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This novel has an associated afghan pattern that follows the story. Sections of the pattern are identified in the story for those readers who are simultaneously working the project. The story can be appreciated by everyone whether you’re crocheting along or not. 

Thanks to Debbie Hemsley for the wonderfully creative design and to Dana Biddle for the eye-popping color options and yarn kits. You can purchase the pattern separately at ColourSpun.com. More information is available at the end of the story under Noteworthy. 

Anything you can imagine, you can create.  

- Oprah Winfrey

[image: ]

CAL Section 1



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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Joy woke up drowsy from a mostly-drug-induced sleep. It was 5 pm and the pain was alerting her to the need for the next medication regimen. She could hear her mother downstairs in the kitchen preparing, she supposed, the tea and toast that passed for dinner. They had had their differences over the years, one of her regrets, but her mother had put it all aside, without hesitation, when the diagnosis came in.

She pushed herself up on the pillows and picked up the crochet hook resting in her lap from earlier in the day. She was working on a small circular afghan she had started two years earlier, when the diagnosis had been handed down. It still seemed unbelievable that her life would be over at fifty-four, but here she was. The current row would be her final one, Angel Wings.  

As she wrapped the yarn around the hook in a slow familiar rhythm, the door opened. Her mother placed the dinner tray on the bedside table. 

“Hi Mom,” she said weakly. “I’m just finishing the last round.”

“No. You can’t finish it, Joy. Please, not yet.” 

“I have to. You know it.”

“No. It can wait. You have one more treatment, in Buffalo, next week. That one could work. You don’t know.”

Joy dismissed her with a shake of her head. “I won’t last that long and you know it.” Joy struggled to hold up her work, showing Irene her progress. “Just another two pairs of wings and I can close the round.”

“Not now. You need to eat.” Irene moved the crochet onto an upholstered chair opposite the bed, and replaced it with her evening meal. Today’s entre came with a dollop of apple sauce placed beside a small plastic cup containing the palliative pills that would get her through the night.

“You’ll have to finish it, Mom. Please. You have to do this for me. You know there’s no other ending.”

“Stop talking and eat.” 

“Promise me, Mom.” Joy was just as insistent, using what energy she had to sit a little taller and stare her mother down. Their last two years together had healed a lot of old wounds, but their respective stubborn streaks could still face off, even now.

“Okay. Okay. Eat.”

Her mother retreated to the cushioned chair and placed the crocheting on her own lap as if to work. Then hesitated.

“I won’t eat if you don’t crochet.” 

Her mother picked up the hook with a tired ease. She took a moment to admire the intricate carvings on the hook’s base. It had come over from the old country more than a century ago but it dated back even before that. Dark with age and continued use, the grain of the wood could barely be seen. The meaning of the unusual design was lost to time.

“Alright. You win. Although it hardly matters now. The magic is nearly gone.” Irene knew it was true for her, but she suspected its power was still strong if wielded in the hands of youth. 

Joy watched her mother begin the next motif as she started on her evening ritual by swallowing the first pill and chasing it with some apple sauce.

“You don’t know that. It could be my daughter. You have to tell her. She’s next in line.”

“Ah, Gabriella. You should have told her yourself, years ago. But no. Now, you leave it to me.”

“I was waiting for the right time. You know that.”

“You were stalling. You didn’t want her to know.” Irene crocheted without thought, the memory of the stitches familiar to her fingers.

“Really, Mom? You’re going to do this on my death bed.”

“You chose the timing! Don’t blame me.”

Joy laid her head back on the pillow and sighed. “Will you tell her?”

Irene’s shoulders relaxed. “Yes. I’ll tell her. She’s the only hope for the town at this point. And for the family legacy she doesn’t even know about.”

Joy winced with a wave of pain. “Tell her I’m sorry I didn’t tell her myself.” 

“Yes. Yes. I’ll tell her. Rest now.”

Joy swallowed the last of her pills and escaped into sleep. 

Irene remained with her, finishing the last of the angel wings. Connecting the last stitch to the first, she tied off the round, snipped the yarn, and wove the tail in before laying the piece over her daughter’s unconscious body. She took the hook and yarn with her as she closed the door. 

