




MORE PRAISE FOR
 The Friday Night Knitting Club

“Knitters will enjoy seeing the healing power of stitching put into words. Its simplicity and soothing repetition leave room for conversation, laughter, revelations, and friendship—just like the beauty shop in Steel Magnolias.”
 
—Detroit Free Press

“[A] winning first novel.”

—Booklist

“If you like to write or read or knit, your first reaction to The Friday Night Knitting Club may be pure jealousy…Readers will come to root for nearly everyone in the sweetly diverse cast of characters.”

—Concord (NH) Monitor

“What begins as an unlikely hodgepodge of women soon evolves into an unbreakable sisterhood as the characters learn from each other’s differences and bond over their love of knitting.”

—Vogue Knitting

“A Steel Magnolias for the twenty-first century.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Poignant twists propel the plot and help the pacing find a pleasant rhythm.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A really great story.”

—Marie Claire

“Celebrates the power of women’s independence and is essentially an urban counterpart to How to Make an American Quilt.”

—New Statesman
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the gathering

Choosing your wool is dizzying with potential: The waves of colors and textures tempt with visions of a sweater or cap (and all the accompanying compliments you hope to receive) but don’t reveal the hard work required to get there. Patience and attention to detail make all the difference. Also willingness. Challenge keeps it interesting, but don’t select a pattern that is too far beyond you. Always select the best yarn you can afford. And use the type of needle that feels best in your hand; I always used bamboo. Even now, it still seems unbelievable to me that by pulling together a motley collection—the soft yarn, the sharp needles, the scripted pattern, the smoothing hook, the intangibles of creativity, humanity, and imagination—you can create something that will hold a piece of your soul. But you can.











one



Open Tuesday to Saturday,
10 A.M.—8 P.M. No exceptions!

The hours of WALKER AND DAUGHTER: KNITTERS were clearly displayed in multicolored letters on a white sandwich board placed just so at the top of the stair landing. Though Georgia Walker—usually preoccupied with closing out the till and picking up the strays of yarn on the floor—rarely made a move to turn the lock until at least eight fifteen…or later.

Instead, she sat on her stool at the counter, tuning out the traffic noise from New York’s busy Broadway below, reflecting on the day’s sales or prepping for the beginner’s knitting class she taught every afternoon to the stay-at-homes looking for some seeming stamp of authentic motherliness. She crunched the numbers with a pencil and paper, and sighed. Business was good, but it could always be better. She tugged at her long chestnut curls. It was a habit from years ago she’d never quite grown out of and by the end of each day her bangs often stood straight up. Once the bookkeeping was in order, she’d smooth out her hair, brush off any bits of eraser from her jeans and soft jersey top, her face a bit pale from concentration and lack of sun, and stand up to her full six feet (thanks to the three-inch heels on her well-worn brown leather cowboy boots).

Slowly she would walk around the shop, running her hands lightly over the piles of yarn that were meticulously sorted by color—from lime to Kelly green, rust to strawberry, cobalt to Wedgwood blue, sunburst to amber, and rows and rows of grays and creams and blacks and whites. The yarn went from exquisitely plush and smooth to itchy and nubbly, and all of it was hers. And Dakota’s too, of course. Dakota, who at twelve frequently ignored her mother’s instructions, loved to cross her dark eyes and savor the fuzzed-out look of the colors all merging, a rainbow blending together.

Dakota was the store mascot, one of its chief color consultants (more sparkles!), and frankly, a pretty damn good knitter already. Georgia noticed how quickly her daughter was making her projects, how particular she was becoming about the tautness of her stitches. More than once she’d been surprised to see her not-so-little-anymore girl approach a waiting customer and say with confidence: “Oh, I can help you with that. Here, we’ll take this crochet hook and fix that mistake…” The shop was a work in progress; Dakota was the one thing she knew she’d done exactly right.

And yet when Georgia finally went to turn out the lights of her shop, she would often be met by a potential customer, all furrowed brow and breathless from dashing up the steep stairs to the second-floor shop, the seemingly innocuous “Can I just pop in, for a quick minute?” out of her mouth before Georgia could even insist they were done for the night. She’d open the door a little wider, knowing all too well what it was like to juggle work and kids and still try to sneak in a little something for herself on the side: reading a book, coloring her hair in the bathroom sink, taking a nap. Come in, get what you need, she’d say, putting off the short climb to her sparsely decorated apartment on the floor above. She never let any straggler stay past nine on a school night, though, because she needed to shoo her Dakota from the corner desk where she did her homework. But Georgia would never turn away a potential sale.

She’d never turn away anyone at all.

 

“You can go home, Anita,” Georgia would say over her shoulder to the trusted friend who worked in the shop alongside her. Anita always stayed until closing time, peeking in on Dakota’s studies as Georgia wondered about keeping the older woman out too late. But even though she had the opportunity to leave, Anita, who still looked as fresh in her Chanel pantsuit as when she’d come in for her shift at three P.M., just smiled and shook her head, her silver bob falling neatly into place.

Then Georgia would step out of the door frame to let in the straggler, a resigned smile revealing the beginnings of tiny crinkles around her calm green eyes. Here we go again, her face seemed to say. But she was grateful for every person who walked through the door and took the time to make sure they had what they needed.

“Every sale is also a future sale—if you please the customer.” Georgia often bored Dakota with her various theories on business. “Word of mouth is the best advertising.”

And her biggest booster was Anita, who sensed when the day had been too long for Georgia and leaped in to assist. “I’d be delighted to help you,” Anita often said, coming up to Georgia’s side and reaching out to the last-minute shopper, ushering her inside. Anita knew and loved the nubbly textures and patterns as well as Georgia did; both had been introduced to the craft by grandmothers eager to share their secrets. Talking about knitting with the customers at Walker and Daughter was Anita’s passion—second only to working with the needles herself.

Anita was captivated by the craft from the moment her Bubbe asked her, as a chubby-cheeked youngster, to hold a skein of thick, warm yarn. She watched her grandmother work the needles quickly, fashioning the hunter-green string into a small, smooth cardigan. With thick buttons for little fingers to grasp. And when that same grandmother presented the finished sweater to Anita…well, a knitter was born. Soon she was placing her hands over her grandmother’s as she learned how it felt to work the wool, then mastered tying her first slipknot and relished the excitement of casting on for the first time. As a young woman, Anita kept up knitting to make herself the angora twinsets her parents couldn’t afford, then to cuddle up her babies in thick blankets and booties while her husband worked on building his business. She just kept at it—long after she needed to make clothes for her family, long after her husband’s hard work had built a life that was more than comfortable—and then, when she was well into middle age, she threw out the pattern books and began experimenting with patterns and color to create unique designs. A mother of three grown sons and grandmother to seven (handsome and brilliant) youngsters, Anita was surprised to add up the years and realize that she had been working with yarn for most of her seventy-two years. “Anita is an artist, and knitting is her medium” was what her husband, Stan, always told people who admired the colorful vests he insisted on wearing to the office. Stan. He had been so proud of her, encouraging her to work with Georgia all those years ago; she began going to the shop one day a week to test it out. Anita had had no need for the money and she worried that she seemed silly to work at her age.

“Does it make you happy?” Stan had asked her after her first day, and she admitted that yes, yes, it did, as she rolled into his arms. Then keep at it, he murmured, keep at it.

Over time, young Dakota began to seem like another grandchild—especially precious because Anita could see her whenever she wanted, unlike her own children and grandchildren, who had all moved away to Israel, Zurich, Atlanta. There were cards and phone calls, of course, but it wasn’t the same; Anita had long harbored a fear of planes, and all the psychologists and Valium in the world couldn’t fix it. Her grandchildren grew so much between each visit that it was like getting to know a new person all over again.

 

And then one day Stan was gone, too. A quick peck as she sat at the breakfast table with toast crumbs still on her lip, a sudden heart attack riding in the elevator to his top-floor office, a phone call telling her to take a cab to Beth Israel right now, then hearing there was nothing more anyone could do. And so it went.

Stan had taken care of the details as always, so she had no reason to worry about the bills. But financial security just wasn’t enough. Anita was alone. Really and truly on her own. She cried as she lay in bed, sleeping or with magazines piled all around her. And then, one month after the funeral, she got up, put on her lipstick and pearls, and made her way to see Georgia.

