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Prologue: Wednesday Evening
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“I can't just ignore this. I won't!” the older woman declared, her voice cutting through the storm outside. Her arms were crossed tightly over her chest, her feet planted firmly on the creaky, weathered floorboards. The wind howled outside and rain lashed furiously against the window. The air charged with tension.

“You don’t mean this.” The younger woman’s voice wavered, but not with sorrow. No, there was something else beneath it, something sharper.

The older woman forced herself to hold her ground. “I do.”

“But you're my mother,” the younger woman hissed. Her expression shifted, fury cooling to something measured, something dangerous. Not pleading. Calculating.

“So, this is it.” Her voice softened, almost contemplative. “When I needed you, when she needed you, you did nothing.” Her face twisted with betrayal. Though barely above a whisper, her words struck with the force of a slap.

A chill crawled up the older woman’s spine, though she refused to shiver. She had prepared for anger. But this quiet resolve? This was something else.

“How could you do this?” she asked. Pent-up anger and heartbreak clung to every syllable, raw and unrelenting. What had she actually expected from her mother? Nothing! And once again, that’s exactly what she’d gotten.

The two women glared at each other, eyes locked in a fierce standoff, each unwilling to surrender. The lines were drawn and neither were willing to give in an inch.

“I’ve never asked you for anything, except this. It’s the very least you could do.” The young woman pressed, but her voice faltered, and her bravado cracked under the weight of her emotions, the last words breaking apart like glass. She felt the prick of tears behind her eyes. She looked down and blinked them away. Her fists clenched and unclenched as she fought to steady her breath. She would never let this woman, her mother, know how much she has truly hurt her.

Mothers were supposed to protect their child and do anything to make them happy. This conversation wasn’t just proof to the contrary; it was a searing reminder to reinforce what she’d always known—blood wasn’t thicker than water, the younger woman thought, hot angry tears threatening to spill but she forced them back. She wouldn’t give the older woman the pleasure of seeing her cry.

The older woman’s face hardened, lines of anger and grief etched deep into her expression. She turned abruptly away from the younger woman, her entire frame trembling with a mixture of frustration and sadness. Her gaze shifted to the rain-streaked window as if searching for an escape into the dark night. The wind screamed and the rain pounded, echoes of their unspoken words.

It was late. She was tired. It had been a long day. She had to end this conversation. Exhaustion seeped through her like the dim light creeping around them. She shouldn’t have let it get this far. She should have put a stop to it the second she found out. But she was trying to be a good mother. But that hadn’t worked out. It had only made the situation worse.

Children often disappoint. People think a mother’s love is unconditional. But there were limits.

“When Robynn needed you, you did nothing. You could have made a world of difference but instead you turned your back on her and me, just like you are right now. And in this moment, you have a chance to redeem yourself; to make amends. You have the opportunity to show me that it was all a mistake and, if given a second chance, you would take it all back. But this is the path you choose?” The accusation sliced through the room, sharp and deliberate, each word cutting with precision. She wanted to hurt the older woman, to pierce that cold and impenetrable armor. She wanted her mother to feel every second of the pain she’d caused.

The young woman tilted her head, considering. Then, she turned, shoulders squared, her steps deliberate as she moved towards the door.

The older woman exhaled, pressing her fingers against her temples. It was done. She had done the right thing. Hadn’t she? She had thought it would feel satisfying, standing her ground. Instead, the silence gnawed at her.

The younger woman paused at the door, fingers tightening around the handle. She turned, her gaze lingering on the rigid line of the older woman’s back, on the way she stood, straight and unmoving, staring into the night as if she had already turned her daughter into a memory. The realization struck like steel. There would be no last-minute redemption. No flicker of guilt. Just silence.

Her grip tightened. Her voice, when it came, was quiet but precise. “I’m sorry for you.”

She didn't wait for a response. She opened the door and stepped into the fury of the storm.

The door clicked shut, not slammed, not rushed. A sound too careful. Too precise.

The storm outside raged on, but inside, there was a chilling silence.

The older woman didn’t turn from the window. She stood frozen, watching cold raindrops race down the glass, merging and breaking apart like their relationship.

