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Beginner


 


 


Seeing a pattern doesn’t mean you know how to put it all together. Take baby steps: don’t focus on the folks whose skills are far beyond your own. When you’re new to something – or you haven’t tried it in a while – it can feel impossibly hard to get it right. Every misstep feels like a reason to quit. You envy everyone else who seems to know what they’re doing. What keeps you going? The belief that one day you’ll also be like that: Elegant. ­Capable. Confident. Experienced. And you can be. All you need now is enthusiasm. A little bravery. And – always – a sense of humor.
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It was after hours at Walker and Daughter: Knitters, and Dakota stood in the center of the Manhattan yarn shop and wrestled with the cellophane tape. She had spent more than twenty minutes trying to surround a canvas Peg Perego double stroller in shimmery yellow wrapping paper, the cardboard roll repeatedly flopping out of the paper onto the floor of the shop and the seeming miles of gift wrap crinkling and tearing with each move. What a disaster! The simpler move would be to just tie a balloon on the thing, she thought, but Peri had been quite insistent that all the items be wrapped and ribboned.


        Gifts, smothered in bunny paper or decorated with cartoonish jungle animals, were piled in a mound atop the sturdy wooden table that was the focal point of the knitting store. The wall of yarn had been tidied so not one shelf – from the raspberry reds to the celery greens – was out of hue. Peri had also planned out a series of cringe-inducing guessing games (Guess how much the baby will weigh! Eat different baby foods and try to determine the flavor! Estimate the size of the mother’s stomach!) that would have caused Dakota’s mother to shake her head. Georgia Walker had never been a fan of silly games.


        ‘It’ll be fun,’ said Peri when Dakota protested. ‘We haven’t had a Friday Night baby since Lucie had Ginger five years ago. Besides, who doesn’t like baby showers? All those tiny little footie pajamas and those cute towels-with-animal-ears. I mean, it just gives you goose bumps. Don’t you love it?’


        ‘Uh, no,’ said Dakota. ‘And double no. My friends and I are a little busy with college.’ Her hands rested on the waist of her deep indigo jeans as she watched Peri pretend not to fuss over the job she’d done. The stroller looked like a giant yellow banana. A wrinkled, torn banana. She sighed. Dakota was a striking young woman, with her creamy mocha skin and her mother’s height and long, curly dark hair. But she retained an element of gangliness, gave the impression that she was not quite comfortable with the transformation of her figure. At eighteen, she was still ­growing into herself.


        ‘Thank God for that,’ replied Peri, discreetly trying to peel the tape off the yellow paper so she could redo the edges. Whether it was operating the store or designing the handbags in her side business, she approached everything with precision now. Working with Georgia had been the best training she could ever have received for running a business – two businesses, really. Her own handbag company, Peri Pocketbook, as well as Georgia’s store. Still, Peri felt she had done a lot to keep things going since Georgia passed away, and now that she was pushing thirty, she was beginning to feel a desire to move. In what direction, she wasn’t sure. But there would be no more Walker and Daughter without her. Of that she was certain.


        Sometimes it wasn’t very satisfying to work so hard for something that essentially belonged to someone else. It was hers but not really hers at all.


        For one thing, Dakota had seemed less and less interested in the store during the last year or so, grumbling on the ­Saturdays when she came in to work, typically late and ­sometimes appearing to simply roll out of bed and throw on ­whatever clothes she could find. It was quite a change from her early teens, when she seemed to relish her time at the shop. And yet there were brief moments when her ­w­orld-weary attitude would disappear and Peri could see the ­whispers of the bright-eyed, wisecracking little kid who loved to bake and could spend hours knitting with her mother in the store’s back office or the apartment they had shared one floor above the yarn shop.


        The shop was located on Seventy-seventh and Broadway, just above Marty’s deli, amid boutiques and restaurants in Manhattan’s Upper West Side. Only a few blocks from the green of Central Park, and the cool of the Hudson River in the opposite direction, it was a lovely part of the city. Oh, certainly there was lots of noise – honking taxis, the rumble of the subway underneath the streets, the sound of heels on the sidewalk and cell phone conversations swirling all around – but that was the type of commotion that had appealed to Georgia Walker when she moved in. She didn’t mind the beeping of the Coke truck at five a.m. bringing supplies to the deli on the street level. Not if it meant she got to live right inside the action, showing her daughter the world she had barely imagined herself growing up on a farm in ­Pennsylvania.


        Of course, now Peri lived in the upstairs apartment that had been Georgia’s and the back office was no more. The wall had recently been blown out to make a separate showcase for the handbags she designed and sold; each purse was individually displayed on a clear acrylic shelf mounted onto a wall painted a deep gray.


        The change to the store had come together after much discussion with Anita and with Dakota, and they’d consulted Dakota’s father, James, too, of course, though mostly for his architectural expertise. But it made financial sense: Peri had turned Dakota’s childhood bedroom in the apartment into an office so there was no need to tally up receipts in the shop anymore. Why waste the store’s valuable real estate? And there had always been the understanding – with Georgia and with James and Anita after Georgia died – that her handbag business would have the chance to flourish. She had reminded them of that while purposefully avoiding the one ultimatum she knew everyone most feared: She would leave the store if she wasn’t able to remodel. The concern hung in the air, and she saved voicing it unless it was absolutely necessary.


        After all, what would happen to the store if Peri left? Anita, who had turned seventy-eight on her last birthday though she still looked just barely old enough to collect Social Security, certainly wouldn’t be about to take over. Though she continued to arrive two days a week to help out and keep busy, as she said, Anita and Marty spent a lot of their time going on quick trips, by train or car, to wonderful country inns in New England and in Canada. Those two were on a perpetual vacation, and Peri was happy for them. Envious, a little bit. Definitely. Hopeful that she’d have the same thing someday. And if that legal department coworker her pal KC kept mentioning was half as cute as he’d been described, who knew what could happen?