“There are more and more customers each day and you’re going to run behind on your projects-for-hire, Georgia,” she had said. “You need someone in here full-time and I need to keep busier than to just work one day a week.” It was the truth. Dakota was two then, and Georgia had recently expanded from creating projects on commission to selling yarn and notions. She had worked hard to make her business float, had even worked the six-to-twelve shift for Marty in the deli below the apartment building, toasting bagels and pouring to-go cups of coffee. Branching out into sales meant she may soon be able to give up the second job and spend more time with Dakota.

They agreed that Anita would come in for the afternoon shift during the week. When Georgia tried to insist on a dollar figure, Anita was adamant she would only work for yarn.

“When the store is a booming success, then you can pay me,” she suggested that day ten years before.

Of course, the shop—with careful planning, slow growth, and a lot of hope—had grown into something of a hit. Over the years, it had even popped up in mentions of local haunts in papers and such; recently an article in New York on mompreneurs had featured Walker and Daughter.

“Sure thing, it might bring your classmates and their moms into the shop,” Georgia had said when Dakota wanted to take the story to school. She planned to drop off her little girl at the front entrance as she did every morning, then go home to open up the shop. A quick hug and see you later; the usual. Instead, Dakota surprised her mother as she wheeled around, her winter coat already unzipped and revealing the bright turquoise sweater that accented her warm, café-au-lait skin. It was one of Georgia’s creations. Dakota spoke, pointing to the article in triumph, then dashed into the door before the buzzer sounded. Georgia barely remembered the walk home, fumbled with the keys to the shop before her face became wet with heavy tears as she let the years of fear and hard work wash out of her, Dakota’s casual “I’m proud of us, Mom” ringing in her ears.

Anita continued to work only for yarn, and when she wanted to start a personal knitting project—she still made vest after vest even though Stan had been gone for a decade—she simply went to the shelf and chose something exquisite. When she wanted a hug, she wrapped her arms around Dakota. And that was that. It was enough.


So, Anita always let out a deep breath upon seeing this last-minute customer skate into the store, felt the ball in her stomach begin to unwind. A few more minutes to be needed, a further delay to keep her from going home to the apartment at the San Remo that remained too big and too empty. “Oh, come on in,” she’d say over Georgia’s mild protests, walking right over to help the client. “Tell me what you need…”

And so, the door at Walker and Daughter was open a little bit late and eventually a little bit later than that. Soon enough, at the end of the long workweek, a few regular customers took to popping in with their knitting—sweaters and scarves and cell-phone socks—and asking questions about all the mistakes they’d made while commuting on the subway.

“I just can’t get the buttonhole right!”

“Why do I keep dropping stitches?”

“Do you think I can finish it by Christmas?”

Without ever putting up one sign or announcing the creation of a knitting club, these women began regularly appearing in the evenings and, well, loitering. Chatting with one another, talking to Anita, gathering around the large round table in the center of the room, picking up where they had left things the week before. And then, one Friday last fall, it became official. Well, sort of.

Lucie, a striking woman with short sandy-colored hair, who favored tortoiseshell glasses over her big blue eyes and colorful, funky outfits, was an occasional shopper at Walker and Daughter. She came in every few months and was always working on the same piece, a thick cable-knit sweater—a man’s garment. There were a lot of these types who came in to the store, folks whose knitting ambitions were out of line with either their ability or with whatever mysterious comings and goings kept them from sitting down and getting the job done.

But Lucie began appearing more and more often in the early evening, gazing wistfully at the fancier yarns but typically choosing a good-quality wool that was just this side of inexpensive. Some days she sauntered in with a leather attaché and suit jacket slung over her arm as if she’d come from a big meeting. At other times, she looked relaxed in slim-fitting cigarette pants and a messenger bag draped across her body. But without fail, she had a single bag of groceries in her hand, the makings of a simple supper, which she carefully placed on the counter as she paid for her yarn. After talking to Lucie on several visits, Anita understood that she was pretty fair with a set of needles but simply couldn’t find the time to get going.

“You could always knit here,” Anita suggested idly, not thinking much of it. And then, one Friday, Lucie simply pulled up a chair at the table and began to do her knitting right then and there. And Dakota, who had been idly milling about and rolling her eyes and making noises about being bored and wanting to go to the movies, sat right down beside her.

“That’s pretty,” said Dakota, impulsively reaching out to stroke the top of the sparkling gemstone Lucie wore on her right hand.

“Yes, I bought it for myself,” said Lucie, with a smile that recalled happy times, but offered no more explanation. Dakota shrugged, then reached out to look at the big, thick sweater Lucie had on round needles.

“I’m pretty good, you know,” she said, nodding, putting out a hand to take a look at Lucie’s stitches. Lucie laughed, kept clacking away. “I’m sure you are,” she said, without looking up.

And then Anita sat down, ostensibly to keep Dakota in check. Other shoppers joined them at the table and suddenly, unexpectedly, it was a group. On a whim, Lucie pulled out the fresh box of bakery cookies she had just picked up at Fairway and had planned to savor over the weekend; instead, she offered them around. The polite no, thank-yous echoed until Dakota declared that she most certainly would enjoy a treat, and then the laughter sliced through the awkwardness and they each took one cookie, and then another. And somehow, between mouthfuls, they began to show one another what they had been working on. Anita talked buttonholes and dropped stitches, and then she offered to put on a fresh pot of coffee in the back. More cookies, more conversation. It became late, too late to really stay on, and the women packed up their bags and made motions to move but lingered, reluctant to leave. It was Dakota who declared she’d bring muffins to the next meeting. Next meeting? I might be busy, the women said. I don’t know if I can commit. Let me check my calendar. But the next week, Lucie did show up. Dakota brought her muffins. Georgia even sat down with them. And so the Friday Night Knitting Club emerged.

Six months later, the club was going strong even as the winter drew to a close. Lucie had finished her sweater and started another; Dakota was making a regular mess in the kitchen in their apartment above, experimenting with everything from pinwheel cookies to blondies to decorated cupcakes. “Ever heard of June Cleaver?” Georgia would tease her. Big sigh from her sweet brown-eyed little girl who kept growing bigger.

“Yeah, I’ve seen TV Land, Mom.”

Then: “It’s for the club, Mom, the ladies are hungry!” A beat. “What do you think about selling my creations?”

Ah, she’d raised another independent businesswoman with vision. It felt good.

 

Dakota’s bake-sale plans never came to pass—“No, Dakota, this Walker still outranks the daughter!”—but the group continued to grow anyway. People told their friends, and women would stroll in after meeting up for drinks or a nosh. Coming to the Friday Night Knitting Club became a bit of a thing to do—different enough to be fun, refreshing in that it wasn’t just another place to meet men.

One such drop-in—a woman who came once but never came back—mentioned the shop in a casual way to her cousin, Darwin Chiu, who arrived one evening and spoke in hushed tones with Georgia, then sat at the table with a serious expression and a notepad. She was no ordinary customer; in fact, Darwin wasn’t a knitter at all. She was a struggling graduate student in search of a dissertation for her doctorate in women’s studies. The knitting club became her primary resource for thesis research. A compact Asian-American woman in her late twenties, Darwin was all business. In the beginning, she rarely smiled; she just furiously scribbled and later moved on to interviewing the members of the club about their “obsession with knitting.”

“How do you feel knitting connects with your conceptions of femininity?” Darwin asked of one quiet MD who had popped by at the end of her shift. The doctor never entered the shop again.


“Does being an older knitter make you feel disconnected from the younger trendsetters?” she asked Anita.

“No, love, it makes me feel young,” Anita replied. “Every time I cast on, I feel the potential of making something beautiful.”

At first, Georgia tolerated Darwin because she was amused by her earnestness and because she admired the seriousness with which Darwin approached her studies. Not to mention that she felt a certain sense of pride to have someone choose Walker and Daughter as a worthy place in which to do research. But in short order, Georgia put her foot down.

“You can’t harass everyone who comes in here, Darwin,” she explained. “You’ll have to go if you can’t stop interrogating everyone.”

