coffee, muffins, or the company. The recipe was a keeper. Eliza poked the logs to stir up the fire as she took a moment to enjoy the company.

Finishing her story, Jayne brought a basket of yarn to the counter. “This one is on me, add the coffee and muffins to my ticket,” she said. “I found some wonderful yarns that will work up quite nicely.”

Eliza was quick to correct her. “The coffee and muffins are on the house in this shop. I see you have made some very nice choices of yarn though. What are you going to create, may I ask? I like to get ideas to share with my customers.”

Jayne replied with enthusiasm, “I plan to knit Annie an afghan for Christmas now that she is in an area that gets colder than Texas. I hope it will keep home close at heart when she curls up with it at the end of the day to relax.”

“That is a wonderful idea,” Eliza replied. “After you send it to her, maybe that will inspire her to join us. We’ll teach her how to knit or crochet and she could return the favor and send you something she creates. You may need a hat and scarf for future visits. Hopefully they will be often and when you’re in the area, stop in. I always have new stock with the seasons. The fall and winter bring in the rich colors, like the ones you chose, in the thicker yarns just waiting to be worked into heirlooms. In the spring, the colors are new and fresh, like the season when the warm edges out the cold, the soft pastels and lighter weights are reminiscent of Easter bunnies and chicks. Summer soon brings bright colors, the sun and sea, flowers, and beach balls. Tote bags seem to be the patterns of choice. Before we know it, here comes fall again. Every season seems to spark a curiosity for new projects to be shared.”

“Promise we won’t come to town without stopping in. The girls don’t mind the time I spend on my interests, heaven knows I spend more time in the kitchen utensil stores than I’d like, and they don’t even give away a cup of coffee!” Jayne declared followed by a robust laugh!

“Now, as you continue your adventures around town be sure to plan lunch at CJ’s Café. The lunch special is a favorite of mine. The soup is an old family recipe for Abundant Harvest Squash Soup. My grandma, Mimzie, made it every weekend in the fall and winter, so it warms my soul. Ladies, it has been a pleasure meeting you. I hope to see you again before you leave for Texas. Perhaps you could bring Annie with you. I’d like to meet her, even if she is brought into a local shop by three Texans!”

Jayne assured her their plan would be to have lunch at CJ’s Café. “After lunch we will stop in with Annie. I’ll have her pick out yarn for a hat and scarf. That’ll give us a chance to introduce her to you and show her this lovely shop.” With that, she turned to her friends and said, “this way we can tell her dad she has a friend to take her under wing and give her the guidance she may need.” The three agreed as they bid Eliza goodbye and continued their journey.

The rest of the morning was uneventful. Eliza worked on her knitting project she kept tucked away. It promised to be an interesting afternoon when her Texan visitors come back after lunch from CJ’s Cafe to show Annie around. Eliza enjoyed chatting with the customers that trickled in that morning. Helping with decision making and guiding them on their way to new projects brought her joy.

Lunch time was here before she knew it. A quick call to CJ’s Café for a carry-out and she was set. Eliza was so proud of her nephew and having him just across the street from her has brought them even closer than ever. 

“I’ll have it ready in 10 minutes,” replied CJ, knowing she would request her favorite special.

“I’ll be there to pick it up and if you have a few minutes. I’ve got something to tell you.” She knew she could spark his curiosity.

“Always time for you Eliza,” he snickered, knowing from her it had to be interesting.

Flipping her sign to ‘CLOSED’ with a note saying back in 10 minutes, Eliza locked up and ran across the street to the Café. As she walked in, the aroma of the soup and fresh bread made her stomach rumble. CJ was behind the counter as usual, with her lunch ready, patiently waiting for a colorful conversation.

“How are you doing today, Eliza?” he greeted her. “How’s business? I saw you received a big delivery this week. Are you getting ready for the holidays?”

“You know it. Time is flying by. It will be Christmas before we know it,” she replied. Then she went on to tell him about the three from Texas. “Have you met Annie Simpkins yet?”

“If I have in passing, I didn’t know her,” he replied. “What does she look like?” his curiosity began to show. 

Not sure of that herself, Eliza told him they were coming in for lunch today and bringing Annie with them. She had suggested they try the special. After that they planned to take Annie over to the shop to introduce her.

“I’m anxious to meet her too,” she said, as she grabbed her lunch and started out the door.