        And then there was Dakota, who had nearly finished up her first year at NYU. It wasn’t as though she could step in to run the store – or that she even seemed to want to do so anymore.


        Not everyone wants to go into the family business.


        Peri’s decision to work at the yarn shop, and create her own designs, had not been popular within her own family. Her parents had wanted her to become a lawyer, and she’d dutifully taken her LSAT and earned a place at law school, only to turn it down and leave everyone guessing. Georgia hadn’t been cowed by her mother, who flew in from Chicago to pressure Georgia into firing her, and Peri had never forgotten that fact. Even when ­difficulties arose over the shop, Peri reflected on how Georgia had helped her and she stuck it out. Still, the work of two businesses took up all of her days and many of her evenings, and the past five years seemed to have moved quickly. It was as though one day Peri woke up and realized she was almost thirty, still single, and not happy with the situation. It was hard to meet guys in New York, she thought. No, not guys. Men. Men like James Foster. Peri had had a mild crush on the man ever since he’d come back for Georgia, and he remained, for her, the very epitome of the successful, ­confident partner she longed for.


        Of course, James had only ever been interested in the store from the standpoint of keeping an eye on Georgia’s legacy to Dakota. And Georgia’s old friend Catherine was surrounded by crap up in the Hudson Valley, thought Peri, where she managed her antiques-and-wonderful-things-blah-blah-blah store. Besides, Catherine couldn’t even knit. And she and Peri had never really connected; it was more as though they shared several mutual friends but hadn’t quite managed, even after all this time, to get to know each other. Peri often felt judged whenever Catherine glided into the shop, soaking in everything with her perfectly made-up smoky eyes, every blond hair in place.


        No, over the years the feeling had become more definite that either Peri would keep things going at Walker and Daughter or it would be time to close up the doors to the yarn shop. The desire to keep everything just as it once had been – to freeze time – remained very strong among the group of friends. So even as she advocated change, Peri felt guilty. It was almost overwhelming. Stemming from some natural fantasy they all shared but never discussed: that everything needed to be kept just so for Georgia. For ­what? To want to come back? To feel at home? Because making changes to Georgia’s store, without her presence or consultation, would mean things were really final. Wouldn’t it? That all the moments the members of the Friday Night Knitting Club and the family of Georgia Walker had ­experienced, the good and the bad, had truly happened.


        That Georgia’s yarn shop was the place where an unlikely group of women became friends around the table in the center of the room. Where Anita, the elegant older woman who was Georgia’s biggest supporter, learned to accept Catherine, Georgia’s old high school friend, and cheered as Catherine rediscovered her own capacity for self-respect and left an empty and unfulfilling marriage. It was at Georgia’s that dour and lonely graduate student Darwin found a true friend in director Lucie, who had embarked on first-time motherhood in her forties, and that Darwin realized just how much she wanted to sustain her marriage to her husband, Dan, after a brief night of infidelity. It was at Georgia’s store that her employee Peri admitted she didn’t want to go to law school, and at Georgia’s store that her longtime friend KC confessed that she did. It was here that Georgia’s former flame, James, had walked back into her life and the two discovered their love had never lost its spark. And it was at the store that Georgia and James’s only child, Dakota, had once done her homework and shared her homemade muffins with her mother’s friends and flaked out on the couch in her mother’s office, waiting for the workday to be finished so the two of them could eat a simple supper and go on up to bed in the apartment upstairs.


        And if that all had happened, then it also meant that Georgia Walker had fallen ill with late-stage ovarian cancer and died unexpectedly from complications, leaving her group to manage on without her.


        For just over five years they’d all kept on just as they’d done – still meeting up for regular get-togethers even though KC never picked up a stick and Darwin’s mistake-ridden sweater for her husband remained the most complex item she’d ever put together – and Peri had left everything mostly the same in the store. Year after year, she resisted her impulse to change the decor, to redesign the lavender bags with the Walker and Daughter logo, to muck out the back office with its faded couch or to update the old wooden table that anchored the room. She kept everything intact and ran the store with the energy and attention to detail Georgia had demonstrated, had turned a profit every ­quarter – always doing best in winter, of course – and ­furiously created her line of knitted and felted handbags with every spare moment. She even found the energy to branch out in new lines, new designs.


        Until, finally, she’d had enough working on her handbags late at night and never feeling rested. She put down her needles and jammed out an e-mail in the middle of the night. She required a meeting, she’d written, had broached the remodel. It had been an impossible concept, of course, the idea of changing things. And it took a long while for Anita and Dakota to agree. Still, Peri stood firm, and ­ultimately the wall came down, some new paint went up, and even the always serviceable chairs around the center table were replaced with cushier, newly upholstered versions. The shop was revitalized: still cozy, but fresher and sleeker. As a surprise – and in an attempt to woo Dakota’s emotional approval – Peri had asked Lucie to print an outtake from her documentary about the shop, the first film she had shown in the festival circuit, and had framed a photograph of Dakota and Georgia ringing up sales together, back when Dakota was only twelve and Georgia was robustly healthy. Appropriately, the picture hung behind the register, the Walker and Daughter logo next to it.


        ‘She would have liked that,’ Dakota said, nodding. ‘But I don’t know about the changes to the store. Maybe we should put the wall back up.’


        ‘Georgia believed in forging ahead,’ said Peri. ‘She tried new things with the shop. Think of the club, for example.’


        ‘I dunno,’ said Dakota. ‘What if I forget what it used to be like? What if it all just fades away? Then what?’


 


Tonight, for the first time, the entire group would see the updated store in its completed form. It was a pleasantly warm April night, and the Friday Night Knitting Club was getting together for its regular meeting. Whereas once the women had gathered in Georgia’s store every week, the combination of their busy careers and changing family situations made it more difficult to meet as often as they once did. And yet every meeting began with hugs and kisses and a launch, without preamble, into the serious dramas of their days. There was no pretense with these women anymore, no concern about how they looked or how they acted, just a sense of community that didn’t change whether they saw one another once a week or once a year. It had been Georgia’s final and most beautiful gift to each of them: the gift of true and unconditional sisterhood.


