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Freya adjusted her hat as she strolled through Pinewood’s picturesque town square. Snow fell in gentle flakes, catching on the evergreen boughs wrapped in twinkling Christmas lights. A group of carolers rehearsed near the gazebo, their voices harmonizing in a festive rendition of Deck the Halls.

“Excuse me,” a woman with a small dog in a red sweater stopped Freya mid-step. “Can you hold this for just a moment?” Without waiting for a response, she handed Freya the leash and dashed into Rosa's bakery.

Freya blinked at the unexpected interaction, then looked down at the dog. It wagged its tail and gave her a curious look. “Well, hello there. Guess we’re friends now, huh?”

The woman returned moments later, clutching a paper bag and looking breathless but triumphant. “Thank you! Pinewood’s famous Christmas cookies,” she said, holding up the bag like a trophy. “They sell out so fast this time of year.”

“No problem,” Freya replied, laughing as she handed back the leash.

The woman gave her a quick wave and disappeared down the street, leaving Freya smiling after her. Little moments like this were becoming her favorite part of life in Pinewood—a far cry from the rush and anonymity of Middletown, where she'd lived until she made her move a few months ago.

Her path led her to the community center, its cheery red doors a bright contrast against the snow-dusted stone walls. She pushed inside, stomping the snow off her boots, and was immediately greeted by the welcoming warmth of the building.

“Freya! Perfect timing,” called a familiar voice from behind the front desk.

Asha stood there, her sleek black ponytail tied with a festive green ribbon. She wore a red sweater with intricate snowflake embroidery. Her charm bracelet jingled as she waved Freya over.

“What's with this getup?” Freya asked, unwinding her scarf. “You look ready for a holiday parade.”

Asha chuckled. “I was just in the holiday spirit when I got dressed this morning.”

“Are you still in the holiday spirit now that you're punching the clock with the rest of us automatons?” Freya laughed. 

“Oh, I’m in a fantastic mood,” Asha said, a broad smile on her face. “I’ve received wonderful news: Donna had her baby!”

Freya blinked, surprised. “Donna had the baby already? I thought she had a few more weeks.”

Asha nodded, still beaming. “She did, but the baby decided to make an early appearance. She gave birth yesterday, everything went smoothly, thank goodness, but now she’s off to focus on her new little one.”

“Wow, that’s exciting,” Freya said, her voice full of surprise. “I hope everything went well.”

“It did, just a bit of a whirlwind for her,” Asha replied. “The nursery’s not even finished yet! But don’t worry about Donna—we’ll be sure to send her a care package. Right now, I need someone to step in for her.”

Freya tilted her head. “Step in... for what exactly?”

“The knitting group,” Asha said, pulling a folder from her desk and sliding it across to Freya.

Freya stared at it like it might bite her. “Knitting? You do know I can barely thread a needle, right?”

Asha waved off her concern. “You don’t need to knit in order to run the group. Your job is to set up chairs, make tea and coffee, and keep an eye on things. It’s less about knitting and more about hospitality.”

Freya opened the folder, skimming the schedule and member list. “This seems straightforward enough. But... wait a minute. According to this, there's a meeting today.”

Asha nodded with an apologetic smile. “Yes, it starts at two.”

Freya groaned good-naturedly. “What if I mess something up? I've never had to run a group before.”

“You won’t mess it up,” Asha said with absolute confidence. “That meeting practically runs itself. Donna always says the ladies are the most self-sufficient group in the building. And you never know—you might just enjoy yourself.”

Freya tapped the folder against the counter. “I guess it sounds better than what I usually do around here. But if I end up tangled in yarn and covered in tea stains, I’m blaming you.”

“Deal,” Asha said, her eyes twinkling. “Now, go set up. And don’t be surprised if they try to teach you to knit. They love pulling new people into their world.”