Settling down in one of the leather chairs in front of the fireplace, she opened the bowl of Abundant Harvest Squash Soup and savored the moment, letting the aroma of fall take her back to the Homestead. It was one of the first things Mimzie taught her to make. Well, that and Blueberry Muffins with fresh picked blueberries. It was so easy to let her mind wander. They named the old Homestead ‘Slipknot Farm’. She loved the nickname because it spurred so many cherished stories from their past. As she enjoyed her soup, thoughts of the upcoming weekend were on her mind. She spends part of every weekend at the Homestead but especially looks forward to weekends in the fall of the year.

CJ didn’t let her down. The soup was wonderful, as usual. By the time she finished the homemade rolls and a fresh pumpkin cookie, she was ready for a nap. CJ didn’t forget Cody either, adding his usual treat.

Any thoughts of naptime quickly fled as the bell on the door clanged, once again, reminding her that she was open to business. Friday afternoons were mostly browsers. Sometimes these low maintenance customers were a real blessing, not wanting to start a new hobby or learn a craft, rather shuffling through and trying to be polite. Eliza was happy to oblige them.

“No thanks, just browsing,” one elderly lady replied.

“Take your time and ask if you have any questions,” Eliza nodded and continued behind the counter to sort through her unopened mail. Soon they wandered out the door, making their way to the next lovely shop down the sidewalk.

Just then, the clock chimed one. The morning had raced by, she thought to herself. The bell on the door clanged, ushering in three familiar faces with Annie in tow, just as they promised. Of course, Eliza knew from their personalities Annie would not be able to change their afternoon plans.

Jayne quickly took Annie by the arm, “This is Eliza. We’ve been telling you about her.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss...” and then she looked at Eliza with a blank stare, “I’m sorry, I don’t know your last name.”

“Eliza, my name is Eliza,” she repeated as she took Annie’s extended hand in hers. “I am so happy to meet you. I have heard about you from these three amigos of yours. What a pleasure. I’m surprised I haven’t met you until now. They tell me you are teaching here and settled in Spring Forrest.”

“Well, that is true,” Annie replied. “I have been busy trying to get my home in order. It’s the first time I’ve actually set up housekeeping on my own, except in a small dorm at college. I’m enjoying it, although things are a bit bare. And then there is my classroom. I have so many ideas rushing around in my head, and my class, they are such a joy. I just love this age. I’m so sorry, I tend to ramble on about myself when I’m a bit nervous. Your shop is lovely, just as my Aunt Jayne described it.”

“Why thank you, dear,” Eliza replied. “It’s home to me. I want everyone to feel as comfortable here as Cody and I do.”

“Is Cody your husband?” Annie questioned with a warm smile.

“Oh no, dear, Cody is my overgrown lump of a cat that goes everywhere with me, and at times, places without me that he really shouldn’t. It’s just me and him wandering about the shop and my home upstairs. We long for the drive out to Slipknot Farm after church every Sunday to renew our energy and get ready for the new week. My grandma, Mimzie, moved there when she first married my grandpa, Caleb Jaxon. They built the Homestead from ground up and it remained in our family. I found Cody there one Sunday afternoon while sitting on the porch enjoying the sunshine. I heard a faint cry. It kept coming closer and finally, there appeared a little wet mud ball, so small and so weak it was all he could do to let out a squeak. I brought him in, cleaned him up and poured some warm milk down him. He has been by my side ever since. At times, I’m not sure who rescued who. He is very good company on long nights.”

“I understand that completely,” Annie said with a sparkle in her eye. “I feel the same way about my horse, Pete. He is still in Texas. I miss him terribly. I don’t know when I’ll be getting back there to see him. Dad keeps him groomed and fed, and the kids nearby exercise him. At times, I wonder if Pete misses me at all.”

“Well, of course he misses you, honey,” Aunt Jayne stepped into the conversation. “And your dad misses you even more than that old horse does. That’s why I got my gals together and headed in your direction. We are taking back a full report of how well you have settled in. Since we know you have made a new friend in Eliza, that will put his mind at ease. Why, the next time we see you, I’ll just bet you will be a regular at her shop. Now,” Jayne ordered, “let’s get busy and pick out the yarn you want me to use for a hat and scarf. I’d like to start on it during the ride back home.”

Annie looked around for the other two ladies and they had already settled in the comfy leather chairs enjoying the fire. It didn’t take Cody long to get acquainted with them either. He was curled up on Allie’s lap, as cozy there as he could be. Sara had picked up a magazine from the nearby basket and enjoyed it while soaking in the warmth of the fire.