        But if time had not changed their feelings for one another, it had not spared the natural toll on their bodies and their careers and their love lives and their hair. Much had happened in the preceding five years.


        KC Silverman had made law review at Columbia, passed the bar with flying colors, and ended up back at Churchill Publishing – the very company that had laid her off from her editorial job five years ago – as part of in-house ­


counsel.


        ‘Finally, I’m invaluable,’ she had told the group upon ­starting the job. ‘I know every side of the business.’


        Her new salary was transformed, with some guidance from Peri, into a fabulous collection of suits. And her hair was longer than the pixie cut she’d had in the old days, shaped into a more lawyerly layered style. She’d experimented – for a millisecond – with letting her hair go its natural gray but she decided she was too young for that much seriousness at fifty-two and opted for a light brown.


        ‘If I had your gorgeous silver,’ she told Anita, ‘it would be a different story.’


        Lucie Brennan’s documentary circulating on the festival circuit had led to a gig directing a video for a musician who liked to knit at Walker and Daughter. When the song went to the Top Ten in Billboard, Lucie quickly transitioned from part-time producer for local cable to directing a steady stream of music videos, her little girl Ginger lip-synching by her side in footie pajamas.


        At forty-eight, she was busier and more successful than she ever imagined – and her apartment reflected the change. She no longer rented, but had purchased a high and sunny two-bedroom on the Upper West Side with a gorgeous camelback sofa that Lucie, still an occasional insomniac, would curl up on in the middle of the night. Only now, instead of knitting herself to sleep, she typically mapped out shots for the next day’s shoot.


        And the tortoiseshell glasses she’d once worn every day had been joined by an array of frames and contacts for her blue eyes. Her hair, if left to its natural sandy brown, was quite . . . salty. So she colored it just a few shades darker than little Ginger’s strawberry blond, aiming for a russet shade.


        Darwin Chiu finished her dissertation, published her very first book (on the convergence of craft, the Internet, and the women’s movement) based on her research at Walker and Daughter, and secured a teaching job at Hunter College while her husband, Dan Leung, found a spot at a local ER. They also found a small apartment on the East Side, close to the hospital and college, the living room walls lined with inexpensive bookshelves overflowing with papers and notes. Unlike other women, Darwin had hair free of gray though she’d hit her thirties, and she still wore it long, without bangs, making her look almost as young as her women’s studies students.


        Peri Gayle, striking with her deep brown eyes, mahogany skin, and meticulous cornrows that fell just past her shoulders, ran the store, of course.


        Anita Lowenstein settled into a happy arrangement with her friend Marty, although their decision not to marry came up now and again.


        ‘I’m living my life in reverse,’ she told the group. ‘Now that my mother can’t do a damn thing about it, I’m rebelling against society’s expectations.’ She’d been joking, of course. Moving in together was a simpler solution, quite frankly, in terms of estate planning and inheritance, and, as the movie stars say, neither she nor Marty needed a piece of paper to demonstrate their commitment.


        ‘We’ll just call him my partner,’ corrected Anita when yet another of her friends tripped over how to describe her relationship. ‘It seems overreaching to call him my boyfriend at this age.’


        They had, however, purchased a new apartment together and moved out of the garden apartment in Marty’s Upper West Side brownstone, allowing Marty’s niece to incorporate that level into her family home. Anita was seventy-eight, though she’d lie about it if anyone ever asked, and certainly appeared younger, with her layered, silvery hair and her well-cared-for hands. Thanks to Anita, Catherine truly appreciated the value of high SPF.


        Catherine Anderson’s little business flourished north of the city in Cold Spring, though many days she continued to take the train, spending some days in the tidy, expensively furnished cottage she’d recently purchased and others in the San Remo apartment that Anita had shared with her late husband, Stan.


        It seemed that five years was about right for all that had happened to settle in, and for the urge to try something different to begin to swell.


        ‘Not much of a surprise if the presents are all out there,’ exclaimed KC at the entrance to Walker and Daughter as she wheeled in a red wagon filled with stuffed animals perched inside: a monkey, a giraffe, and two fluffy white teddy bears. Peri stopped trying to rewrap Dakota’s gift for a moment to wave hello.


        ‘We should try to hide in the back office and then jump out and surprise her!’ said KC, waving back even though she was mere steps away. ‘What do you say?’


        She and Peri were from different generations – KC was twenty-three years older than Peri – but they were, as the volume-impaired and talkative KC explained to anyone who cared and often to those who didn’t, the very epitome of BFFs.


        ‘We help each other get ahead,’ KC explained when Dakota asked at one meeting why the two of them spent so much time together when, on the surface, they looked and acted so different from each other. ‘We gossip, we go to movies, she picks out my clothes, and I give her legal advice for her pocketbook business.’ Their shared devotion to career – and KC’s years of experience – also kept up the connection. As proud as she was with her professional reinvention, KC had ultimately traded one workaholic lifestyle for another. Just as she’d put in long days at the office when she was an editor and followed it up with nights reading manuscripts, now she spent her evenings reading contracts on the sofa in the prewar rent-stabilized apartment on the West Side that had been her parents’ home.


        But while Peri kept up with a steady crowd of pals from the design courses she’d taken, KC’s relationship with Peri filled a bit of the gap that had been left by Georgia, who had been a young assistant when KC met her. For a woman who would never describe herself as a nurturer, KC made it a practice to look out for others and to mentor them. And she had a deep fondness for Dakota, who seemed exasperated with her latest concept.


        ‘For one thing, no back office anymore,’ muttered Dakota, inclining her head toward KC and motioning her to take a look behind her. ‘So it wouldn’t work.’