“Aren’t you disturbed that the renewed popularity of knitting is an alarming throwback? Can women who fritter away time on old-fashioned activities such as knitting realize their full professional potential?” responded Darwin, clearly missing the point.

“Disturbed? No, encouraged is more like it. As in, I’m encouraged I can afford to send Dakota to Harvard.” Georgia’s mouth was a straight line. Knitting had done more than provide her with a living; it had soothed her soul through more struggles than she could count. “Sweetheart, I’m concerned you’re preventing my shop from reaching its full professional potential!”

The two women stood glaring at each other for a long time. Darwin eventually turned on her heel and left.

And then she returned, two weeks later, watching Georgia warily as she arrived for club. Their eyes met, the agreement unspoken: You can stay, but don’t upset the clients. Darwin nodded imperceptibly. She selected one of Dakota’s muffins—carrot spice—and gave it a try. It was a first. “Hey, this is awesome!” She was genuinely surprised. Dakota was thrilled, told her she could request next week’s flavor.

 

“I’m glad you’re back,” said Anita. Darwin looked up, expecting to see sarcasm but found only warmth and welcome in Anita’s eyes. A wide grin spread over her face. She was embarrassed to admit it, even to herself, but Darwin was glad to be back. She had missed them.


Officially, Georgia was nonplussed by the presence of the club. “You all sit here and no one buys anything!” she would say to Anita during the day. Sometimes, when they had a lot of drop-ins, she hung back at the counter. It felt overwhelming to have this group here, laughing and chatting. Her entire adult life had centered on work and her little girl for so long that Georgia felt out of practice at just hanging out with women of her own age. She’d felt awkward unless she was helping them to calculate how many balls they needed for this pattern or that. But she loved that Anita had an activity for her mornings, getting revved up about whatever knitting topic she would discuss that week, and that Dakota was happy to stick around the store on a Friday night and not retreat to watch the TV upstairs.

Keeping Dakota safe, making her happy: That was what mattered most to Georgia. The store was truly theirs together, because it was Dakota who began it all. And savoring the end of each day that they were still in business—and doing well, thank you very much!—was a triumph for Georgia. She had been awash in panic when she discovered she was pregnant, barely out of college and working for poverty wages as an assistant at an amorphous publishing conglomerate. Her boyfriend, James, had dumped her the month before, saying he “just wasn’t into exclusivity.” The truth of it was that he had already started dating a woman in his office. And not just any woman: he was fucking his boss, the lead architect in a major Manhattan firm.

Georgia had wanted James the first time she saw him at Le Bar Bat, had felt a connection to this tall, handsome black man. She tugged at her curls, walked over to him, and popped the question: “I like my eggs scrambled for breakfast. You?” It was a gambit. James looked at her with cool authority; he liked what he saw, charmed her with his lopsided grin. First waiting at the bar to get drinks, then standing off to the side shout-talking until the middle of the night. They went home together, something she’d always been too cautious to do, Georgia feeling that she had been chosen, believing everyone looked at her with envy. And without even having a big discussion about it, they became a couple. Going to parties and to the movies and meeting for egg rolls after work. James was energetic and filled with big ideas; he loved to save up for more than a month so he could take them to luxurious restaurants like Le Cirque or wait in line to buy half-price tickets to Broadway shows. Other nights they stayed in, Georgia reading manuscripts in bed, James working at the battered old drafting table taking up most of his living room. They were young, often broke, and infused with the energy and passion that fills the New York air. The relationship was easy, comfortable, exciting. It was meant to be. For eight months, they shuttled back and forth between apartments, had late-night chats in which they discussed whose furniture they’d keep when they moved in together, walked hand-in-hand through the city streets fantasizing about where they should live. The Upper West Side, they decided. Georgia recalled nights in bed with James, her pale hand tracing lines on his dark chest as she would ask in a singsong voice, “Will it reeealllly bother your family that I’m white?” and he’d laugh and say, “Hell, yes!” They fell to giggles and tickles, empowered by the intensity of their recent lovemaking and disbelieving their relationship would fall to any challenge.

 

She never did meet his parents. She only realized that after he was gone.

 

And then James had moved on, having let himself into her apartment during the day and gathered up his clothes. He returned her things from his home, left them piled on the couch. Georgia’s mind swirled. She called him, screamed, begged him to come back. She stopped eating, stopped sleeping, then began eating way too much. Snickers bars and Pringles and giant bagels with cream cheese, soda and ice cream and pizza and cookies. She ate anything she could get her hands on. Anything cheap and filling.

“If you keep eating like that, everyone will think you’re preggers,” observed her wafer-thin, pain-in-the-ass cubiclemate.

A pause. Georgia did the math: Her period was late. Way late. And then she knew.

Should she take it on the chin and go back home to small-town Pennsylvania? Could she endure the humiliation of moving back home to her parents, of being a single mom with a failed big-city career at twenty-four? Or should she call her doctor and then just pretend the pregnancy had never happened? Georgia fretted over her lack of appealing options, in between photocopying endless manuscripts and opening looming piles of other people’s mail and running out to buy the oversized, fat-free muffins her boss never ate.

Her indecision was her decision, and it became clear that she and this baby were going to stick together. Then came the day when Georgia, visibly pregnant, made her final pilgrimage to Central Park. It was to be her last weekend in the city before she moved home to her parents; she’d dialed them when there was no going back and choked out the news, feeling brave and sorry for herself at the same time.

“We’d be happy to have you home with us,” said her father with gusto, before being drowned out by his wife’s sighs.

“You’ve made a stupid mistake by trusting this man, Georgia,” said her mother. “It’s clear he only wanted one thing. And you’ve set yourself up a hard road to hoe—not everyone will be as welcoming to this child as we are.”

Georgia could see her mother’s tight-lipped expression in her mind; it was one she’d seen many times growing up. She could barely hear them discuss the details of which train she might take; she was too overwhelmed by emotional regret and physical nausea.

The day was a scorcher. The air conditioner in her Upper West Side walk-up had konked out, leaving her sweat-soaked and uncomfortable. Her dark, curly hair had frizzed and stuck to the back of her neck, her belly jutted out of her slender frame, and her fingers, always so slim and nimble, were swollen. Her eyes were red, puffy. Georgia had finally worked up the nerve to call James late one night and reveal the pregnancy. He was shocked, angry, apologetic…and bedded down with his newest girlfriend. And no, she wasn’t his boss. He had already found someone else. “This isn’t a really good time for me…perhaps we can meet tomorrow? At the park?” And so she made her way that morning to an empty bench under the trees, sat down with the half-finished blanket she was knitting for her baby-to-be, and waited. James never showed.


“That’s an impressive pattern you’ve worked out there.” Georgia was startled by the elegant older woman standing before her, her linen suit still crisp and a wide-brimmed sun hat framing her face. Georgia smiled weakly, embarrassed by her cheap clothes, her fat belly, her youth.

The woman sat down anyway, began talking about the blankets she had knitted for her own children and about how working the needles always helped her sort out her emotions. Georgia just wanted her to go away, but she had been raised to be a good girl, so she pretended to listen politely. Tears of rage and frustration stung her eyes.

“You don’t find very many people who can knit with this type of precision,” she heard the woman say as she fingered the piece. “It’s a dying art, and one I imagine people would pay for.” She reached over and patted Georgia’s left hand; there was no ring, but the woman knew that already.

“If I were you, I might start asking around, see if anyone needed sweaters or scarves for gifts. Perhaps see if you can put up a sign at the baby store over on Broadway and Seventy-sixth? Get the word out. You could buy a classified ad in the New Yorker—it worked for Lillian Vernon.”

Georgia sat there, at a loss for words, doubt and confusion oozing from every pore. The woman stood up to leave, motioned to a man in the distance.

“You have a gift, my dear, and I have an eye for talent.” She handed Georgia a cream calling card on heavy stock. “Just to prove it to you, I’ll buy the first sweater you make. Make it cashmere, and make it quickly. I’ll expect a call when it’s done.” Her heels made a soft clip-clop on the sidewalk as she walked away.

Georgia turned over the card.