Witnessing this, Annie said to Eliza, “I think I’m really going to enjoy this shop of yours, even though I can’t knit or crochet a stitch!”

Eliza, with a smile on her face, replied, “that is only a matter of time, dear. You will be working up yarn like a pro before you know it. Why, tonight is our regular group, all local ladies that gather and work on projects and discuss everything from kids to husbands, recipes, upcoming events, or even new movies coming out. Many times, the discussions lead to thoughts of the past, sparking memories and getting the story telling started. Before we know it, the clock is chiming to remind us how late it is, then we scurry to pack up and have one last snack and cup of coffee before we call it a night. It started on Tuesday evenings, but it ran so late for a school and work night we moved it to Friday and have been gathering for about three years now. They call the group Girls Knit Out and are just like family. You are more than welcome to join us whenever you are ready.”

“I will, I promise,” Annie said, and started toward her Aunt Jayne who was taking her purchase to the counter. “Wow!” she exclaimed, before she realized how that must have sounded, “you are certainly going to be busy with that armload of yarn!” She could only imagine the wonderful projects her aunt had in mind. Just thinking about it made her even more anxious to learn to knit or crochet. She was looking forward to it, even though she didn’t know the difference between the two, it didn’t matter. It involved making friends, not just projects. She had high hopes that Spring Forrest would seem like home before the first school year ended.

“Well, come on girls, let’s keep moving,” Aunt Jayne ordered, “we’re burning daylight!”

“Oh, do we have to?” whined Allie, like a little girl, “I don’t want to wake up Cody. He’s so cozy on my lap.” Knowing they would leave without her she managed to rustle him off onto the floor and gather her things. “I didn’t think I could have such a nice time in a yarn shop,” she said as she gave Eliza a quick hug good-bye. “Someday, I may learn to do something with this stuff and make a purchase. It has been a pleasure though.”

“Same here, I can’t tell you when I have had such a nice afternoon,” Sara said as she waved good-bye.

Eliza waived back and reminded Annie of her promise. Just as the door started to close, Annie poked her head back in and asked, “is there any way I can get your recipe for the Abundant Harvest Squash Soup served at the Café? The guy that waited on us told me it was your recipe.”

“That guy is CJ, and yes, it was,” Eliza replied. She continued to tell Annie about the recipe, how it was handed down by Mimzie and how she made it every Sunday at Slipknot Farm. If you have a minute, I’d be glad to tell you all about it,” Eliza encouraged, never giving up a chance to talk about her heritage.

“Well, we have time,” Annie smiled as she picked up Cody and sat down in one of the big leather chairs by the fireplace and just as she expected, the others joined her. Eliza pulled up a couple more chairs as she began to reminisce. She placed another log on the fire and sat down on the edge of the hearth. 

“My grandma, who I have always called Mimzie,” Eliza began, “was born and raised about eight miles out of town. Her parents settled and homesteaded the acreage as everyone did in those days. Life wasn’t easy. They had to be self-sufficient for everything.  They raised livestock for food, crops to feed the livestock, chickens for eggs and a couple of work horses to pull the wagon and the plow. They also had sheep for wool and food and a milk cow. Any surplus milk and eggs were taken to town to sell. With the cash they purchased things like sugar, coffee, flour, and yard goods. Everyone helped each other in times of hardship. 

Growing up, Mimzie was the tomboy, making pets of the animals on the farm. She was always right out there with the men and boys working the fields, planting and tending to the garden that provided food for the family. All the extra food they grew went to help the neighbors. Mimzie liked to plant something different each year. One summer she had an abundant crop of squash, so she had to come up with recipes. That’s where the Abundant Harvest Squash Soup recipe originated. They canned the fresh vegetables like the tomatoes and green beans, made pickles from the cucumbers. The vegetables like onions, potatoes, yams, and squash were stored in baskets in the fruit cellar for the winter. The soup quickly became a favorite on Sundays after church. Left on the stove to simmer while they went by horse and wagon, regardless of the weather, it was a welcoming treat to come home to, warming them through. Of course, there was always fresh bread to go with it, and butter, not margarine, but fresh churned butter. The old butter churn is still at the Homestead. A few years after Mimzie and Papa married, they made the Homestead their first home, naming it Slipknot Farm. They later created their brand using their initials, C&C, for Caroline and Caleb, and the J for Jaxon, tying the C’s together resembling a slipknot. So,” Eliza continued, “to carry on the tradition, I go to Slipknot Farm every Sunday after church, spend the afternoon, and make Abundant Harvest Squash Soup at least every other Sunday. If you would like to learn how, tag along Sunday after next. I’d love to show you the Homestead.”  