Downstairs in the sitting room, Irene started a new piece of crochet work, her heart breaking with each pass of the hook. White yarn to begin, using the stitches for sorrow and tears also familiar to her hands. She wept while she worked.

Upstairs, Joy exhaled for the last time, releasing her soul from its confinement.
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Chapter 1
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“Why does it have to be me! Why now? I’m twenty-four years old. What the hell am I going to do in Branford? And who thinks I’m even capable of taking care of my grandmother!” Gabby clenched her fist, stopping just short of pounding it on the small bistro table. 

“I don’t like this any more than you do.” Dylan threw up his hands. “Who’s taking care of her now?” 

“Her brother, Uncle Byron, from Arizona.”

“Why can’t he stay?”

“He’s got a laundry list of diseases and conditions that apparently must be treated in Phoenix – by a team of doctors. A team! Who has a team of doctors?” The idea of having enough medical conditions to warrant an entire team of doctors seemed like the rantings of a hypochondriac. 

“Isn’t there anyone else?” 

“We’ve been over this, Dylan. Mom’s older brother lives in Vancouver and her younger one is out of the country for two years building a dam in Chile.”

“Great,” Dylan let out a huff. “Well, maybe it won’t be for too long and you can convince her to move out here.” The here Dylan referred to was Albany, New York. “There’s so much more to do and better medical services if she needs it.”

“Nanna isn’t leaving Branford unless it’s in a pine box.” Gabby hesitated, recalling their most recent argument then added, “And not even then.”

“Jeez, Gabby. You just buried your mom. Now they expect you to give up everything and move to the middle of nowhere? To what! To take care of an old lady who refuses to leave a town that’s dying anyway?”

Gabby took offense. “Hey! That’s my grandmother you’re talking about.”

“Sorry, Gabs. But you have to admit this is all pretty crazy.”

“Crazy or not, there’s no one else.”

“Can’t you just pay someone out there to look after her?”

Gabby’s glare caused him to wince. “Would you just pay someone to take care of your grandmother?” She held up her hand. “Don’t answer that.”

“What about your job? What about our apartment? What about us?” 

“It’s good to know us is third in line of your concerns.”

“Gabs. You know it’s not like that.”

“Sure.” 

“Really? Because now I’m getting clearer about where we stand on your list.” Dylan crushed his empty coffee cup in his fist and stormed out of the café. Gabby didn’t follow him. She knew they both needed time to cool off.

She sat there, swirling her cappuccino, trying to think. Beyond the café window, the slushy gray of the March streets echoed her mood. Her mother’s death four weeks ago had hit her like a tornado. She was still consumed by the shock of it. Now this? Her grandmother’s keeper? She and her grandmother had been at odds since her teenage years. As Gabby tried to stay current with her peers, Nanna was committed to old school restrictions. Nanna had been born here in New York, fourth generation German American. But she acted like she was straight from the old country, with a stiff back, and an overdeveloped work ethic, not unlike her mother, although Joy would have argued the point.  Was it genetically transferred? If it was, she had missed that gene in favor of her father’s alleged laissez faire approach, a fact that had caused many arguments over the years. Nanna was very clear about how things should be and always have been. It seemed like she got on Gabby about everything. Don’t stand like that. Don’t dress like that. Don’t talk like that. She couldn’t win with Nanna. Maybe that was why Mom had left town at eighteen.

Their most recent argument had been about where to bury her mother’s body, for God’s sake. How was she going to live with her now? And why should she? Nanna was just fine as far as she could tell. Her mother had moved out there two years ago because Nanna was lonely. Really? Then why didn’t Nanna move to a town with a population greater than 329! 

Gabby’s coffee swirled right out of the cup, spilling on her hand and causing her to jump.  

“Are you finished with that?”

The barista was standing beside her table. She glanced around and noticed she was the only one left in the shop. How long had she been sitting here?

“Closing?” she asked.

“In a few. Take your time. You look like you’ve got a lot on your mind.”