 

Anita Lowenstein. The San Remo. 212-555-9580.








two



Marty Popper could set his watch by her: every afternoon at 2:52 P.M., Anita would struggle to open the heavy glass door of his first-floor deli.

He waited behind the counter with a fresh-brewed pot of coffee, just as he had been doing every Monday through Friday for the past decade. The lunch rush had ended and his knife was down; only a few lonely sandwich rolls were left in the bins, the ham and smoked turkey breast lined up neatly alongside the Swiss in the refrigerated case. His broom leaned against a wall, resting after a recent push across the floor. Marty was a tall, solid sort of man who kept busy enough that his middle hadn’t grown soft over the years. Now he savored the quiet, the chance to gaze at the potato chip display he’d just rearranged, to survey the business that had once been his father’s. It was a good operation and he liked getting people on their way to work, sending them off with a nosh and a joke, chatting with the same neighborhood faces day after day. The deli had provided well for him and for his younger brother Sam, paid for a fine home on the Upper West Side, season tickets to the Yankees, and a couple of weeks at the Jersey Shore each summer. Then came the day his brother was ready to make the long-awaited pilgrimage to Delray Beach, the permanent vacation for a generation of retirees. Marty bought him out, giving his brother his final payout the year before. But Marty had no plans to shut down or sell out to a chain; he’d never married and had never seen the need to come up with a retirement plan. It was the family joke: Uncle Marty was tied to his own apron strings.

Still, it wasn’t exactly the life he had planned years ago. There had been the prospect of a high-profile business career, his father making it clear that college was an option. But things happen, in a way that most kids nowadays don’t really understand. Marty had snuck off to fight in the Pacific, a few years underage, at a time when manpower was so scarce that his recruiter made a point of not paying attention. It was colder and scarier than he’d ever expected, and when he came home, he didn’t really care so much about going away to college. He just wanted to stay home and shut out the images that haunted him. He had the blues, they used to say. It’ll pass, they said. And it did, eventually. By then it was clear that Marty wasn’t about to climb the corporate ladder, even though he followed up on the GI Bill and took a college course or two.

“I think I’ll just stick with you, Pop,” he’d said over fifty years ago. It was okay with his parents. They were thrilled he had come home in one piece, and it eased his anxiety about coming back to the world after the war. So, he looked after his parents at their home until the very end (no nursing homes for his mom and pop), and let Sam take over the family apartment, even suggested it. He was the kind of uncle who spent Sunday afternoons with the kids at Coney Island so their harried parents could get a little peace and quiet. That Marty’s a good guy, people said. And he was. But there was one thing he couldn’t do, not after everything he’d seen in the war. He couldn’t settle. Not that he couldn’t make a commitment—Marty had always wanted a wife, a family. You’d be a great dad, his nieces and nephews used to say. But it was more than that. Family friends introduced him to daughters, nieces, cousins—nice girls, then nice ladies, then sweet spinsters well into middle age—but Marty wasn’t willing to marry someone unless he absolutely, positively fell head over heels. He’d been in some serious like, even lust, but it was never the true love he was holding out for. I’ve seen the worst, he would tell his brother Sam, and I’m waiting for the best. And then came the day ten years ago that she walked into his deli and Marty had been overwhelmed by her citrusy perfume, her tailored clothes, her shimmering eyes, the soft hands that he touched, ever so briefly, as he handed over her order.

Mister Marty Popper, war veteran, happy-go-lucky uncle, fell in love at first sight. The only problem was that he’d never said anything. All these years, and not one word.

Anita glided past the tables pushed up to the wall. Five or six schoolkids lolled on their plastic chairs, dazed from lugging their heavy homework-filled backpacks, fortifying themselves with black-and-white cookies for the assignments and television viewing that awaited in the evening ahead. The kids talked about who liked whom and said what when and why, occasionally glancing at the two old folks at the counter to see if they were listening.

“One medium coffee, white!” Marty chimed a little too loudly, the disposable blue cup looking small in his large hands. A dollar ready in hand, Anita smiled as she paid him. She took a sip; steam rose off the top.

“Thank you, sir, you remembered.” She said that every time even though Marty hadn’t forgotten how she liked her coffee since the first day she walked into his deli and ordered a medium, to go. Please and thank you. Anita remained the most elegant woman he had ever seen.

“I always do, miss,” said Marty. Beaming. A pause. He handed her a white plastic lid, watched her take another sip, savoring. He had long ago stopped trying to convince her to take a doughnut or biscotti. Just coffee for me, she used to say, just coffee. As usual, he switched to their favorite topic:

“You know, Dakota stopped by not more than fifteen minutes ago, told me she needed to look around to do some research.”

“That might have just been an excuse to convince you to sell her muffins—she’s writing a pitch letter to the Food Network about a show on kids who can cook.” Anita tilted her head, proud of Dakota’s gumption, but also remembering the previous day when Dakota begged her mother to buy her a bike so she could sell her products to joggers in Central Park. Who will go with you? Georgia had asked, trying to lead Dakota to see the potential problems in her business development. Anita knew just how much Georgia wanted her little girl to realize the world was hers for the taking. Georgia had even chosen the name Dakota for that reason, figuring they’d get a start by having at least the names of two states between them. Yes, Anita knew the impulse: she remembered holding her own babies and promising to herself that they would be able to do anything. But she also knew that Georgia was flummoxed by the swiftly approaching teen years. Many a night the two women would close up the shop together, Anita listening intently as Georgia fretted that she had confused setting limits with crushing her daughter’s spirit. Sure, there had always been times when Dakota resisted not being the one in charge, when Georgia had to say no and suffer silently, secretly hating herself for seeming mean. But things had been increasingly tense. The push-pull had started in earnest last summer, when Dakota began going into her room and shutting her door with frequency. “I need my space,” she’d say to Georgia, acting more like a harried adult than a preteen. “I have a lot to think about.” Georgia had always made it a point to allow Dakota her privacy, had always knocked before entering. So she was taken aback that her little girl felt she was being intrusive. Increasingly, her suggestions were met with resistance:

“How about we watch a DVD?” Georgia might ask, loudly, through the door.

“I’m not available right now,” her daughter might say.

Or the more curt, “I’m busy.”

Other nights, Dakota would tumble out into the hallway, ready to pour out her heart to her mom, fascinating and confusing Georgia with the comings and goings of her classmates. Kids were in, kids were out; it was a never-ending merry-go-round of drama.

“You don’t know what stress is,” Dakota told her one night, as they lay on Georgia’s bed with a bowl of popcorn between them. “You know how to handle things. But my life is seriously stressed out, Mom. Seventh grade is hard.”

And if the day-to-day business of growing up wasn’t hard enough, there was now an added wrinkle. Shortly after the beginning of the current school year—after more than a decade of being completely absent (except for the sums, originally quite modest, that he wired into a custodial bank account for Dakota)—James had suddenly, inexplicably decided that he wanted to do more than send money. Now he demanded to be a part of things. And the man had returned to New York City to make it happen.

His preferred method, it seemed, was to buy his way into Dakota’s heart. Not that she’d needed much convincing, desperate as Dakota was for James’s affection. Georgia had always assumed that if she could just be enough parent to Dakota, her little girl wouldn’t miss James.

After all, it’s not like she ever knew him, right?

It doesn’t work that way with kids, she’d learned. Dakota was ecstatic at James’s appearance.

Georgia had first adopted her daughter’s “I’m busy” attitude when it came to James, trying to put him off seeing Dakota. She took a gamble, figuring that if he’d given up easily the first time around, he was likely to do it again.

Wrong.

James had been an absolute pain in the ass, his assertiveness about his right to see his daughter bordering on aggressive. Calling, stopping by the shop, coming up to her outside Marty’s deli after she dropped off Dakota at school. That was how she’d found out he was back in town: he just waltzed up to her, plain as anything, and said hello.

Her first impulse was to scratch and hiss. She considered it, briefly, then opted for the old maxim: Kill with kindness. So she returned his hello as if seeing her former lover was no big deal, then walked up to her shop—back straight—without looking back.

Once safely inside the four walls of Walker and Daughter, she locked the door, ran into the office in the back, and grabbed a pillow off the loveseat, holding it over her own face as she screamed with frustration and fear and shock.