A flicker of instinct – drive carefully, the roads are slick – tried to claw its way up her throat. But she swallowed them down. What was the point? Concern was a performance she had no right to give. She couldn’t play the role the younger woman wanted. The doting mother. It was too late for that.

They had gone through too much to go back.

The younger woman had made her choice. So had she.

Now, they would both have to deal with the consequences.
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Chapter 1: Thursday Late-Morning
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“Oh, you’re crocheting. My grandmother used to crochet. Isn’t that a craft for old ladies? I didn’t think anybody still did it.”

The woman with limp, oily blond hair barely slowed down, her words trailing behind her like the clatter of her heels against the polished airport floor. Before Hazel Whitmore could muster a reply, the woman’s thin, age-spotted hand darted out, patting Hazel’s project with the kind of misplaced enthusiasm one might reserve for greeting a pet. Then, just as abruptly, she disappeared into the crowd.

Hazel blinked, the rhythm of her knitting needles faltered for only a heartbeat before she resumed the smooth glide of her stitches. The plain vanilla sock she was working on grew stripe by stripe under her practiced fingers. She was used to these moments by now, the unsolicited comments, the judgments, and condescension wrapped in feigned interest. People loved to make assumptions about her and her craft, to reduce her and her work as a quaint relic of a bygone era, as if she was some kind of curiosity on display. 

Her outfit echoed her personality, an intentional blend of artistry and comfort. She wore a lightweight crochet pullover made from multicolor granny squares, each square a remnant from her past sock projects. Paired with fitted jeans that hugged her generous curves, brown knee-high boots, and a trench coat, Hazel’s ensemble exuded both confidence and ease.

Her dark, natural hair, streaked with silver near the temples, was braided into two thick plaits that trailed down her back, a style she’d adopted years ago for its simplicity and sense of order. The overall effect was striking, an effortless balance of color, texture, and timelessness.

Standing just inside the sliding glass doors of St. Louis International Airport, Hazel blended into the crowd of travelers waiting for their rides. At barely five feet tall, she was easy to overlook. Clusters of people gathered near the doors out of the chill, scanning the curb for familiar cars, but Hazel stood slightly apart, hands moving steadily as she knitted. For those who cared to notice, there was a quiet gravity to her demeanor, a steady presence that belied her size. Her dark brown eyes, sharp and observant, took in bustling scene around her with a measured gaze, pausing now and then to glance at the flow of traffic outside.

The air around her thrummed with a low hum of overlapping conversations and wheels clattering over tiles. Above the dull noise, the relentless, almost sterile voice of the PA system cut through, announcing flights and issuing constant reminders: “Please do not leave your bags unattended. Report any suspicious behavior to airport staff.” The announcements played on repeat, merging with the ambient noise into a soundtrack of urgency and motion.

Each time the doors slid open, a crisp autumn chill crept in, brushing against Hazel’s cheeks like a cold hand nudging her forward, urging her to move. She let out a slow breath and paused her knitting, slipping the project into one hand as she clutched the handle of her oversized suitcase with the other, holding it a little too tightly. This was the biggest trip of her career, a pinnacle moment. At thirty-seven, she had finally become a rising star in the fiber industry after more than a decade of diligent work.

Her journey hadn’t been easy. Hazel spent years working long hours juggling odd jobs to make ends meet while chasing her passion. For years, she’d designed crochet and knit patterns, first self-publishing them online before landing features in magazines and books. She had collaborated with yarn companies, crafting patterns to show crocheters and knitters what they could create with yarn, guiding them on a journey from curiosity to finished pieces. All of that effort, those years of sketching new ideas, frogging row after row to get the design right, and the late nights had led to this profound milestone: a published book and her first major event as a headliner.

Her fingers tightened around the soft yarn of her sock project as a loud burst of laughter rang out from across the terminal. Hazel glanced up and spotted the source: a group of people decked out in handmade sweaters, scarfs, shawls, and hats in a riot of colors and texture. They stood in a circle, excitedly showing off projects and admiring each other’s work. One woman reached out to stroke the shawl on a friend’s shoulder, her face lit with delight.