        ‘And for two, we have a no-scaring-pregnant-women policy,’ added Anita, who was two steps behind KC and coming through the doorway. As she did every day, Anita wore an elegant pantsuit, and a selection of tasteful jewelry. The oldest and wealthiest member of the club, Anita was also – everyone would agree – the kindest and most thoughtful. In her arms Anita carried a giant hydrangea plant in blue; Marty carried a second one in pink. She nodded solemnly.


        ‘The renovations are excellent, my dear,’ she said, though Peri suspected her words were meant mainly to bolster Dakota’s uncertainty since Anita had checked on the shop’s progress repeatedly.


        ‘I’m here, I’m here,’ came a voice from the stairwell. It was Catherine, sweeping into the room with a bit of self-created fanfare and an armful of professionally wrapped presents in brightly colored paper and a large canvas bag filled with several bottles.


        ‘Hello, darlings,’ she said, blowing out enough air kisses that everyone in the room got three each.


        ‘Hello, grumpy,’ Catherine said to Dakota, lightly ­wrapping an arm around her shoulders as they surveyed the room.


        ‘I was afraid I was late,’ said Catherine. ‘Is she here yet?’ The store phone rang as Lucie called to say she wasn’t able to get away from work and not to wait. Peri looked at her watch and let out a cry of concern. Quickly, KC pulled out a box of cupcakes from the bottom of the red wagon, and Catherine opened a magnum of chilled champagne without a pop.


        ‘When I think of the Friday Night Knitting Club, I always think of plastic glasses,’ said Catherine to Dakota. ‘It adds a certain je ne sais quoi.’ She winked at Dakota, managed to charm a shrug out of her young pal. The two had forged a big sister–little sister bond since Georgia had taken her in years ago and let Catherine bunk on Dakota’s floor during her divorce; many times in the ensuing years since Georgia died, Catherine’s cynicism and over-the-top drama had been the perfect antidote to Dakota’s teenage moodiness. Anita remained Dakota’s source for unconditional love; Catherine was good at keeping secrets and seemed willing to become her partner in crime, if only they could think up a scheme.


        ‘To Walker and Daughter,’ said Catherine, taking one sip and then another. ‘To the reno, to my favorite kid, and to the club.’ The rest of the women raised their glasses.


        Even though the vague unease about the remodel persisted, Peri could tell it was going to be a happy night. Anybody could see that. The gang was all here, together again; the volume was already deafening as everyone spoke at once, trying to cram a month’s worth of news into a few minutes. She began to relax as she saw Dakota flop into one of the new chairs, throw her jeans-clad leg over the arm, and bum a sip of champagne off Catherine, the two of them glancing to see if Anita had noticed.


        Tonight, the Friday Night Knitting Club would have made Georgia proud. They were holding a special meeting to throw a surprise baby shower for one Darwin Chiu, who was finally, after many long years of trying and hoping, expecting her first children.


        Darwin and Dan were having twins.
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Having children had never been a question when Anita was young; it was simply the expected order of things. Marriage meant babies and babies meant marriage. And everyone wondered when it didn’t happen quickly. There’d been no help for a couple like Darwin and Dan, who had waited and hoped for their family. It would have been very difficult to be a single mom as Georgia had been, as Lucie had chosen to be. Though Lucie seemed awfully tired and stressed as of late, and her daughter, Ginger, was not always a sweetie like little Dakota had been. Still, it was nice that things were different. Could be different. Anita believed in having options. On the other hand, sometimes it was hard to know which end was up these days.


        Anita had barely breezed into her twenties when she’d married, not that she realized then how young that age would seem to her one day. She’d believed she was the pinnacle of grown-up-ed-ness in her tea-length white dress and lace veil. Stan had seemed so strong and wise – he had an answer for everything, which initially comforted her, then amused her in later years, then grew to be a smidge annoying on occasion. But his confidence in how things should be provided a protection for Anita from the world, and for that she was always grateful.


        At twenty-one, she had only seen her life unfolding smoothly, hour after hour, year after year. That was the 1950s – old enough to get married and start a family, naïve enough to willfully edit world wars from day-to-day memory. Buying into a toaster-oven future of domestic bliss, where everything was going to happen simply and easily. On her wedding night it was all possibility and a seemingly endless future: she could barely wait to be alone with Stan and reveal the skills she’d tried to learn from a book. It was a great surprise to discover, later on, that sex didn’t solve everything, that it could become routine and sometimes, when she didn’t feel like it, irritating. That being in love didn’t alleviate petty annoyances and frustrations. And even a good marriage, a wonderful partnership, had its moments.


        Anita had lost touch over the years with all seven of the friends who were her bridesmaids, wouldn’t know where to begin looking for the flower girl who’d worn a mint-green replica of her own gown and had followed her around the reception luncheon clutching her little basket of rose petals, the little girl reluctant to say good-bye when she left the room with Stan. Her little sister, waving her off.


        It was special, really, how the Friday Night Knitting Club had stayed together. They’d done a far better job maintaining their connections than Anita with her attendants. Would the Friday Night girls stand up for her if she married Marty? She knew they would. But it would be so far from a fantasy if she and Marty wed. Theirs was a relationship between equals. Firmly in the real world. Besides, who gets married when you don’t know how much longer you’ll be around?


        ‘Earth to Anita!’


        Anita looked up, startled, a skein of light green yarn in her hand. KC stood in front of her, grinning.


        ‘You were a bit zoned out there, hon,’ said KC. ‘Why don’t you sit down in one of the new chairs and join the group?’


        Feeling foolish, Anita let herself be maneuvered over to the center of the room. She hated when the girls treated her as though she was old, needing special care and attention. Ha! Let them get to be close to eighty, work several days a week on their feet – by choice – and deal with three sons who had opinions about everything. Including that they disapproved of her life partner. Those boys should be too busy with their own families to mess about in her affairs, but so they did. Anita clutched at the skein of yarn, so reminiscent of the color of the young flower girl’s dress, as she sat down. She forced a tiny smile at KC, who really did think she was being helpful. That Anita was getting somewhat doddering. But Anita wasn’t confused. She was preoccupied. With weddings. With the past. With the future. With her middle-aged boys who had temper tantrums whenever there was any whiff of permanence to her romance with Marty. With all the friends of her generation who were starting to disappear with regularity. And not just to Florida anymore.