Georgia didn’t trust the man one bit, and as she confided to Anita, she feared that he would take some sort of legal action if she kept up with her stonewalling. She agreed to talk to her daughter. So she knocked on that damned closed door, waiting in the hallway between bedrooms in the apartment, admiring the carefully stenciled sign announcing PLEASE REQUEST PERMISSION TO ENTER. Dakota cracked open the door.


“Yes? Can I help you?” As if she didn’t know who would be knocking in their own apartment.

“It’s your mother,” said Georgia dryly. “I was hoping to have a chat.”

They’d been talking about James, in a roundabout way, for years. That he worked overseas and that he and Georgia had come to an agreement before Dakota was born. Come to an agreement! Georgia always marveled at how she said these things to her daughter with a straight face, how she had always been careful not to badmouth him—a decision she sorely regretted when she saw how eager Dakota was to meet the philanderer who was her father.

She’d gritted her teeth through a soda at Marty’s and watched with increasing anxiety as Dakota fell for James’s hearty laugh and his praising compliments. And, especially in the first few weeks of the father-daughter reunion, for Dakota there was only the joy of knowing that he’d come for her.

Her father had finally arrived.

Oh, Dakota had a lot of emotion about James’s return, but she saved most of her questions and hostility for Georgia.

“Did you do something to make him leave?” Dakota stared down her mother over cereal one morning. (It was these times that Georgia repeated Anita’s advice like a mantra: The truth about her father will only hurt Dakota—and she’ll hate you for telling her.) So Georgia danced around the subject, talked vaguely about relationships not working out, repeated that Dakota was loved and had nothing to do with their breakup.

The recriminations continued, more a drizzle than a downpour, as fall turned to winter.

“You may not have loved him, but I’m the one who has been punished,” said Dakota, leading Georgia to muse that she was hiding self-help books between the covers of Cook’s Illustrated.

Around this same time, Dakota stepped up her challenges to Georgia, demanding to wear flashier, more grown-up clothes and eye-shadow and mascara to school. She wanted to go to PG-13 movies by herself with her friends. (She tried to sneak in the occasional R-rated horror flick, too.) Or the night when Georgia overheard Dakota and a friend talking animatedly about some teacher at school, sentences sprinkled liberally with the F-word.

“I don’t approve of that language I heard last night,” Georgia said while doing dishes the next night, in what she thought was a casual reprimand. Dakota pulled a face, burst into tears.

“So now you’re policing what I say in private?” she screamed. “What are you, the CIA?”

She stomped out of the room and slammed the door shut with such force that her sign fluttered down to the floor.

Who could match it up to the times when she was all soft little girl, wanting cuddles and foot fights on the couch. Was it seventh grade? Was it the crazy hormones of puberty? Was it James’s sudden drop into their lives? It was as though Dakota was caught in a tug-of-war, not just the one simmering between her parents but the one within herself.

“I just want her to like me,” Georgia had sniffled to Anita after saying no to the bike that Dakota desperately wanted. The very expensive bike that cost almost $1,500—and that Georgia strongly suspected would be a passing fad, like the keyboard and the music lessons her daughter simply had to have when she was a wee thing of nine. Back when she still thought Georgia was cool.

“In the teen years, it’s better she hates you now and loves you later,” Anita had said, patting down Georgia’s wild curls.

 

Now Anita looked at Marty, admired his thick salt-and-pepper hair, the neatly trimmed nails on his large, strong hands, the almost-dimple on the left side of his mouth.

“You won’t believe it, but our little miss has found out that I don’t know how to ride a bike—and she’s decided to teach me once the weather gets warm!” Anita shook her head at Marty and sighed. “She doesn’t know that you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

“Not so old.” Marty’s eyes were warm. “With more than a few tricks up her sleeve, I’d bet.”

And so, as they did every afternoon, Marty and Anita would speak Dakota, the language of mutual love. She was the granddaughter that Marty always wanted but would never have and the proxy for the grandchildren that Anita hardly ever saw. And she was always a safe topic.

They had talked all through diapers and first days of school and summer camp. For years, whenever Anita would mention taking Dakota to see the latest tween movie or treating her to ice cream at Serendipity on the East Side, Marty would make a sincere suggestion of how he and Anita should go down to Film Forum and catch something with more appeal to the older generation, or try a more sophisticated dessert at Café Lalo. Maybe a little slice of German chocolate cake. Anita would agree with enthusiasm, laughing at how Dakota kept her young but adult company was in short supply, though neither of them ever went so far as to actually pick a date. Or to exchange phone numbers.

Then the moment would fade away, or a new customer would pop in for a bottle of water, or one of the afterschool kids would shuffle over and buy a pack of gum. Better be off so I can start my shift, Anita would say.

Marty would follow up with a round of “say hi to…” all the mutuals at the knitting shop and she would be out the door, feeling lighthearted and desirable, coffee in hand, her low heels making a muted click-clack on the concrete as she walked speedily up the flight of stairs to Walker and Daughter.

 

And then Marty broke the pattern: He cleared his throat, uttered several ums and ahems, and asked Anita if she would be so gracious as to accompany him to dinner. On a date. Anita felt as though all the oxygen had been sucked out of the room.

“It’s Friday,” she squeaked, nearly spilling her coffee as she grabbed her purse and coat in a swoop and made a beeline for the door, overwhelmed by a potent mix of white-hot anger in her face—how dare Marty upset their regular routine!—and bubbles in her tummy. “I have the knitting club. The girls need me there. I have to go.”

And she was gone.


 

Upstairs, the redhead rushed into the shop for the seventh time that day, a manila envelope peeking out of her messenger bag and a newsboy cap on her head; Georgia had stopped asking if she could help her by the third visit. They’d had a lot of looky-loos since that magazine article and she wasn’t sure if that was good or bad, to be honest. Now she just raised her eyebrows at Peri, her paid morning-shift employee, who was walking into the store from the back and flipping through a new knitting book. Georgia knew just how lucky she was to have Anita—she’d never have been able to pay for two employees—but she was also grateful that the twentysomething Peri was comfortable doing much of the physical work that would have been too taxing on Anita. She’d just spent the morning in the back opening boxes and cataloging the latest inventory of yarns. Not to mention she was fun company in the front of the store, always up on the latest fashion trends and eager to try them out.

“Watch this,” Georgia murmured to her employee, giving a slight nod in the redhead’s direction. “She’s bought and returned the same tape measure I don’t know how many times today.” The flame-haired stranger did a quick scan around the room, then sidled alongside a brunette with long hair and looked her up and down. Suddenly the young woman walked over to the register.

“I’d like to return this tape measure, please,” she said, while continuing to scan the room.

“Were the measurements off?” Georgia kept a straight face. The girl looked at her blankly, then went and sat at the table, drumming her fingers on the top. Some of the customers seemed mildly perturbed; still others didn’t seem to notice, engrossed in difficult stitches or daydreaming about cashmere.

“What is that all about?” said Peri under her breath.

“She’s been in and out every hour since I unlocked the door—and I’m pretty sure I saw her in the deli on Tuesday,” Georgia answered in a whisper. “I can’t tell if she’s nuts or just creating some sort of performance art, waiting for everyone to react.”

After ten minutes of sitting, the girl stood up and slowly, slowly dawdled her way out of the shop, peering intently at any new customers as she headed toward the door. A moment later, Anita ran through the doorway, her cheeks flushed pink, a little out of breath.

“I think we should offer extra classes in manners,” Anita huffed. “I was nearly plowed down as I came up the stairs by a girl with a giant handbag!”

“So you’ve met our mystery shopper—or nonshopper, as the case may be.” Georgia shrugged. “She was loitering here this morning so I thought she might be a shoplifter. I pointed her to the remnant bin and told her she could pick whatever she liked free of charge. But she just looked right through me and then she bought a tape measure.” Her face was impassive, but her eyes revealed worry. The store attracted all types, it was true, but typically they weren’t certifiably nuts, just mildly annoying. “Then she returned it and bought it over and over again. I wonder if she just needs a place to get out of the cold?”