“You have no idea.”
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Chapter 2
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Gabby left the apartment at 10:30 for the three-and-a-half-hour journey into the bowels of upstate New York as Dylan called it. The trip to Branford was always long. As a child, she would sleep though most of it. Not an option today. The route took Rural Highway 86 for the first two and a half hours, then off at exit 3 for another hour on side roads, passing small towns and dormant farms. Gabby couldn’t imagine who lived out here or why. Today’s journey was made worse by an icy drizzle and patches of fog. The first day of spring was next week, but the winter cold was not yielding so much as a degree. Maybe Dylan was right. Convince Nanna to move to Albany where she can be around more people and Gabby could be nearby to help out. She knew it was unlikely. The argument at the funeral home in Branford a case in point. 

“I’ve checked with the town and there’s a plot available at New Hope Cemetery.” Nanna stated it as fact.

“What! What are you talking about?”

“Your mother’s grave, of course. What else would I be talking about? Honestly!”

“Mom hated it here.”

“Your mother was born and raised here. And she’ll be buried here.

“Mom is not being buried here!”

“Of course, she is! Where else? Not with your brother!”

The reference had caught Gabby off guard. They hardly ever talked about him. She didn’t have an immediate response, which gave Nanna the upper hand.

“Then it’s done.” Nanna’s glare ended any further conversation.

Two months ago, Gabby had never thought about where to bury her mother. Who expects a fifty-four-year-old woman to drop dead of a heart attack? Why had her mother gone back to Branford in the first place? Mom had always complained about upstate New York; the horrors of small-town life and how Branford had felt like a prison sentence back in the ‘80s. Then, out of nowhere, she moved back two years ago, claiming that Nanna needed her. None of it made sense.

The road curled around the bend that brought her past the old McClintock farm. They used to have the most beautiful vegetables at their roadside stand. Even as a child she would look forward to stopping there on their visits to Nanna. A memory filled her head of vividly colored fruits and vegetables sorted into wood bins and smelling of earth and sunshine. The image softened her heart slightly as the town came into view. She was taken aback by how much things had deteriorated even since her last visit at Christmas. Maybe it was the barren trees against the overcast sky. Maybe it was the circumstances. But it definitely made her heart heavier than she remembered as she drove into town. 

The only café had closed just after the holidays, so she stopped at the QuickStop to pick up coffee for her and Nanna, a peace offering of sorts. 

Mr. Fenway, the owner and sole employee, was seated behind the counter with an old-style ledger book and a pile of receipts. 

“Well, hello Gabby. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised to see you. So sorry about your mom. The whole town took it hard.” 

“The whole 329?” she asked. It came out snarkier than she intended.

“Well, 326 now. There was your mother of course.” Mr. Fenway paused for a moment, not meeting her gaze. She felt bad about her attitude. 

He continued, “And Mrs. Bennett passed a week or so before your mom, then there’s Adam Washington. His son insisted he move to Buffalo. He argued with him all the way out of town. Said it would kill him to leave. It probably has.”

Mr. Fenway waited for her response.

“Oh, sorry to hear that. Well, I’m here for a few days to help Nanna, at least until we figure something else out.”

Mr. Fenway pursed his lips as if to prevent his response from escaping, then said, “Sure. What can I get you?” 

“Just some coffee at the moment.” She gestured to the self-serve counter. 

“Sure thing. Help yourself, as the sign says.”

She fixed coffee for her and Nanna, snuggled them into a cardboard tray, and headed to the counter. 

Mr. Fenway tapped cash register buttons as she approached. 

“That’s $3.86, please.”

Gabby paid up. “Thanks, Mr. Fenway. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

“Yes. Indeed. Good to have you back.”  

“Yeah.” She smiled weakly before heading out the door.
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Chapter 3
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Nanna’s house was a short walk from the QuickStop. She had done it many times as a child on an errand for Nanna or with a dollar in her pocket for an ice cream. She decided to walk it today, leaving her car in the parking lot. The drizzle was lifting and clouds floated quickly by, revealing patches of blue sky. The temperature had also improved slightly, the sign at the bank declaring it to be forty-six degrees and 2:14 alternately.