Freya groaned but couldn’t help laughing. As she walked toward the activity room, she mentally prepared herself for an afternoon of hot tea, warm smiles, and a possible crash course in knitting.
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Freya darted into the meeting room to set up for the knitting group. She arranged chairs in a circle and placed a stack of cheerful holiday napkins next to the coffee maker before setting it to brew. The scent of rich caffeine filled the air, blending with the faint smell of pine from the wreath on the door.

She took a deep breath and reminded herself that, while she didn’t know the first thing about knitting, this wasn’t about being an expert. Still, she had no idea what to expect from the group.

By one forty-five, the knitters began to trickle in.

A petite woman in a red cardigan stepped into the room with a warm smile. She extended her hand, her skin smooth but her fingers slightly gnarled from years of knitting. “Hello, dear. I’m Mabel.”

Freya smiled and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mabel. I’m Freya. I’m taking over for Donna while she’s on leave—she had her baby a little early.”

Mabel’s eyes widened, and her face lit up. “Oh, my goodness! Donna had her baby? How wonderful! Are mother and child all right?”

Freya nodded, feeling her own smile grow in response to Mabel’s delight. “Yes, everything went smoothly. It was a bit of a surprise, but she’s doing great. A little baby girl!”

“A baby girl!” Mabel clapped her hands together, her excitement evident. “What a blessing! And now we can finally work on our baby blankets without worrying Donna will catch us in the act.” She winked conspiratorially.

Freya laughed. “I take it you’ve all been busy with baby gifts?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Mabel said with a proud nod. “But we didn’t want to ruin the surprise, so we’ve been doing our baby knitting at home. Now we can work on them openly here in group!”

Freya relaxed a little, buoyed by Mabel’s warm enthusiasm. “Well, I’m here to help however I can. This is my first time supervising a knitting group, though, so I’ll definitely need some guidance.”

“Don’t you worry, dear,” Mabel said with a twinkle in her eye. “We’ll make sure we go easy on you—at first.”

Freya laughed nervously. “I’ll need all the help I can get.”

The room quickly filled with cheerful chatter as more members arrived, each woman introducing herself. There was Vera, who brought a tin of homemade shortbread, her cheeks rosy from the cold. Gloria wore a hand-knitted hat and proudly announced it had taken her “only two hours this time.”

“Two hours!” Freya exclaimed with a laugh. “That’s impressive.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised what a bit of determination can do,” Gloria replied with a wink.

Freya was just starting to feel more at ease when the last two arrivals walked in.

First came a striking older woman in a fur-trimmed coat, her nose slightly upturned as she surveyed the room. “I assume everything is ready?” she asked, her voice clipped and commanding.

“Everything? Yes. I mean, I guess so,” Freya replied, masking her surprise at the woman’s regal demeanor. “I'm Freya. I'll be here in Donna's place while she's on maternity leave.”

The woman nodded imperiously, her gaze scanning the room before settling on a chair by the window. “I’m Mrs. Montgomery,” she announced with a hint of superiority. “Ethel Montgomery, but Mrs. Montgomery to you. I can only assume you're aware of who I am.”

Freya nodded politely, trying not to show any surprise at the woman’s air of authority. But before she could move on, a man entered behind Mrs Montgomery. He couldn’t have been much older than Freya, though he had a certain maturity about him. Tall and slim, he carried a neatly folded knitting project and needles in one arm. Freya couldn’t help but notice his messy brown hair and warm, easy smile. 

His dark eyes met hers, and for a moment, it felt like time slowed.

“Hi,” he said, his voice calm and friendly as he set down his knitting materials. “I’m Jeremy.”

Freya blinked, a little taken aback by the sudden focus of his gaze. “Jeremy? I'm Freya.”

“Yeah, I was just talking to Asha,” he replied cheerily. “She mentioned you were taking over for Donna. A baby girl! How about that?”

The ladies all cheered and talked among themselves about Donna and the new baby—all but Mrs. Montgomery, who sat off to one side and seemed to tune out the others. Why bother coming to a knitting group if she was going to behave that way? Why not just knit at home, alone?