Hazel’s chest tightened. She didn’t recognize the people, but knew they had to be here for the retreat. She could spot a crocheter or knitter from fifty paces.

The group began moving, heading in Hazel’s direction. Her heart pounded furiously, a sudden thrum of panic spreading through her chest. She turned away, her movements deliberate but not too obvious, angling herself toward the wall. She shrank into herself, instinctively making her already small frame smaller. She wasn’t ready, not for this.

She focused on her breathing, shallow and rapid, trying to make herself invisible as the group passed. They didn’t notice her. Relief washed over her, leaving her weak.

Hazel exhaled a long, shaky breath, still clinging to her sock project for support. She wasn’t ready to talk about her book, about crochet and knitting, about anything. Not yet. She had planned to ease into the weekend, to slip into her role quietly once she arrived at the shop. Here, in this crowded terminal, she felt exposed, like a skittish animal out of its den.

Her eyes darted around the bustling terminal, seeking an anchor in the chaos. Her pulse still hammered in her ears, and she caught herself wondering, again, if she could really do this.

She had the talent. She knew that much. Years of hard work and quiet determination had brought her to this moment. But all the other stuff, the attention, the small talk, the endless smiles, was a different story.

Hazel pulled her knitting project close, as though the soft familiar yarn could steady her. She closed her eyes for a moment, drawing in a deep breath that filled her lungs and steadied her racing pulse. No matter the nerves fluttering in her chest, she knew one thing: there was no turning back.

Her phone buzzed. The third time, bringing her back to the moment.

Hazel glanced down at the screen, eyes scanning the message: Your car is here. Black sedan. Driver’s name is Marcus.

She returned to her knitting, her fingers automatically finishing the row she’d been working on. The familiar rhythm of the stitches calmed her, grounding her as she steadied her nerve. After a beat, she slipped the sock into its designated project bag, her fingers lingering on the soft merino and nylon blend yarn for a moment, as if savoring the comfort it provided. With a sigh, she tucked the bag away in her purse.

“Showtime, Whitley,” she muttered under her breath, her voice barely audible in the airport din.

Whitley. Her alter ego, her armor for events like this weekend. This was her ritual, a way to calm the nerves before stepping into another event, another retreat, another project. It was a quiet affirmation that she could face whatever was next. She was Hazel Whitmore, the practical crochet and knit designer, author, and teacher, but when it came to moments like this, Whitley was the inner strength that she put on like armor.

The Whitley persona was bold enough to say what she, Hazel, could only think. It was Whitley’s confidence and steadying force she borrowed when doubts crept in, a reminder that even when her hands trembled, Whitley kept her secure and strong.

Unlooping a well-loved, woolen scarf from the strap of her handbag, Hazel wrapped it snugly around her neck as the chilly autumn air bit at her warm brown skin. This scarf had been the first pattern she’d ever designed, her initial foray into the industry. It stood out as the most valuable thing she’d ever made. It was a piece she cherished as both a reminder of her beginnings and a charm against failure, yet something no one else seemed to remember but her. A simple pattern of cable and lace worked in a muted blend of grays and yellow, colors that felt like her own quiet signature. Wearing it was her reminder of all she had achieved and how easily it could all vanish.

That scarf, softened with age, was more than a reminder of her skill. It was a talisman of sorts, a piece of her long journey through the ups and downs of a design career that, after more than a decade, was finally finding acclaim. Yet, the thrill of success brought an almost equal measure of dread. Each stitch in that scarf felt like a safeguard against the fear of a sudden loss of it all.

As she adjusted the scarf, tucking it close to guard against the cold, she reminded herself of the purpose of this evening and the entire weekend. She was here to do her job. This evening she would speak about her book, but she would keep a cautious distance, each interaction measured, careful not to overstep. Then for the rest of the weekend, she would teach crocheters and knitters how to make sweaters that fit. And that’s all. Her career, more than a decade in the making, had finally reached a tipping point. The book was a milestone, but the success she’d worked so hard for felt delicate, as though any wrong move might unravel it.