She passed the closed café, T’s Teas. Its death had been sudden, like her mother’s. And too soon. There was no sign in the window advertising the space for rent. There was no need. No one was going to reopen anything. 

She scanned the skyline just as the old clock tower of the Wilson Wool factory materialized through the lifting cloud cover. Now a massive brick shell, the factory’s closure had been the harbinger of the town’s demise, one business at a time shutting its doors over the past twenty years.  

She had always loved her visits here, despite her dustups with Nanna. As a girl, she had imagined its beginnings in simpler times, with a general store and a family farm, like The Waltons reruns she loved. Even in her lifetime Branford maintained that small town closeness her mother had found so restrictive. “I could never get away with anything,” she would complain, which proved to be a defining statement about her mother. It turns out, the problem wasn’t Branford. Her mother just had the worst luck of anyone she knew, especially with men. 

As she passed a side street, she was startled by Mrs. Olivera who was out walking Poochy, her eleven-year-old Shih Tzu, a cane in one hand and a retractable leash in the other.

“Well, hello there, Miss Gabby. I wondered when I’d see you again. Poochy has missed you.” With that, she released the button on Poochy’s restraint allowing him enough rope to limp ahead excitedly to greet her. They were each sporting matching red coats with black fluffy trim.

The momentum caused Mrs. Olivera to teeter slightly and Gabby lurched toward her just in case. “Hello yourself, Mrs. Olivera. And you too, Poochy.” Balancing the coffee tray in one hand, she bent down to scratch him behind the ears with the other. “Don’t you both look – dapper.” 

“Ah, well, at my age you’re easily amused by the little things.” There was an air of apology in her voice. 

“Get your fun where you can, Mrs. O. At least it’s stopped drizzling.”

“Yes. Poochy’s been sitting by the window all day waiting for his walk, haven’t you Poo Poo? Come here now. Settle down. You’ll have a stroke.” She retracted the leash, gently pulling her companion closer as she advanced. She paused while Poochy settled down at her feet. “So sorry about your mother. It was so sweet to have her back for these last few years. And now you’re back too.” 

This was the second person to refer to her as coming back. What had Nanna been telling people? And how could she come back when she never actually lived here.

“Yes.” Gabby flashed a half smile. “Well, I’m going to head over to Nanna’s before the coffee gets cold.”

“Of course, dear. We’ll see you around, I’m sure.”
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Chapter 4
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The town was quiet - she tried not to think of it as dead - for a Saturday afternoon. She took it as a bad sign. How long will she have to be here with Nanna? How much longer can Nanna live? The thought of Nanna’s death disturbed her. The fact that it had a certain relief to it disturbed her even more. How callous was she?

As she made her way up the cracked cement walk that led to Nana’s front door, she wondered what proper etiquette dictated. Should she knock? Ring the bell? Just walk in and announce herself? She knew Nanna would have the right answer. Thankfully the door opened before she needed to decide.

“Ah. There you are, Gabriella.” Nanna always used her full given name, which annoyed her. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Was there an accusation there?

“Yes, Nanna. The weather slowed me down a bit. Wouldn’t want to wreck the car on the way here.” It had more of a bite to it than she intended. She tried to smile it off. If Nanna caught it, she let it ride, for once.

“Where are your things?”

“Right here.” Gabby turned to expose the backpack she had grabbed from her car.

“No. The rest of your things?” Nanna looked out at the street for the car, then back at Gabby.

“I decided to walk from the QuickStop.” A look crossed Nanna’s face for an instant. It might have been disappointment. She wasn’t sure. “And I’m only here for a few days, remember?” 

“We’ll see. Come in. Come in. I’m not heating the outdoors.”

Nanna shooed her in, giving a little push once she was over the threshold so she could close the door behind her. Taking the coffee from her, she instructed, “Go on up to your room and put your things away.”

“Sure Nan.”

“And leave your boots here.” She motioned to a mat near the front door. 

“Sure Nan.” She slid off one boot, then the other. “I’ll be right down.”

Normally the reference to “your” room meant only that it was the room she used when she visited. Today it had a slightly more ominous ring to it. 

