
KNITTING NEEDLES

a novella

~ ~ ~

In the village of Thornwick Falls,

every feud has a loose thread.

Pull it at your own risk.
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Chapter 1 The Knitter at the Window
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Mabel Crowe had been watching the house at number sixteen for forty-three years, and she intended to keep watching it for at least forty-three more - or until someone over there apologized, whichever came first. Given that Victor Hale hadn’t apologized for anything since the Carter administration, she was not holding her breath.

She sat in the bay window of 14 Clover Lane with a cup of tea that had gone cold twenty minutes ago and a pair of bamboo knitting needles that had not. The needles clicked at a steady, considered pace - not fast, not slow, but with the rhythm of someone who had decided long ago that haste was for people with nowhere interesting to be. A half-finished scarf pooled in her lap in shades of deep green and an unfortunate mustard yellow, and from the street it probably looked like she was simply an eighty-two-year-old woman enjoying a quiet morning.

She was not simply anything.

Thornwick Falls was the kind of small New England town that appeared on greeting cards and then spent the rest of the year trying to live up to itself. The main street had a general store that doubled as a post office, a diner that had served the same pie recipe since 1987, a church whose bell worked on Sundays and holidays and sometimes during thunderstorms for reasons no one had ever adequately explained, and approximately six hundred and twelve residents, each of whom knew the business of the other six hundred and eleven. The maple trees along Clover Lane had gone gold and red, and the October air carried the smell of woodsmoke and someone’s apple butter and, faintly, the very specific brand of grudge that had no official name but that Mabel privately thought of as Old Indignation.

Old Indignation lived at number 16.

Victor Hale was sixty-seven years old, recently retired from a career involving insurance that he described at length at every social gathering and that Mabel had never once listened to past the word "actuarial." He was ruddy-cheeked in the way of men who spent their weekends in the yard doing things that were nominally practical but primarily involved making noise. He owned a flat cap that he wore indoors and outdoors, in all weathers, and a moustache that he trimmed every Sunday morning into an expression of mild disapproval. He had lived next door to Mabel for twenty-six of her forty-three watching years, and in all that time she had seen him smile authentically exactly four times: once when his team won the Series, once when the Harpers’ apple tree fell down in the 2017 storm (this smile he tried to hide and failed), once when his niece Susan was born, and once - though he did not know she’d seen this - at a stray tabby cat that had appeared on his front step one February morning and stayed for a week.

The Harpers lived at number 18, which was on the other side of Glenda Harper’s own property, and the feud between Victor at number 16 and Glenda at number 18 was the kind of ongoing civic drama that had long since replaced any actual news in Thornwick Falls. It had produced, over the years, one anonymous noise complaint (universally attributed to Victor), two incidents involving property lines and a surveyor who subsequently moved to another county, a seven-year period during which neither party acknowledged the other’s existence at town meetings, and one notoriously bad Christmas card situation that Dot Fenn at the post office still brought up at dinner parties when she was on her second glass of wine.

The scarf in Mabel’s lap was for Victor.

She worked the green rows with her regular tension - a bit firmer than the pattern called for - and the mustard rows just a fraction looser. Nothing dramatic. Nothing that any other knitter in the world would have noticed. The difference was in the weight of her intent as much as the mechanics of her hands, or at least that was how she thought of it. She didn’t have a mystical explanation for what the scarves did. She wasn’t that kind of woman. She had a practical one: tension makes things unravel. Pull anything tight enough, around the right fault line, and it will come undone. She’d been watching people long enough to know their fault lines. And she’d been knitting long enough to know exactly how to find them in the yarn.

"Still at it, Mrs. Crowe?"

The voice came from the garden path. Dorothy Fenn - Dot to everyone in Thornwick Falls, Dot to her own mother, Dot even on her driver’s license for reasons involving a DMV clerk who’d simply given up - was letting herself through the garden gate with the ease of someone who had been doing it for years, which she had. She was fifty-five, with dark hair going silver at the temples and a face that was most at rest when it was in the middle of someone else’s business. She carried a canvas bag with the post office logo on it and, Mabel could see from here, what appeared to be a piece of pie wrapped in wax paper.