“Drugs. She’s high out of her mind.” Peri was definite. “Ladies, I advise you to watch your purses and arm yourself with some knitting needles if she comes back. Ta for now, I’ve got to catch the train in time to get to class.” She buttoned up her red cardigan, pulled on an overstuffed navy parka to protect her from the icy March air, and smoothed a knitted cap over her dark cornrows. A glance in the mirror by the door as she checked for smudges of eyeliner, smoothed her fingers over her rich mocha skin and reapplied a dramatic red stain to her lips, a quick smooch to leave a big red mark on Dakota’s cheek as she strolled in with the friend she walked home with every day, and Peri waved behind her as she walked out the door. If Anita was Dakota’s fairy grandmother, Peri was her fashion-idol Barbie doll come to life.

“So it’s going well for her?” Anita was hopeful. Georgia nodded. She knew that employees came and went—for most years of running the store, she hired students who were happy enough with minimum wage and part-time hours. She accepted that her shop was just a way station until they journeyed to better things, however sweet or hardworking they may have been. But Peri Gayle was different. She had graduated from college three years ago and had been well on her way to NYU law school; working at Walker and Daughter was supposed to be a summer gig while she learned her way around the city. And then, just as Georgia was on the verge of making a new hire to replace her, Peri asked if she could stay on.

Peri’s family was outraged; her mother flew in from Chicago and came to the shop to make a personal appeal to Georgia: Fire her and she’ll have to go to law school. But Peri insisted she wanted to keep her job. Georgia gave her a tiny bump in wages, and waited for Peri’s case of cold feet to subside, for the potential of making $325 an hour to beckon her downtown. But Peri stayed put, working that first shift every day, making sweaters on commission after hours, and reading issue after issue of Vogue—the British, French, Italian, and American versions—during her downtime. She was creative, boisterous, and her boss loved having her there. Georgia spent the majority of her waking hours in the shop, thinking about the shop, or stocking the shop. Running Walker and Daughter had become her entire life. She was a mom and a business owner, and she didn’t make much room for anything else. Of course, she had Anita—she adored Anita—but Peri was hip and young and energetic. And she was around the same age as Georgia was when she discovered her pregnancy; perhaps, she thought with more than a hint of guilt, she was so willing to keep Peri on for the chance to relive her twenties, sans baby. She thought it unprofessional to seem interested in all the gossipy tidbits of Peri’s life, and often seemed preoccupied as Peri shared the latest with Anita or one of the many regular twentysomethings who loved to come in and chitchat with her young employee. Peri had a great ability to turn customers into friends, Georgia had noticed.

And, secretly, she loved to hear about Peri’s crew of friends and their forays to champagne bars and speed dating and winter skating at Wollman Rink. Georgia remembered times like that, too, when she’d skip breakfast, allot $1.35 for lunch (a nutrient-lacking pack of red Twizzlers and a can of root beer), and eat just a slice for dinner; pocketing her so-called food money until she and the other assistants went off to Webster Hall or some other club on the weekend. Yeah, she’d had many a night when she walked all the way uptown in the cold because she couldn’t afford the buck for the subway, not sorry to be going home with empty pockets and hazy, beer-soaked memories of fun. Then she’d met James and settled into a cozy sort of domesticity that seemed so natural at the time. It had to be love, right? Now she recognized it for the playing house that it was. Had they ever sat down to pay the bills? Argued about cleaning the toilet? No, they ordered in pizza and had great sex and laughed and watched movies. That’s what monogamy meant to her when she was twenty-four: watching movies on the VCR instead of going out to the Cineplex. When she was with James, she splurged on taxis she couldn’t afford and pricey designer shoes (but quality lasts—she still had those cowboy boots and wore them damn often, thank you very much) and gobbled up smoked salmon when she would have been smarter to buy a case of tuna fish. Sure, she had her worries then (the demanding boss and uncertain prospects for promotion, natch) but all was overshadowed by her confidence in a bright personal future and a partnership that would sustain her.

Ha! She gave up on love after James. No, that slimeball didn’t just break her heart; she held him responsible for stealing her ability to trust. Georgia hadn’t been in a serious romantic relationship since James had returned the sweaters and toothbrush she had left at his place. Hell, she wasn’t even good at making friends—just friends—with either sex, especially with people her own age. “I’m stunted,” she once told her longtime friend K.C., who was bemoaning her own latest sexual misadventure. She met Anita when she was pregnant; she found her current apartment above Marty’s deli around the same time. And when Dakota arrived on the scene a few months later…well, that was it for new people. In the shop, Georgia was knowledgeable, professional, friendly, definitely welcoming. In that running-a-business kind of way. She could talk your ear off about stitches. But chitchat? Georgia always hung back, letting Anita—and then Peri—get to know the names of pets, spouses, in-laws. Ms. Walker was a listener, not a sharer. Which made her, by her very nature, just that little bit lonely.

 

There it was. Georgia Walker was lonely.

 


And so having Peri around, day in and day out, was like drinking a cool glass of water on a steamy New York–style summer day. More than refreshing. Life-sustaining.

Still, after a year had passed since Peri arrived at Walker and Daughter, Georgia’s maternal instinct kicked into high gear and she decided it was time to sit Peri down for a big talk. She had a place at the shop, to be sure, but was that what she wanted? And then Peri came out with it: she had designs on becoming the next Kate Spade and had been secretly taking fashion marketing classes at FIT all along. She worked during the day and went to school at night. She had even registered a URL—Peripocketbook.com—that was idling while she figured out how to build a damned Web site. (She was taking a class on that, too, and had offered to create a separate one for the shop at Walkeranddaughter.com.) Oh, she had plans, all right, Georgia needn’t worry about that—but Peri knew her parents would want her to take a more certain career path, so she kept her design ambitions to herself. As for the knitting shop, well, it was a good job. A toe in the fashion world. And she planned to make a specialty line of knitted bags, so if Georgia didn’t mind displaying a few…

Georgia didn’t mind at all.

“I don’t want to hear ‘I told you so’ from my mother for the next fifty years,” Peri had confessed. “If it doesn’t work out, I’ll just claim I’ve been finding myself and reapply to law school. Let’s be real: I had straight A’s at Smith, my LSAT kicked ass, I’m West Indian, and I’m a woman. It’s a double win for the quota freaks and a bonus for the profs who actually care about ability.”

Georgia admired Peri’s chutzpah, her daring to take chances because she could, not because she had to. Now, two years later, Peri still took classes and the Web site remained under construction, but she had started selling her knitted and felted bags in the shop and hit the flea market scene with her fabric purses as often as she could. And when she wasn’t planning to be a playwright, pastry chef, or archaeologist, Dakota had informed Georgia that she very much intended to become Peri’s vice-president. Or the model for her ad campaign. She wasn’t sure which.

“So it’s been a strange day up here, too.” Anita’s watched the door close after Peri; her voice was mild but it was shaking ever so slightly. Georgia assumed she had been startled by her run-in on the stairs.

“I’ll say—mystery girl has been making frequent appearances. But don’t worry, I don’t think she’s dangerous, just a bit mixed up.” Georgia wanted to sound reassuring. “She’s not our only new visitor for the day: Peri said some wafer-thin fancypants—Mrs. Investment Banker So-and-So—came in with that magazine clipping from New York and said she wants to hire me to make a very important gown. She arrived when I was at the bank.” Georgia was secretly thrilled at the prospect. “Here’s the thing: she wouldn’t leave any details with Peri, just a name and number and said I was to call her immediately. With a big stress on the ‘immediately.’”

“So naturally you haven’t called yet?” Anita knew Georgia too well, knew her automatic distrust of people with money to burn. “Being wealthy doesn’t make someone a bad person, sweetheart.”

“I love to knit, I love to work, I loathe being treated like the hired help,” said Georgia evenly. There was a certain kind of New Yorker whom Georgia had always had trouble accepting. The entitled. The demandingly entitled. The trust-fund babies she once worked with at the publishing house who hadn’t fretted over supporting themselves. Who had treated everyone as just a little less than they were. As for how she felt about the stereotype of the pushy New Yorker? That was almost redundant. Georgia had never had a problem with a person who knew her own mind, but she simply couldn’t abide anyone who believed a moneyed background made them that little bit better.