        ‘Are you working on something?’ It was Dakota, reaching out to touch the yarn. Vests had been Anita’s garment of choice for such a long time that it still seemed a surprise when she worked on something else. The vests she’d always made for Stan, in patterns and colors she put together herself. An artist – that’s what her late husband had called her. She cut back working on them after getting together with Marty because they were so particular to Stan. Of course, she missed the familiarity of the projects, the patterns that she knew by heart, the feeling of the vest taking shape almost as if she was thinking it into being. But it hadn’t seemed quite right to still make clothes for her late husband when her new fella sat beside her on their sofa, watching yet another ball game. Oh, she’d made him a sweater jacket with a Yankee logo, which he’d loved, and a seat cushion cover to take to the stadium, but unlike the vests, there wasn’t the same room for creative expression. There was only one logo, only one Yankee blue.


        Privately, she still had one vest on the go, tucked into the bottom of a basket. Just the very presence of the unfinished piece soothed her, maintained a link to days gone by. Moving forward didn’t mean she had to let go of the past, of Stan, of Georgia. It was more about accepting that they weren’t around in the day-to-day and living her life accordingly. Grief had its own rhythm. This fact she knew well.


        That’s how she began making hats for charity and that kind of thing. Something to knit up when the Yankees were on. And how she’d spearheaded the members of the Friday Night Knitting Club to come up with a charity project together. In the beginning – it seemed like eons ago – the club had tried to have rules and activities and even work on the same sweater pattern. Which had been a shared disaster: KC quit after barely trying, Catherine never tried, Darwin tried very hard and made a very ugly sweater, and Lucie finished more than one beautiful sweater and many projects in between. After the funeral, the club met often but found themselves distracted by their emotions, then by their busy lives, and even as they continued to meet, the knitting fell by the wayside.


        And that’s when Anita had decided, walking up Broadway one bright and sunny morning several months after Georgia’s passing, that what she needed to do was rework the pattern for the afghan the club had made for Georgia when she was ill. They’d all done panels individually for that afghan and then put together an extremely large, somewhat wonky blanket that Georgia had loved. In spite of its lack of elegance.


        To make her idea succeed, Anita had redone the afghan pattern so it was more of a lap throw – and therefore it was more compact and easier to handle. She also increased the needle size so it would go faster, which was crucial if she had any hope that the barely knitting KC would give it a try, and offered a refresher course during a regular club get-together. In her Anita way, kind but firmly persistent, she encouraged the club to knit a few rows before bed or on the weekend, and she always checked up on their progress. In short order, she’d brought an enthusiasm back to the craft for all of them, as they each worked up as many ‘Georgia afghans’ as they could and donated them to charity for chemo patients. Their goal, each year, was to finish up a pile of the blankets right before they did their ovarian cancer charity walk together in September. And she even made a prize for whoever made the most afghans: the Friday Night Knitting Club’s Golden Needles. It was just a pair of needles glued to a wooden base and spray-painted gold – and Anita won her own prize more often than not – but the awarding of the Golden Needles during the post-walk club meeting became an anticipated ritual.


        Their common history and shared goals were part of what kept the group together, even as their lives continued to take them in different directions. But making sure the group stayed together seemed crucial when Dakota was younger, and Anita quietly and efficiently made sure every member felt a responsibility to the group. And a sense of belonging. Doddering old woman? Far from it. Though playing the act was one useful thing about getting older: folks let their guard down around seemingly harmless old people, and sometimes that made it much easier for things to work out as she wanted them to. Anita was not beyond using things to her advantage.


        ‘I hope you’re not making something in that color for me,’ teased Dakota, running a finger lightly over the minty green.


        ‘No, I just picked it up without thinking,’ said Anita. ‘The color reminded me of someone. It was quite the popular shade at one time.’


        ‘It’s kind of awful, Anita,’ said Dakota, raising her eyebrows.


        ‘Very Miami Vice,’ commented Catherine, coming up to refill glasses and then move on to the next empty. ‘But pastels are fine for baby stuff. Did you want to make something else for Darwin?’


        Anita put the yarn into Dakota’s hands. ‘Put it back, dear. I don’t want to make so much fuss about nothing.’


        Dakota closed her hands over the older woman’s, who remained the perfect combination of surrogate grandmother and mentor, who never wavered in being available. Even as she found a new life with Marty. Especially after Dakota’s mother had died. Anita managed to both be a constant emotional presence and yet stay in the background to let aside the sudden flood of relatives who all wanted a piece of Georgia’s little girl to soothe themselves. Her grandparents Bess and Tom, her uncle Donny: How could they get back all the time they’d wasted being distant with their daughter and sister? And her father’s parents, Joe and Lillian, and all her newfound aunties, had their own variation: they’d missed out on so much because her father had kept Dakota’s ­existence a secret for the first twelve years of her life and they needed to make up for lost time. It became exhausting, the endless rotation of weekends in Pennsylvania and ­Baltimore throughout her high school years.


        In another lifetime, Dakota would have found these weekend escapes to be just the thing to get away from an over-involved mother. Once she no longer had a mother, all she wanted to do was stay home – she and James moved quickly into a spacious apartment and she painted and redecorated and did everything she could to re-create the sense that she was still living just above the shop – and try to brainstorm a way to make things turn out differently. If only she could go over every moment, every event, and understand completely what had happened, would she then be ready to live it all over again and get it right this time. Sense her mother’s pain and get her to the hospital sooner. Or, better yet, in her favorite revisionist history, she would do a project in elementary school on the importance of going to the gynecologist and convince her mother to get checked out much, much sooner. Crisis averted.