With a deep breath, Hazel adjusted the handle of her oversized suitcase, packed to the brim with sweater samples, swatches, copies of her book, and workbooks for her classes. She strode through the automatic doors and immediately spotted the black sedan idling at the curb. As she approached, Marcus, the driver, a middle-aged man with close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair and a polite smile, stepped out to greet her.

“Afternoon, Ms. Whitmore,” he said, his voice a warm baritone. He was smartly dressed in dark pants, a black overcoat, and polished black shoes.

Hazel nodded, grateful as he took her heavy suitcase and opened the door for her. “Thank you,” she replied, sliding into the backseat.

Inside, the car’s warmth enveloped her, easing the tension that had coiled in her shoulders. She exhaled slowly, her breath fogged up the cool glass of the window. The retreat was more than a milestone. It was her big moment. This trip, her first book signing and teaching alongside designers she looked up to, still felt surreal.

For years, Hazel had worked quietly. She had built her reputation stitch by stitch, collaborating with yarn companies and self-publishing designs. Now, shop owners and event organizers took notice and had reached out to her. They wanted her at their events. And here she was, as an honored guest, en route to her first major event. Her right hand instinctively drifted to the back of her left hand, still bruised from where she’d pinched herself earlier. This was really happening.

It only took ten years of hard work to become an overnight success, she thought wryly, her lips curving into a small smile.

As the sedan pulled away from the curb, the airport fading into the distance, they joined the stream of city traffic. Hazel gazed out the window at the cityscape, watching the scenery flash by, buildings and trees blurring together. She clutched her scarf, feeling the familiar texture beneath her fingertips. It reminded her that every stitch she’d made, every step she’d taken had led her to this moment. The weekend would be amazing. She had to believe that.
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Chapter 2: Thursday Early-Afternoon
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Being in a new city was exciting. As the skyscrapers gave way to open spaces and trees, the car moved toward the outskirts of St. Louis. With each passing mile, they drew closer to the shop, and the retreat schedule ran through Hazel’s mind on a loop. She mentally checked off all the events she needed to attend over the weekend: classes to teach, a book signing tonight, a free day for the retreat attendees to shop, and an expectation for teachers to be available to assist students with purchases. Every event had its own demands, and she needed to be prepared for all of it.

But first, she’d be stopping at Yarn-monious. Meeting the staff and getting familiar with the space before the event was part of her preparations, ensuring everything was set up to her liking ahead of the book signing.

For fiber artists, the name alone was legendary.

Hazel had heard about it for years—the Midwest’s finest yarn and fiber shop, renowned not just for its sumptuous selection of yarns and notions but for the deep sense of community it fostered. The shop was a haven where crocheters, knitters, spinners, and weavers found not just materials but connection. At its heart was Shanice Keller, a vibrant force of nature whose journey from ‘90s R&B stardom as a member of the girl group InHarmony to beloved local yarn shop owner added an irresistible layer of charm.

Hazel couldn’t wait to experience it in real life: the walls lined with endless skeins of yarn, cozy nooks for stitching, and that distinct, familiar wooly smell that felt like home. The thought filled her with a mixture of excitement and nerves.

Her phone buzzed again. This time, it was a message from Shanice: Can’t wait to meet you, Hazel! Everything is ready on our end for your pre-signing tour. See you soon!

A smile tugged at Hazel’s lips as she read the message. She’d only exchanged a few emails with Shanice, but the woman’s warm, effusive, and clear passion for her shop had been impossible to miss. Yet, something about those brief interactions left Hazel with the distinct impression that there was more to Shanice’s story than met the eye.

As the car turned the corner and pulled up to the shop, Hazel’s breath caught and her heart quickened. Trees flanked the sidewalk, their branches dappled with autumn’s fiery hues. Overflowing hanging baskets spilled vibrant fall flowers over their edges, and planters brimming with cheerful mums below lined the storefronts.