And maybe she was a tad envious, too. Not that she’d admit it—to herself or anyone else, for that matter. Anita was wealthy. Rich, even. But Georgia’s problem wasn’t really people with money. It was people who thought money was what mattered. People like James.

Anita was smiling benignly, waiting for Georgia to come back from her thoughts.

“That’s the nature of business, my dear, making your client feel that somehow she’s got something over you. It makes her want to come back again and again. And that’s what you want: for your customers to spend loads of money.”


“I promise I’ll call this woman tonight, before everyone gets here for your regular extravaganza.” Georgia raked her curls with her hand. “I think I’ll sit in. Dakota is planning to make cookies tonight—something about extending her product line. She’s given up on the bike sales and is working on a plan to convince Marty to invest in her little enterprise; I’ve got to warn him. She’s been asking me how to write a business plan.”

“He’s on to her already; she popped in after school to snoop around the Little Debbie cakes.” Anita took a sip of her coffee.

“If I know Marty, he probably put in an order with my kid! No wonder she’s upstairs making a double batch!” Georgia laughed. “That man is the best—I don’t worry so much knowing he’s just down the stairs.”

Anita nodded, seemingly preoccupied with her gloves.

“You missed your cue!” Georgia chided, hanging up Anita’s coat for her. “That’s the part where you tell me something funny Marty said today, or tell me how he donates his leftover bagels to City Harvest, or how he’s really a very good-looking man…Anita? Don’t worry so much about that kid on the stairs—I don’t think she’ll be back. Do you want to sit down for a bit?”

Anita turned to Georgia. “I don’t need to sit,” she said. “But Marty asked me out to dinner. On a date. I think. A dinner date. I don’t know how it happened. He just said it and there it was.”

“Did I just hear you? Oh my God, Anita, that’s fantastic!” Georgia gave her a quick squeeze. “What did you say?”

“Oh, Georgia, of course I said no! We have club tonight, and I’m talking about Continental style.” Anita turned so Georgia couldn’t see her face, wouldn’t notice the look of excitement mingled with fear, wouldn’t sense the flip-flops in her lower abdomen.

“People eat dinner every night of the week, you know,” Georgia teased gently; she wasn’t about to be put off. “And you’ve never really dated since Stan passed.”

“That’s not true, I shared a subscription to the Met with Saul Ruben back in ninety-six, and we had a lovely time.” Anita turned to face Georgia, her expression stern, her eyes troubled. It was clear to Georgia that time to discuss Anita’s private life was running out fast.

“It’s one thing to share an evening with another heartbroken widower—and quite another to be asked out by the man who’s so perfect for you!” Georgia spoke quickly. “Marty’s a great guy—and seriously, the two of you have been flirting with each other like two teenagers for years now!” Georgia held her breath, worried she had crossed the line. Even though they were close, she felt uncomfortable, as though she had just asked Mom if she wanted to get it on with Dad. Anita looked her full in the face, her eyes moist.

“Stan was a great guy, too.” Her voice was higher than usual. “And if it didn’t work out with Marty, where would I get my afternoon coffee?” She flashed a small, tight smile and turned to the table in the center of the room, where a few customers sat around, trying to decide between yarns. “Becky, are you still working on that scarf?” She spoke loudly. “Just wait until tonight. I am going to show you a much faster way to get going on those stitches. Let me come over and take a look…Georgia, don’t you have a call to make?”

 

Georgia headed to the back of the shop as though being sent to the principal’s office. “Aaaaagh!” She screamed as loudly as she could. Well, inside her head, anyway. On the outside, she was just as competent and disheveled as ever. Georgia stuck her tongue out at her desk, then plopped down in her seat. There, on top of the month’s bills, lay a large, too-brown cookie, a yellow Post-it stuck to the top. “My first batch!!!!!” The “i” was dotted with a smiley face. Georgia felt the ball of tension in her heart begin to release; she peeled off the sticky note and broke off a piece of the cookie to nibble. Not bad. Then she moved the cookie off the bills, rolled her eyes at the big, greasy patch left on the papers, and sighed. She touched the phone but hesitated. Then she swirled her chair around to face her PC. She’d need to check her e-mail anyway, she told herself. Why not now? Then I’ll call that woman. She popped open a window on her screen and got ready to do her daily airfare watch, plugging information into a flight search on the Internet. Then she opened another window, scanning her messages. “Can this really be my life?” read one subject line, sent from one of her closer friends in the city. Tell me about it, she thought. She clicked open the message.



What a waste of time. Got yet another pep talk: We love you, but the economy sucks. We had to lay off so many people last fall, yadda yadda yadda. When does it get easier, kiddo? You were the smart one, to get out when you did. I’ll see you tonight; tell Dakota to make a double batch of anything. Absolutely ANYTHING.

 

K.C.

p.s. Did you hire a publicist? I saw another bit about the store! Something in the Daily News about celebs frequenting an unnamed Upper West Side craft shop. Sweetheart: Are you holding out on me???



Nine years older and half a foot shorter, K.C. Silverman had been the newly minted senior editor when Georgia was hardly more than a kid. Far from being aloof, or adding yet another coffee to her list of daily duties, the always energetic K.C. had shown Georgia the ropes when she started in book publishing, even taking her to lunch when her pregnancy had started to show. Gradually their professional roles had morphed into a kind of easy friendship that made few demands of the other; certainly working in entirely different worlds made it simpler. K.C. could talk about jobs she wanted, coworkers she hated, and have both the satisfaction of knowing Georgia understood where she was coming from and the relief that she wasn’t going to tell on her. Not to mention the value of having a friend who’d been around during the early days of James; K.C. knew from Georgia’s pain, having survived two short-lived marriages that sputtered more than they failed. (“I did starter marriages before the world knew from starter marriages,” she insisted.)

In return for their friendship, K.C. had been buying wool and starting a new sweater with regularity. That she never seemed to quite finish her projects, well, Georgia sometimes offered to put it all together for her. What she did with the rest of her half-knitted creations was anyone’s guess. It was a comfortable arrangement: they saw each other at the shop, talked easily, e-mailed, but never really got together. They’d never been in each other’s homes even though they had known each other for fourteen years. Still, to be fair, Georgia reminded herself, that wasn’t really all that unusual in the city. They had hardly even chatted on the phone. It was what it was—a very New York kind of friendship—and yet each felt, in the city of strangers, that they had a good friend in the other. But it wasn’t like having a very best friend whom she could call at all hours. With K.C. it was more a…relationship than a friendship. K.C. was no kindred spirit. Just a nice enough person whose life choices had meant her path intersected with Georgia’s. And that was okay, right? It had been a long, long time since Georgia had had the type of friend who knew what you wanted to say even before you said it. Who was always in your corner. Who actually enjoyed talking to you every day. And Georgia noticed the difference.

The Web results blipped onto the screen: two tickets to Edinburgh by way of Heathrow. $1,473. Maybe we’ll see you next year, Granny, she thought. I’ll bring Dakota when I win the lottery.

It had been years since she’d seen her grandmother Walker, and Georgia longed to go, wanted to step back into an old ritual and sit under soft blankets before a coal fire, knitting and talking. Georgia’s father was a cheery man, a hardworking Scottish emigrant in love with the size and possibility of his Pennsylvania farm, but taciturn; his wife was the talker and the taskmaster. From her earliest days, Georgia remembered disagreeing with her mother, a trend that continued even now. Hers was the type of mother who was all empathy and caring to just about everyone—the other members at her church thought Bess Walker was simply precious—but to her own family, it was all about bucking up and being ready for life’s disasters. Not bad training for life, Georgia thought privately sometimes, but not exactly the warm cuddles and apple pie an All-American (and part Scottish) kid hopes for, either. Without a doubt, it was the dread of the “I told you so” that really spurred her to take up Anita’s offer that day in the park. What amazed her most about her mother—always distant, often preoccupied—was just how much she could yabber. Georgia took after her father in that regard, ever so slightly suspicious of idle chatter. But her mother seemed to possess endless energy to make her irrefutable—within the family, at least—pronouncements. Such as “People who tell their children they love them every day are just phonies.” (Georgia made it a point to tuck in her daughter, even now that she was twelve, with words of love and cheeks covered with kisses.) Or “Boys who give you expensive presents are just hoping to get you into bed.” (Well, James had always been a big one for flowers; maybe Bess was on to something with that one.) Still, there was a reason why Georgia hardly ever saw the woman. The trouble was, she didn’t see her dad too often because of it.