The house was old like the town, built in the early 1900s. In manufacturing’s heyday, it was owned by the mill floor manager who oversaw the factory production lines. It wasn’t upper management but it paid well and the house was large with three floors and the classic wraparound porch. A back staircase off the kitchen lead to top floor living quarters for the hired help.

As she came down the main staircase, she took time to appreciate the workmanship that went into the fine wood details. The house had been thoughtfully updated over the years, maintaining much of its original character. There were two rooms to the left of the foyer, a middle room with a fire place that acted as the living room, and a front room off of that separated by large wood pocket doors. Here, a bay of tall windows overlooked the street with a cushioned bench just beneath the sills. Built-in bookshelves line the remaining walls. As a child, she would insist on sleeping there, pulling the doors out from their hiding place just before bed. 

Today it all looked dreary, unused. Nanna spent most of her time in the back of the house. Years ago, she had converted the formal dining room to a sitting room so she could enjoy the view of the back yard, which bordered on the nature preserve along the West Branch River. Gabby knew that’s where she’d find her. As she headed down the hall toward the kitchen, she realized this was her first time at the house without her mother, if you don’t count the funeral weekend.

The kitchen retained a lot of its original look, with a long deep cast iron sink under the window. It had sideboards attached that sloped toward the basin and was set into a wood countertop. It was all part of an upgrade years ago that included custom cabinets designed to integrate the 1920s feel with modern conveniences. A small wooden dining table sat in the center of the room, surrounded by four chairs. The same one she remembered from childhood visits. On it were the two cups of coffee she came with, still in their cardboard travel tray. So much for the peace offering she thought. 

She made her way through the tiny butler’s pantry into the dining-room-now-den to find Nanna, sitting quietly by the window. She was seated in one of two wingback chairs, placed side by side, facing the view of the yard. Between them was a small table with a tray holding a thermos carafe and two mugs. 

“Thank you for the coffee, Gabriella, but I’ve made some of that chai tea you like. Theresa sold us what powder mix she had left before she closed up.” Without looking at her, Nanna waved to the pot. 

“Wow. Thank you, Nanna. That was thoughtful.” Was this Nana’s peace offering?

“It was your mother. She always looked after you that way. I never really had the attention for those things. I don’t know where she got it from.”

“Must have been from her dad.” Gabby knew she was skating on thin ice. 

“In any event, I’ve brewed, or rather, stirred up a pot.”

“Well, ah, thank you for that.”  

“Pour us a cup please, and let’s not talk for a few minutes, shall we?”

That was okay with Gabby. She poured them each a cup of chai and took the empty chair, the seat, she realized, her mother had taken a million times before her. As she settled in, she could imagine her mother’s spirit wrapping her arms around her. Her sadness sank deeper and deeper into her stomach, while tears spilled out of her eyes. She started to slouch with the burden of it. She looked over to see Nanna sitting tall and motionless, staring out the window, eyes welled with tears. 

They sat, in silent sorrow, resting in it, indulging in it, exhausting in it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5


[image: ]




“There are things you should know,” Nanna paused to draw in a long breath. 

Before she could continue, Gabby interrupted her. “Nanna, you have to understand, I have a life in Albany.”

“Those are the same words your mother spoke, from that very chair.”

“Because it’s true. We do. Did. Whatever. I have a job. I have an apartment with my boyfriend. I have a cat.”

Nanna thought about that for a minute. “It will be nice to have a cat in the house again.”

“Nanna, I’m not moving out here.” Gabby leapt out of the chair and started pacing the room. “I live in Albany.”

“You have to. The life of this town depends on it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Gabby’s volume was raising.

Nanna remained calm. “As I said, Gabriella, there are things you should know.” The steadiness in Nanna’s voice caused Gabby to slow her pace. 

“What things?” She was suspicious. Was this going to be some kind of ploy to make her change her mind? A guilt trip maybe? An outright lie?

“Sit down,” Nanna commanded, then as an afterthought, added, “Please.” 

Gabby could count on one hand the times she’d heard her grandmother say please. She usually just barked orders that needed to be followed. The politeness unnerved her. Reluctantly, she returned to her mother’s chair. 
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