        Going through these different retellings provided an unexpected, private solace. All she had to do was be alone and think think think how to save her mother. These ­imaginings brought with them a sense of control, easing her fears. Her grief, which ebbed and flowed, remained always there. Lurking.


        There had been a space of time, in her freshman and sophomore years of high school, when Dakota was so busy with schoolwork and visiting her grandmothers and going to endless grief-counseling sessions at James’s insistence – although he never went – that she felt as though everyone was keeping her from spending much time in the store. The one place she wanted to be. And from the club. When she was thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, she had felt a certain relief to be with the women from the group. A link to her mother. And they were funny! Also illuminating as they opened up the adult world in a very non-glamorous way. Without discussing it or making some sort of measure of ­appropriateness, all of them – from Lucie to Darwin to Catherine to KC to Peri to Anita – had stopped editing their conversations to protect her little ears. And so they treated her as one of the group. Dakota heard about work struggles, relationship challenges, the best place to buy designer shoes half off (thanks, Peri!). She was the only teenager whose best friends were, at a minimum, a decade older. And typically much more. Anita had told her then what she knew to be true: She’d always be wherever Dakota needed her to be.


        Eventually, the frantic schedule settled down, and James’s mother Lillian didn’t cling to her every time she was about to leave and take the train back to the city, reluctant to let her surprise grand-daughter out of her sight. After a while, even Georgia’s mother, Bess, began to relax and let go of the fear that Death was going to steal yet another person she loved. That was one of the strange things Dakota had grown to understand in the years since Georgia died: Just because Bess hadn’t been the style of mother Georgia wanted didn’t mean Bess wasn’t heartbroken to lose her daughter. She was. Everyone was. And only a smile from Dakota could make it all better for all of them. They needed her to be happy.


        It was a tremendous burden.


        Anita had talked through all of it with her. Whereas ­previously she’d never been a fan of long conversations on the phone, Anita had twisted James’s arm – not really, she’d just made a pointed suggestion in her elegant and insistent Anita manner – and purchased a set of cell phones so she and Dakota could be in constant touch. Anita was better than a high school confidante: she had no curfew and never got in trouble for receiving text messages during school hours. Seeing as she didn’t, of course, actually have classes. Day or night, she never once reprimanded Dakota for contacting her when she was supposed to be doing something else, whether homework or dishes or minding the register at the shop. And if Anita was up in the middle of the night, she was quite likely to text back a reply, gamely attempting her own version of text shorthand.


        Now that Dakota was at NYU, Anita often called to say she was in the neighborhood. She seemed to be in the Village often lately, and though Dakota suspected she was making special trips just to see her, she didn’t mind one bit.


        The two would meet for a coffee over at Dean & DeLuca on Broadway, or just sit in Washington Square Park to the side of the arch and watch passersby. Anita’s one rule was that they only say nice things about strangers, ignoring Dakota’s smirks, and so they would compliment all the random folk who walked by. Not to mention the older woman seemed to have an endless appetite for discussions about professors and classes and annoying habits of new roommates. And so the bond between Anita and Dakota had grown even stronger.


        ‘You okay?’ Dakota asked now in the shop. ‘Is it the reno? Does it bug you that much?’


        ‘No, dear,’ said Anita. ‘I just got distracted.’ She leaned forward to Dakota, who was so tall now that Anita felt tiny as she sat in the chair. The worst thing about babies growing up and getting older was that it invariably meant it was happening to her, as well. She resented the lack of control she had over time. There remained so many things she wanted to do, to say.


        ‘I’m not losing my mind, you know. I was lost in thought.’


        ‘No worries,’ said Dakota companionably. ‘Besides, I don’t think you’re going senile. But I’ll tell you how to test if someone does: Do something fairly outrageous – rude, even – and see if people still treat you kindly. If they do, you’re officially an old bat.’


        Anita looked startled, and then laughed, as she always did, at Dakota’s frank nature. Sure, there were parts of the young woman that seemed to be lifted directly from her mother – the huge smile, and her willowy frame – and other parts, such as her ability to charm, that were all about James. But so much of Dakota was simply herself: her boldness, her candor, her deadpan sense of humor. The babyish edges of her tween and teen years had been rubbed away and what was left behind was an almost polished, statuesque, eye-catching young woman. She was a bit of a firecracker, that one, with her smart-aleck comments. And the anger that she tried valiantly to suppress. It could be difficult to appreciate what you had – a father, a supportive group, friends – when what you’d lost was so huge. Anita knew this, and she understood.


        Dakota was as cute as she’d always been, with her smooth complexion and her bright white teeth shining when she flashed a grin, her long, trim legs that rarely wore anything but jeans. Just like her mother, thought Anita. Always with the jeans. Dakota was the best of Georgia.


        Only now she was all grown up and so much harder to protect.
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Looking after her little girl drove her mental. There. She said it. Not to anyone in particular, mind you, but at least she could admit it to herself. Ginger, darling cutie-pie Ginger, was a royal pain in the butt.


        ‘I’ve created a monster,’ said Lucie to her production assistant, who nodded and smiled and took notes on every utterance she made. ‘My daughter is out of control.’


        On any given day, Ginger fought against waking up to get to kindergarten, or she suddenly hated her breakfast cereal. She wouldn’t wear ankle socks or she’d wear ankle socks only in pink and no other color. Her shrieking scream when she didn’t get her way was louder than an ambulance siren and got a lot more attention from passing New Yorkers than an emergency vehicle in the street. During the day, her energy never waned: Ginger kept up a steady banter all day long with her stuffies, her mother, her teachers, her classmates, until she practically keeled over at night, a five-year-old drunk from exhaustion, and had to be carried to bed.


        In another lifetime, Lucie had cried herself to sleep because her desire for a baby – a sweet-smelling, cooing, cuddling infant – had pulled at her heart. Now she cried herself to sleep from fatigue and confusion and, in her darker moments, regret.