“You’re here for the knitting group?” Freya asked Jeremy, still sort of shocked to find a young man among the older ladies.

“I’m Mrs. Montgomery’s chauffeur,” he said, unfazed. “She insists I join, and honestly, it’s not so bad.”

Freya processed the word chauffeur. She must have looked confused because Jeremy smiled gently. “Yeah, that's right: I drive her around,” he explained.

Freya swallowed, suddenly feeling awkward. “Well, welcome,” she said quickly, forcing a smile.

“Thank you,” Jeremy said, his smile widening just slightly.

As Freya watched him settle into the chair across from her, she couldn’t help but notice how effortlessly he carried himself. It wasn’t just his easygoing demeanor—there was something magnetic about him. 

She quickly turned her attention back to the group to distract herself.

Mrs. Montgomery cleared her throat and clapped her hands together. “Young lady, would you bring me some tea? Earl Grey, no sugar.”

“Of course,” Freya said, her voice a little tighter than she'd intended as she headed toward the kitchenette.

As she poured the tea, Freya glanced back at the group. The women were chatting animatedly about their latest projects.

“I'm just about finished the baby blanket I started for Donna's child,” Mabel was saying as she pulled a bright ball of yarn out of her bag. “As soon as I'm done that one, I get to begin another.”

Gloria laughed. “Are you going to one-up the rest of us by giving Donna two baby blankets?”

“No, no,” Mabel said with a laugh. “My niece is pregnant again. This'll be her third!”

“Congratulations,” Gloria replied. “You're so lucky to have all those little ones in the family. I'd love the excuse to knit baby clothes all the time. It's been wonderful, crafting clothes for Donna's child. I’ve been knitting sweaters and booties at home, but I couldn’t bring them to group—didn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

“Same here,” Vera joined in. “But now that she’s on leave, we can finally bring them in.”

“Next week,” Mabel agreed. “This baby’s going to be swimming in booties!”

“Lucky baby,” Freya said as she placed Mrs. Montgomery’s tea on the small table in front of her.

“I suppose it’s a good thing Donna’s off before the holidays,” Gloria chimed in. “But I’ll miss her at the Christmas do. She’s always been so good about organizing the group. Still, I’m sure Freya can carry us just fine.”

Freya nodded, trying to mask the flutter in her chest. “I’ll do my best.”

Mrs. Montgomery sipped her tea with a discerning look and then raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re the new girl, are you?”

Had the woman not been paying attention when Freya and Jeremy introduced themselves, or was she simply trying to draw attention to herself?

“Uh, yes,” Freya replied, trying to stay calm under Mrs. Montgomery’s scrutinizing gaze. “I’ll be overseeing things while Donna’s on maternity leave.”

“Hmm. Very well.” Mrs. Montgomery nodded slightly. 

Freya returned to her seat, watching Jeremy work on a project of his own. His fingers were moving so quickly it was hard to keep up.

“Have you ever tried knitting?” he asked, glancing up at her.

“Once,” Freya admitted. “But it ended in disaster. I tied the yarn in a knot so big I could have used it to anchor a ship.”

Jeremy laughed, his smile genuine and infectious. “Maybe we’ll change that today.”

Before Freya could respond, Mrs. Montgomery cleared her throat again. “Freya, another cup of tea, if you please.”

Freya stifled a sigh but smiled. “Right away.”

As she poured another cup of tea, she glanced over at Jeremy again, this time more openly. He was knitting with confident ease, his fingers moving in a blur.

“Maybe this won’t be so bad after all,” Freya murmured to herself, her heart still fluttering.

By the time the meeting ended, Freya’s nerves had eased. Mrs. Montgomery might be a handful, but the rest of the ladies were endearing. And Jeremy—well, she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that he was more than just a charming chauffeur.

As she packed up the leftover cookies and moved the chairs back
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