Jayne spoke up, “Oh, I wish we weren’t leaving so soon, I would love to join you.”

Annie just smiled, promising her aunt that she would be sure and send pictures. Another twenty minutes passed. The familiar clang of the bell reminded Eliza that she was still open for business.

As the four gathered their belongings, all still talking at once about the Homestead, it put a smile on Eliza’s face. This, she thought to herself, is exactly why she cherishes her life. A Simple Stitch brings in new acquaintances that quickly turn into friends and Slipknot offers a place to nurture those friendships.

“How may I help you?” she said, turning to two more ladies entering the shop, on an adventure of their own.
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An abundance of laughter when friends gather, and muffins ...

The Friday night group, Girls Knit Out was pouring in, early as usual. This is one obligation no one is late for. All talking at once, they start pulling chairs around the hearth and unloading their projects. Olivia brought a container of muffins like the batch she shared with Eliza earlier.  That quickly had everyone’s undivided attention.

“You know why we love you Olivia, don’t you?” Rosie shouted out across the group. Olivia blushed a bit, and then smiled, “Yep, and that’s why Eliza always has the coffee ready, too.”

They began the session with coffee and a snack, then put it all aside so they could work on their variety of wonderful creations. Once the hooks and needles come out the creativity starts to flow. This sparks conversations, compliments, and a new idea or two. Sooner or later, a memory surfaces and the story telling begins. Eliza ends the evening with another pot of coffee while they reach a stopping point on their projects and another story reaches a happy ending.

Tonight, Eliza couldn’t wait until everyone was situated to ask, “has anyone met Annie Simpkins yet? She teaches the fifth grade and recently moved here from Texas.”

Abigail spoke up, “I know her, a darling girl. She teaches with me and my daughter, Sydney, is in her class. Why? Did you hear something about her? She isn’t unhappy here, is she? The kids just love her!” 

Abigail had Zoey, her Great Dane, by the collar, and was leading her to the hearth, getting her situated with Cody for the evening.  They always curl up together while the group is in session. Looking at them, they almost seem as happy to be here as the ladies do.

“Hold on,” Eliza said, trying to stop Abigail from getting worked up. “It just so happened that she was in the shop this afternoon. Her Aunt Jayne and two friends, Allie and Sara, stopped by this morning to look at yarn goods. We got to talking and I found out that they came from Texas to see how Annie had settled in. Her dad’s missing her and worrying so much, they drove up to help put his mind at ease. Theirs too, I suspect, although they would never admit it. They spent the better part of the morning here, then after lunch at the Café, they brought Annie in with them to introduce her and pick out some yarn.”

“Was it Abundant Harvest Squash Soup Day today? I just thought of that,” Lilly said as she joined in the conversation. “And I missed it! Eliza, is this Sunday soup day at Slipknot? It’s on my mind now and I won’t be satisfied until I have a mug.”

“It’s next Sunday. I’ve invited Annie to ride out with me after church so I can share my recipe with her. Give me a call if you plan to drive out. It may be a perfect way to get acquainted with her. She doesn’t know how to knit or crochet, but says she has a desire to learn. She thinks it may help her pass sometime this winter.

She would be a good candidate for ‘A Snug Around the Neck’ too, Olivia.  Have you met her yet?”

Olivia was in deep thought, and then replied, “I don’t think we’ve been introduced. Has she been at church?”

Kate, the newest member of the group, and still somewhat new to Spring Forrest, spoke up, “I haven’t met her, but I did see her at the library one evening. I didn’t realize she was the newbie, or I would have welcomed her. She was talking about her fifth-grade class project.”

“What kind of muffins are these, Olivia?” Rosie asked. “I may need four dozen or so for an Open House set for two weeks from Saturday at the Real Estate Office.”

Olivia quickly took notes, as she replied, “they’re called The Best Chocolate Chip Banana Muffins Ever, and general consensus so far is everyone that has tried them seems to agree.”

It wasn’t unusual for Rosie to order six dozen or so for an open house. The potential buyers were not so many in numbers, but everyone at the Realty has their share with morning coffee long before any ‘Open House’ signs are displayed.

“Got you down for six dozen, Rosie, you know four dozen will never be enough.”  Olivia gave her a wink and a smile, knowing her best friend wouldn’t give her any problems. “After all, it’s for a good cause!”  That sealed the deal.