"I am always at it," Mabel said. "Come in before you let the cold in with you."

Dot did not need to be asked twice. She came inside the way she always did - not exactly like someone who owned the place, but like someone who was keeping it warm while the owner was briefly away - and set her bag down on the hall table and unwrapped the pie on the kitchen counter.

"Apple," she announced, as though Mabel might have been confused about the pie’s identity. "From the diner. Patty said to tell you she used less sugar this time."

"She says that every time."

"She means it every time. The execution’s where it falls apart." Dot put the kettle on and dropped into a chair at the kitchen table as if she’d been sitting in it for three hundred years, which was not far off. "What are we making?"

Mabel settled into her own chair and held the scarf up to the window light. "We are making a scarf for Victor Hale."

Dot’s eyebrows went up so fast they nearly left her face. "You’re not serious."

"I am rarely anything else."

"Mabel. The man reported your rhododendron to the town beautification committee."

"He did."

"He told the Rotary Club your fence post was two inches over the property line."

"It was one inch. And he was right about that one, so I moved it."

Dot leaned across the table with the expression she reserved for particularly rich gossip and matters she considered urgent. They were often the same thing. "So why on earth are you knitting him a scarf?"

Mabel looked at the scarf. She looked at Victor’s house through the window, where the upstairs curtain had twitched - the slow, deliberate twitch of someone who had been watching her watching him, which she found satisfying on multiple levels.

"Because," she said, "he’s cold."

Dot opened her mouth.

"More tea?" said Mabel.

Dot accepted her cup. She watched Mabel pick up the needles again. "Earlier," she said, "at the window. You said ‘count to three.’ What does that mean?"

Mabel kept her eyes on the yarn. "Three days. It takes about three days before I know whether something I’m feeling is real or just the weather."

Dot thought about this. "And if it’s still there after three days?"

"Then I start knitting."

* * *
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THE SCARF TOOK FOUR days to finish. Mabel was not a slow knitter by any measure - she had been at it since she was nine years old, taught by her grandmother on a rainy afternoon in 1951 - but she was a precise one. Each row was checked against the last. The tension was monitored with the same seriousness she imagined surgeons brought to their work, though she suspected surgeons didn’t have to worry about gauge in quite the same way. When she was satisfied, she wove in the ends - all of them, thoroughly, except for one particular end near the left edge of the fourth green stripe, which she wove in just enough to look finished and no more.

She wrapped the scarf in brown paper and tied it with kitchen twine and walked it to Victor Hale’s front door on a Thursday morning.

He answered after the second knock, which meant he’d been watching from upstairs and had waited long enough to seem like he hadn’t been. He was in his flat cap and a cardigan that had seen better decades and an expression of profound suspicion.

"Mrs. Crowe," he said.

"Victor," she said. She held out the package.

He looked at it. He looked at her. He looked at it again. "What is this?"

"It’s a scarf. You look cold."

"I’m not cold."

"You were shivering at the mailbox yesterday."

"That was the wind."

"It was fifty-eight degrees and still." She pushed the package gently toward him. "I had the yarn. I had the time. Consider it a neighbourly gesture."

He took it with the expression of a man who suspected a trap but couldn’t identify the mechanism. "I don’t need charity."

"It’s not charity. It’s wool."

He turned the package over in his hands. "Well," he said. And then, after a pause long enough to grow a small crop in: "Thank you."

Mabel smiled. It was a small smile, and it was entirely sincere, and it meant something that Victor Hale didn’t have the vocabulary to read. She went home. She went back to her window. She made herself a fresh cup of tea, this time drinking it while it was still warm.

She watched him unwrap the scarf on his front step, holding it up to the light exactly the way she had.

"Count to three," she said quietly to the window glass.

The curtain at number 18 twitched.

Mabel looked at it for a moment. Then she picked up her needles and started a new project, this one in blue-grey and cream.
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