        She’d always imagined that not having children would be a terrible fate. But she’d managed to find something much worse: screwing up as a mother.


        It was a never-ending guilt spiral.


        Lucie let out a whoosh of air to blow her bangs out of her eyes; she’d dyed her hair brown the week before with a drugstore brand thinking it would somehow fade into the background and be one less thing to think about. But she’d seriously miscalculated the shade and had managed to turn her hair to an ugly facsimile of mud, necessitating that she find time for a trip to the salon to fix things – to go back to the reddish highlights – before she left for Italy in a few weeks. Even though her mother had been born there, Lucie had visited only a few times in her forty-eight years. Her mother’s family had emigrated after the war, and Rosie fell for an Irish-American vet, causing a mini-scandal that no one cared about anymore. Times and ideas change, sometimes for the better.


        She loved the idea of seeing her cousins if she had any extra time, not that she’d recognize them, and of eating huge plates of pasta, and maybe even sneaking in a little sightseeing. Summer in Italy sounded perfect. On paper. But once the thrill of being a very-much-in-demand music video director – at her age! with her background! – had started to wear off, Lucie was left juggling a lot of egos and tense production schedules. She’d earned a reputation as being a bit of a Ms. Fix-It and was often brought onto sets when the previous director had been fired or quit, or when the costs were running over budget. She was known, quite frankly, as a ballbuster. She micromanaged her sets to the point of driving away anyone not willing to work as hard as she did, and she coaxed and cajoled the talent into wanting to work all day and all night to wrap things up. No one said no to Lucie Brennan.


        No one, that is, except for her kindergartner daughter, who never said anything else.


        Ask anyone: Ginger Brennan was darling. She named the furniture at Walker and Daughter – the sofa was called Old Softy – and told stories to the skeins of yarn about what they might be knitted into. ‘I think you’ll be a jewelry box,’ she told some inexpensive cotton, raising its hopes beyond a dishcloth future. She was tremendously attached to Dakota, who’d been her babysitter for years, and the two of them giggled and laughed the afternoon away. And she was a looker with her soft, plump cheeks, her strawberry-blond waves, and those deep green eyes that dared you to defy her heart’s desire. Those she must have gotten from her father. About whom she’d begun asking questions just after her fifth birthday last fall.


        ‘Why don’t we have a daddy in our house?’ she’d asked at Thanksgiving. Previously, Ginger had enjoyed horsing around with Lucie’s older brothers, and chasing her cousins in the backyard for endless games of hide-and-seek. But she’d been thoughtful over turkey, sucking on her thumb even though Lucie reminded her several times on the way over that she was too big for such behavior and Lucie’s mother, Rosie, clucked her tongue and looked meaningfully at Lucie. When Rosie was on, she was in charge; when she grew tired, she walked out of the bathroom and left the faucet on, forgot what she was talking about in the middle of the story. Grew confused as she watched the TV news.


        Ah, yes, thought Lucie as she met her mother’s eyes, another speech over dessert about why I’m a bad mother. (‘Not bad,’ Rosie would say. ‘Just not as good as you could be.’) But then Ginger had popped out that wet, wrinkly chubby little-girl thumb from her mouth and let her ­question fly.


        For once, the Brennans fell silent. Her very Catholic older brothers, who’d always disapproved of her single-mom-by-choice life decision, flushed with triumph. (Or rather, they’d disapproved of her single-mom-via-sexual-reproduction choice; they’d have cheered her on if she’d adopted an orphan. That would have been A-okay. What they resented was being forced to explain to their children exactly what Ginger had just asked her own mommy.)


        ‘Because we don’t need one,’ Lucie replied. ‘So eat your carrots.’


        Inside, Lucie was regretting every moment she’d opted for another story at bedtime instead of anticipating her daughter’s questions and answering them before they even became an issue. But it had been too awkward and confusing, even for her. After all, she was the one who set the process in motion. ‘Once upon a time, I was in my early forties and freaked out that I’d never find you,’ she thought to herself when she imagined how she’d tell Ginger about her conception. ‘So I went on a dating rampage and slept with a bunch of guys until somebody knocked me up.’ Not exactly the most comforting scenario. Was the most important lesson for Ginger that she was wanted? She’d heard that on TV one time, but it didn’t seem to her as though Ginger wanted reassurance. She was refreshingly confident. No, what that one wanted was info. Just the facts, Mommy. Just the facts.


        And besides, it’s not as though she’d even done a very good job of explaining the basics of reproduction to her daughter, having overheard Ginger explain to her grandmother that babies were born when people rubbed bums together. That nugget also brought a look of consternation from Rosie.


        ‘What? I told her and she got it a little mixed up. So what?’ said Lucie to her mother once Ginger had left the room. ‘You were the one who told me babies were found under cabbage leaves.’


        ‘Pfft,’ said Rosie, pushing air out of her lips to show what she thought of that claim. ‘We didn’t know any better in those days. Now you have to tell them the facts of life so nobody gives them the funny business. Haven’t you seen Dr. Phil?’


        In all the ways that Lucie was cautious and conscientious and matter-of-fact, she had neglected to consider the one truth of motherhood: she genuinely had no idea what she was doing. And the books, well. Whatever. They didn’t work on her daughter. She was too smart for psychologists, that was for sure. There was no one-size-fits-all manual for ­children. She knew. She’d looked for it at the library.


        The minute – the second – Ginger could talk she had begun to gain the upper hand. When Lucie shut her eyes at night, finally feeling the knot of anxiety that she carried with her at all times begin to ease as she listened to Ginger’s snorty sleeping breaths, she continued to hear in her mind the ‘No, Mommy’ and ‘I will NOT!’ and ‘No, you do it!’ phrases Ginger uttered all day long.