“Six dozen is fine,” Rosie winked back, “but when I can’t wear my jeans because of your muffins, I’ll expect you to help me do something about it.”

Eliza chimed in, “Rosie, are you sporting a muffin top!” The room roared with laughter. Rosie looked totally lost. Olivia spoke up, “You’ll have to enlighten us on that one.”

“Well,” Eliza started to explain, grinning from ear to ear. “You know when you try to button your favorite jeans, then you lay on the bed to zip them up? I’m sure it has happened to all of us from time to time. When you finally stand up, take a breath if you can, and begin to relax, 

then you look down at that roll hanging over your waistband and viola’, there’s your MUFFIN TOP!” 

Rosie started to laugh, they all joined in, some were out of control, and even Eliza had tears streaming down her cheeks. When Rosie finally caught her breath, she turned and said to Olivia, “Make it eight dozen. I don’t mind sporting the roll now that we have a name for it!”

It took the group a good ten minutes to gain their composure. They love to start the evening off with a good laugh. It adds life to their years. After all, isn’t that why they gather?

“Could someone help me start this new row on the hat I’m trying to crochet?” asked Lilly. She had started a new pattern with granny squares worked around the brim and a row mid-way through the hat and the most darling scarf that matches it. Still new to the group, this was just her third project. Although she hadn’t yet married or had children of her own, she has three nieces and a nephew in Minnesota. She sends them letters weekly and tries to include something interesting from her new home, here in Spring Forrest. Since working in the Emergency Room at the local hospital she has met many of the townspeople, unfortunately not under the most pleasant circumstances. If it weren’t for a social outlet, her high-stress job as a trauma nurse in the ER would take its toll on her. When she decided to become an RN, she knew she would love helping people. Many situations arise that could have been prevented. Lilly believes in teaching when she can to prevent problems, rather than be there to pick up the pieces. She was very lonely when she first moved here from Minnesota, but Eliza quickly took her under her wing and taught her to crochet. Now this group is like her second family. Lilly also enjoys the fellowship at church on Sundays and has quickly become a part of the congregation.

Rosie pulled her chair next to Lilly, reaching over and taking her hook and yarn from her. She could see the frustration on Lilly’s face. “Just relax, sweetie. There isn’t anything going on with this project that can’t be fixed,” reminding Lilly this was her outlet to relieve stress, not to create it. In a few minutes Rosie had her back on track, better explaining the pattern, and on her way to finishing up another hat to send to a niece. After all, Minnesota will be much colder this winter than anything they would see here. “So, are you going to do the scarf to match in the same yarns?” Rosie asked.

Lilly just smiled and replied, “If you are there to keep me straightened out when I make a mess of it, too.” Then, she leaned over and gave her a quick hug and went right back to her crocheting.

Rosie found her way to the coffee pot and freshened her cup. A bit of time was spent looking through the new yarn, being between projects at the moment. With the holidays just around the corner, she was thinking of crocheting a bag for her husband’s secretary. That’s a project that could easily be completed on a Friday evening or two.

Rosie was known to whip out a project in record time. She not only taught half of the group to read patterns but recruited most of those in the group to join. Working in the Real Estate office part time gives her the edge on changes made in the community, those coming in and going out, and all the juicy gossip that goes with it.

Eliza joined her to get her thoughts on the new arrivals, pointing her toward the reds and greens with the black tweed. That would make up into a bag that could be used throughout the season.

“Are you planning on a purse or larger, like a tote?” Eliza asked.

“Seems totes are more functional this time of year, with running errands, shopping and keeping track of all of the extras we tend to pack along, just in case,” she snickered. “Nothing huge, but substantial, that’s for sure,” she said while picking up several skeins of the red and the green. “Perfect,” she smiled as took them to the counter. “I just love the thought of the holidays coming, with most of my family close by and Chloe coming home for Christmas break.  I have so much to look forward to.”

Keeping busy suited Rosie. After Chloe went away to college last fall, she struggled with adjusting to an empty nest. The Real Estate office occupied some of her time, but with her husband away on business so often, not many realized the burden of loneliness that Rosie carried. Her focus was always on keeping Chloe involved in dance, tumbling, and cheerleading later. There was always somewhere they had to be. Eliza picked up on the trials she was going through and tried to help Rosie with reassurance when she could, keeping it between the two of them. Rosie liked knowing what was going on around her and enjoyed conversations around town, but when it came to her life and feelings, she was a very private person. She probably got that from her mother. Her family grew up in the country and kept to themselves. It wasn’t until she married Mark, an executive in his company, that she became involved socially. Nurturing his need to entertain at home and in the community, she quickly learned how to make any event a success.