The street itself felt like stepping into a postcard. Quaint shops and cafés lined the avenue, their colorful awnings and vintage signage forming a vibrant patchwork of textures and tones. Weathered brick storefronts nestled alongside freshly painted exteriors, an artful blend of history and renewal. Black iron lamp posts, with their timeless design, stood like quiet sentinels along the sidewalk. Wooden benches rested under the shade of sprawling trees, inviting passersby to pause and savor the scene.

Nestled midway along the bustling stretch of brick-lined High Street, Yarn-monious stood out like a whimsical beacon. The shopfront exuded charm, its playful spirit impossible to ignore. The two large bay windows on either side of the front door were framed by ivy-draped trellises showcasing an enticing array of handmade creations. The inviting window display featured colorful granny squares strung together hanging from crochet chains like bunting, chunky wool blankets that looked like they were finger-knitted begged to be touched, hand-knit sweaters, including samples from Hazel’s own book, and a rainbow of yarns artfully arranged in baskets.

Above the deep teal door, a hand-carved rustic wooden sign in the shape of a skein of yarn swung gently in the breeze. The words etched into it read: Yarn-monious—Where Crafting Souls Find Their Rhythm. Hazel couldn’t help but smile at the nod to Shanice’s musical past.

“We’re here!” Marcus announced, a hint of encouragement in his tone as he exited the driver door.

“You’ve got this,” Hazel whispered under her breath, clutching her bag a little tighter.

Marcus walked around to open her door. “I’ll wait for you in the Municipal Parking Lot at the end of the street. Text me when you’re ready and I’ll take you to your hotel.”

“Thank you, Marcus,” Hazel replied.

Gathering her handbag and laptop bag, she paused for just a moment before stepping out of the car into the crisp air. She took a steadying breath and tugged her scarf a little tighter around her neck and adjusted the strap of her bag. This was it.

Marcus closed the door and stood waiting for Hazel to enter the shop. Her eyes swept over the shop’s exterior. Through the window, she saw a burst of color, rows and rows of yarn in every shade imaginable, like an artist’s palette come to life. That familiar excitement bubble up inside her, the itch to dive in, touch everything, and get lost in the texture of it all.

Just as Hazel approached, the shop door swung open. A bell above the door tinkled a cheerful and familiar melody she couldn’t quite place. And there she was, Shanice Keller, the owner herself.

​Shanice was a vision of effortless grace, the kind of presence that made people stop in their tracks and take notice. Tall and poised, her elegant stature radiated confidence. Her storm-gray eyes sparkled with warmth, contrasting beautifully against her deep brown skin, which seemed to glow in the soft afternoon light.

Long, silver-streaked bohemian braids were piled high on her head, wrapped in a scarf adorned with tiny, crocheted flowers, adding delicate pops of color. A few soft tendrils escaped, framing her striking yet kind face.

She wore a flowing tunic of burnt orange and gold, reminiscent of autumn leaves, paired with sleek black pants and ankle boots that hinted at her knack for blending bohemian charm with modern sophistication. Around her neck, a chunky necklace made of crocheted and beaded strands showcased her love of fiber arts, perfectly illustrating her creative spirit. Shanice exuded a natural authority, tempered by an approachable and easygoing energy.

“Hazel! Welcome!” Shanice greeted warmly, her voice rich and inviting, though edged with a faint nervousness, as if she had been looking forward to this moment just as much.

As Hazel stepped into the shop, she was enveloped by the scent of wool and lavender. The familiar warmth wrapped around her like a comforting embrace. She extended her hand with a polite smile on her face.

For a brief moment, Shanice hesitated, her gaze dropped to Hazel’s hand as if uncertain about its meaning. Hazel’s confidence faltered, and she began to pull her hand back, wondering if she had misstepped. But then Shanice’s expression softened. With a radiant smile, she closed the gap between them and pulled Hazel into a quick heartfelt hug. The embrace was brief but meaningful. Hazel caught a whiff of Shanice’s delicate, flowery perfume, a scent that felt almost at odds with the tension radiating from her. Beneath Shanice’s warm exterior, there seemed to be a hidden strain, as if she were carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders.

“It’s such a pleasure to finally meet you in person. Your work is incredible. We have several of your sweater samples on display, as you may have noticed in the
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