        ‘I’m being manipulated by a two-year-old,’ she used to tell Darwin when the two friends met for coffee. Her career was just beginning to heat up back then. Later, as Ginger turned three, four, five, she became only more skilled at getting what she wanted. And Lucie, exhausted from the job that excited and interested her mind, spent from using every spare moment chasing Ginger around and trying to get her to sit still, would give in. She bought peace. It was on sale at the toy store. The doughnut shop. The market, and the movies.


        ‘I love Ginger,’ she confessed to the members of the club one tearful Friday night. ‘But I like her best when she’s asleep.’


        She thought of explaining to Ginger that she was a donor baby, which she was, in a way. In the sense that the man who fathered her had willingly shared certain parts of himself. Of course, he hadn’t been planning on making a baby. That had been all Lucie, from the very beginning. Getting donor sperm the old-fashioned way: she seduced.


        Well, not really. She’d liked Will Gustofson a lot. He was a nice guy. Smart. A researcher at Sloan-Kettering when they’d dated. He was attractive. Even fun. But Lucie, who’d been burned in love a few times, had not wanted to work on a relationship. She’d grown tired of waiting, didn’t want to gamble with her biological clock. The only relationship she was certain she wanted to commit to was one with a baby. And she got it. But then that baby grew into Ginger. A little person with a lot of opinions. And suddenly Lucie found herself with much, much more than she’d bargained for.


        She was still waiting to figure it all out. To know what to do with an aging Rosie and how to discipline Ginger. Her biggest problem before her daughter was born was the sense that her life was in a holding pattern. And yet somehow that sensation had crept back into her days: All she had to do was make it to first grade, to high school, to college. All she had to do was keep it together and try not to be buffeted between a kid going into elementary school and a mother settling into her golden years. When was it going to make sense? When was she going to wake up and not feel tired? When was it going to feel all right?


 


KC looked at her alarm clock – three a.m. – and felt sick. Not to her stomach in the sense she had the flu, all achy and tired. But sick with disgust. Horror. Embarrassment. It did not matter how open people were to talking about it these days. The damn truth was that it was tremendously unpleasant, waking up in the middle of the night covered in clammy sweat, dripping through her pajamas. She tried cotton nighties. She tried sleeping naked. She tried sleeping in the bathtub. But it was always the same: nights interrupted by sudden soakings. Or a spike in temperature during an important meeting at work in the afternoon. There was no rhyme or reason to any of it. And her periods! Weren’t those damn things supposed to vanish? Well, not before they made their last hurrah, heavier and more frequent than ever. She was spending a fortune at the drugstore these days, buying tampons and pads in Super Plus Plus Plus.


        You’d think her reproductive organs could just shut down quietly and mind their own business. After all, she’d never used them. Just let them hang out while she lived her life, tried out a couple of husbands who didn’t quite fit right, and focused on her career. It’s not like she ignored them, either, getting regular checkups to make sure the pipes were working. Especially after Georgia’s illness. And what did she get? Nights of misery and a big, bad headache.


        Oh, KC, she told herself. You’ve become your mother. Menopausal and grumpy. And it sucked.


 


At least one night a week, KC came over to keep Peri company as she worked on her pocketbooks. Ostensibly, KC was there to get private lessons to work on her Georgia afghans, of which she completed one – and only one – every year.


        Dutifully, she sat on Peri’s sofa with knitting needles in her hand, one eye on the television and the other on the newspaper. KC was not the type of personality who could sit still.


        ‘You can put the needles down,’ said Peri, who was sorting through her yarn colors, comparing how different shades would stripe together. ‘Everyone knows I knit up your Georgia afghan every year. It’s too good.’


        ‘Yeah, about that,’ said KC. ‘Maybe you could throw in a few mistakes this year.’


        ‘Tried that one before,’ said Peri. ‘I even made those too uniformly.’


        ‘Hmm,’ muttered KC, before rushing into the bathroom. She was sweating. Again.


        Peri knocked on the door, holding a clean towel. ‘You’ve got to see a doctor, KC,’ she said. ‘Herbs, hormones, something. Suffering is passé, you know.’


        KC poked her head out. ‘Sometimes suffering is just suffering,’ she said. ‘You have to muscle through it to get to the other side.’


        ‘I don’t think nirvana is waiting for you beyond menopause,’ said Peri.


        ‘Well, we won’t know until we find out,’ said KC, muttering to herself behind the door. The world, she thought, was lucky she was only smoking.


 


Typically, Peri’s apartment was quiet. A dinner of salad, maybe a little grilled chicken, and then it was on to job number two. Designing, knitting, felting, updating her website, filling small orders for boutiques. She’d changed the feel of the place completely since the days when Georgia and Dakota lived here, buying just-the-right-size furniture for the space – Georgia had always kept a large sofa in the living area – and making the most of the three rooms – each functioned for multiple uses. In Dakota’s former bedroom, where she kept her computer desk and her studio, the walls were covered in open shelving to house her personal stash, her needles, her works in progress, her sewing supplies, her ten-year collection of Vogue. She’d saved everything that had been Georgia’s, tucking it into the large filing cabinet Marty had helped her to move upstairs. Every so often, Dakota came to look through things, after a Saturday shift most likely. Peri never minded, understood that she needed to reassure herself.


        ‘Have you ever seen a binder around?’ she asked Peri during one such inspection.


        ‘What, like a school binder?’ asked Peri.


        ‘Kinda,’ said Dakota. ‘I’m looking for something. Sometimes I think it was left behind. I can’t seem to find it.’


        Together, they checked all the cupboards, and the top closet that had once housed Georgia’s memory box, but all that could be found was box after box of Peri’s handbag supplies.


        ‘You’ve kinda turned your home into a workplace, you know that?’ said Dakota. ‘You may have made the store sleeker but this place is never going to give you any peace. You have no getaway.’


        Peri shrugged. She knew Dakota wasn’t really looking for anything, of course. Who comes back after five years looking for their notes from middle school? But she just needed to touch, to see, to remind herself what it had been like. To ping that lost, secret part of herself from the past.
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