Kate and Abigail kept busy with their knitting projects. Kate was a very well-read woman. She, being the Librarian, had such a love for the written word and was able to read patterns like they were simple recipes. She hadn’t been knitting that long but picked it up as if second nature.

Abigail started talking about Annie. She worked with her at school and had a good academic relationship with her. They had attended a couple of teachers’ conferences together and had lunch now and then, but Abigail hadn’t really learned Annie’s personality yet. This became more obvious as Eliza told them so much about her.

“Kate,” Abigail questioned, “have you been introduced to Annie, the fifth-grade teacher yet or did you say you had just met in passing? It seems the two of you may have a lot in common, both being new to the area.”

“I would really like to meet her. Perhaps when you come to the library next week you might bring her along,” Kate suggested. “Seems that would be good for both of us, not knowing everyone around town yet, giving us a chance to see what we may have in common.”

As Eliza passed by to see if they needed to warm up their coffee, she invited Kate to come out to Slipknot Farm on Sunday after next with her and Annie to learn to make the infamous Abundant Harvest Squash Soup. If Lilly could also join them, that would be a great afternoon.

“I’ll stop by El & Em’s Farmers Market and pick up some extra squash in the morning,” Eliza said. “This is the perfect time of year for soup and homemade rolls.”

“What will we do about dessert?” Kate questioned.  “Should I bring something?”

“Oh, no, we never bring things to eat to Slipknot. I’ll pick up some apples. I know there is a recipe in Mimzie’s recipe box for an ‘Apple Crisp with a Twist’ and if my memory serves me, it will round out the meal perfectly. Anyone else in?” Eliza asked as she looked around the group. She loved a gathering at Slipknot in the fall. “Just let me know next Friday if you can make it. The more the merrier.”

“Oh, look at the time,” Lilly said.  “I have an early shift tomorrow and it is going to be a very long day. I need to start packing up.”

Lilly knew she was off next weekend and was excited to join the girls at Slipknot Farm. This would be her first trip out to the Homestead that she has heard so much about. Eliza had shared many stories over this past year. Although she missed her family in Minnesota, she knew she was blessed with the company she kept here in Spring Forrest.

“Would you like to take the extra muffins to the ER tomorrow, Lilly?” Olivia offered. She never passed up the chance for free advertisement. Everyone around the hospital was familiar with Olivia, but it wouldn’t be the first time Lilly had brought in Saturday morning treats from her.

“Sure will, I never pass up a chance to send business your way,” said Lilly, grinning so that they all knew the thought of a ‘Muffin Top’ was running through her mind. “So, Olivia, how many members do you have active in your charity now?” Lilly asked.

“We have fourteen members now, and I feel we have had the pleasure of helping a lot of families. ‘A Snug Around the Neck’ meets on Wednesdays, and we take turns hosting the meetings at our homes. That saves the cost of renting a hall or going out somewhere. The hostess provides a light lunch. A lot of ground is covered during the meetings. We highlight families with needs and make plans to distribute the new stash of handiwork that has been completed since we last met and what to do with any money coming in from fund-raising within the community. Our mission is to help those in need, not stockpile goods and grow a savings account.”

“Who came up with the name, ‘A Snug Around the Neck’?’” Kate asked.

Olivia quickly spoke up, “From Mimzie, of course. One of Mimzie’s favorite sayings when Eliza was growing up was ‘Quick, come give me ‘A Snug Around the Neck’!’ It has always stuck with me. One evening while we were all together and discussing the charity, we found a growing need for a name. Something special that would showcase the full meaning of the organization. Eliza was there and quickly spoke up, and they had a perfect name.  Eliza said ‘A Snug Around the Neck’ was a tribute to Mimzie, the most important woman in her life. Mimzie was known in the community for the values she instilled in those around her.”

“That’s amazing,” Lilly said, “thank you for sharing that with me, with us. Oh, my! Look at the time!”

“I’m ready to tie this color off, good place to stop for me,” Abigail said. “Zoey, start waking yourself up over there. You aren’t spending the night.” Zoey just rolled her eyes, then followed with a yawn, and a stretch, and she was on her feet. Cody looked up at her, got up, yawned, and stretched and they both walked over and
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