Her parents’ marriage was one of those strange matches that left friends and neighbors curious about the connection, whispering on the way home. “What do you think he sees in her?” the farm friends might ask. “What do you think she sees in him?” the prim church ladies would say to their husbands after coming by for a Sunday tea. Georgia suspected her mother fell for a lilting accent before she realized the man and his deep voice came with a newly acquired farm. With chickens and cows and crops. Or maybe she thought it would be easy to convince her stocky, dark-haired boy to give up on the land and head to a big city, not realizing the earth was Tom Walker’s first love. As for her father, maybe he had fallen for Bess’s attractive figure or perhaps, ever practical, suspected the brisk efficiency hiding within.

Tom had been Georgia’s touchstone growing up, a quiet man sitting in the corner after supper, sneaking her a gentle smile over the corner of his newspaper even as her mother went on about her little girl’s misdeeds and all the lessons she needed to be taught. Still, he never interfered. Just about the only thing her father had insisted on when she was a girl was that the family go over to Scotland every three years or so. The trip, to his mother’s farm near Thornhill, not far from the small city of Dumfries, was a great expense for them at the time. Her mother would harp, all the while, on the new washing machine or sofa she couldn’t afford to get as they squirreled away the funds for the journey. Then, more often than not, he was unable to accompany them, asked by a neighbor to help with a late harvest or struggling with equipment in need of serious repair. For Georgia, those fall days, after the crops were done, were glorious—pulled out of school for two (or sometimes three) weeks to tramp about in the fields with her granny, her feet toasty in her rubber boots and her hand held tightly by the older woman. In the afternoon, they’d rake up the coals and get the heat going in the small stove, sitting in just their socks on the two-seater sofa. Those were the times when her gran would take out her big bag of knitting—a holdall she’d sewn herself of sturdy canvas, and closed by means of several snaps—and pull out the small needles that were Georgia’s and Georgia’s alone. Their first lesson was all about the garter stitch, sliding the right needle behind the left, Georgia’s six-year-old fingers fumbling, her eyes rolling as she forgot which hand was which. And then when Gran tried to switch it up with purling, putting the right needle in front of the left! One way, then another way—ridiculous. She clearly remembered throwing the needles across the room in frustration, stitches falling off and the yarn unraveling, the cats—Gran always had several kitties around the house—chasing the wool in delight. And she hadn’t forgotten Gran’s quick hand on her bottom—just enough to get her attention—and the long talk about taking things as they come and the virtue of keeping at a lesson without giving up. They agreed, over hugs and tears, to leave that crazy knit-a-row-purl-a-row stockinette stitch until the next time they saw each other. Which came earlier than predicted, as her grandmother made a rare visit to see the unexpected (and much hoped-for) arrival of Georgia’s only sibling, her little brother, Donny. She brought presents, certainly, and an assignment for little Georgia: do ten scarves between now and the next trip to Scotland and the two of them would make a sweater.

Her mother hated those trips. Hated the rain and the lingering damp and the long, boring days playing cards until a rare sunny break meant a chance to tend the garden or sit outside. Bess didn’t knit, didn’t want to learn from her mother-in-law, and wasn’t so keen on Georgia spending all her free time learning an old-fashioned skill. But Georgia loved her Scottish adventures, loved how her gran could be so delighted about everything she did, how a simple “very good” from her lips could mean more than a paragraph of praise. And that left her with an intense attachment to her memories of childhood vacations and the skilled master knitter who had introduced her to the craft that had saved her life.

Dakota had never met her gran, a fact that rested heavily on Georgia as the years went on and her grandmother struggled with bouts of flu that lasted longer than normal or slipped and, while not breaking a bone, managed to bang herself up. It was always there, the fear of death that hovered.

If only she didn’t have so much going on. If only life wasn’t so complicated.

 

Georgia closed her eyes and leaned forward, resting her head on her hands. Her mind swirled.

She wanted to keep crazy kids out of her store, wanted Anita to fall in love again so she wasn’t so lonely, wanted Peri to land a big account at Barneys and have her bags featured on Oprah, wanted to hire people to make her a wardrobe instead of the other way around, wanted her heart not to hurt with so much pride and love for her beautiful, ambitious almost-teen who spent more time plotting a takeover of Martha Stewart’s empire or Rachael Ray’s show than she did anything else, wanted some cute fortysomething version of Marty—a phantom Marty Jr.—to take her out for oysters and whisper sweet nothings over the table, wanted him to make love to her for hours and bring her cups of soup in the middle of the night while they snuggled and laughed.

“Knock knock.” She heard the deep voice as though it was far away. “Hey, you okay over there?”

Her stomach fell to her knees. Georgia looked up, her forehead streaked with red marks from where she’d been pressing, and saw James, impeccable in his navy peacoat and camel leather gloves. It figured. She didn’t smile.

“Every other Sunday, that’s the deal, James.” She was calm. Calm. Breathe in, she told herself, breathe out.

“I know, I was just meeting with a client and thought I’d stop by, see if I could maybe take Dakota out for a quick bite.”

“What day is it again? Did I get mixed up on the calendar?” Her voice was icy. Where was that calm? It just slipped out the door when she wasn’t looking, leaving its familiar neighbor, rage, in its place.


“It’s Friday, Georgia, I know. But I didn’t figure it was a big deal.” He leaned on the edge of the desk, grinned, ignoring her obvious anger. He was as handsome as ever. More handsome. Could dropping by unannounced qualify as trespassing? she wondered. Just what type of violence was allowable when throwing out your baby’s father? She scanned the desk, clutched the computer mouse.

“What’s the problem? You always said I was welcome to drop by anytime.”

“Well, I didn’t mean it!” Georgia jumped up, slamming her hands on the desk. It stung. “That’s just something people say—especially to someone who hasn’t been around for the previous decade!”

“It’s a little hard to find the time to pop over for tea when you’re living in France,” said James dryly. “That job made my career and you didn’t return the money I sent, did you? Well, now I’m back in the city and I’d like the chance to get to know my daughter. I don’t see how that should be such an inconvenience.”

“Every other Sunday, goddammit.” Georgia’s face was pinched. “It’s not Sunday. It’s not Sunday. It’s not Sunday!” She began rearranging her desk, picking up the stapler, setting it down, the tape, the paper clips, the pens. Inhale, she told herself, exhale. “It’s not Sunday and you know it.” The smell of warm peanut butter drifted into the room. No, God, no, Georgia pleaded.

“Daddy!” Dakota stood in the doorway, holding a plate of cookies. She ran over to James, spilling cookies on the floor, launched herself into his arms. “I baked these cookies just for you!” Georgia shot her a sharp look. Don’t tell lies, it said.

“And for the women in the knitting club, too.” Dakota was all giggles. “Want one?”

“I sure do, darling! I smelled those cookies all the way out on the street!”

Georgia watched James charm his daughter, sent him a telepathic message. Don’t tell lies, it said. Don’t tell lies.

 

“This Mrs. Phillips said she would come tomorrow morning at eleven, on her way home from a Pilates class, to go over the details of her evening gown. She seemed very eager to get started so I told her that was fine. I think it’s going to be pretty lucrative.” Georgia sat at the register, talking to Anita who was greeting the club members at the door. Their earlier tension was tucked away and she was more than happy to let it go. She felt drained; she had watched Dakota run upstairs to grab her coat and scarf and head off to dinner with James. Wait, she wanted to call out, you’re taking my heart with you. “She has to be home at nine thirty and not a minute later,” she said instead, as she watched them bound out of the shop, arm in arm. “You’re going to miss club tonight,” she told Dakota, feebly. “That’s okay, Mom, you can just set out the cookies.” Dakota was positively glowing.

God, she hated that bastard.

“Let me guess which bastard.” Georgia looked up; she had been muttering aloud. “K.C., I am losing my mind,” she admitted.

“Happens to the best of us, babe.” K.C. took off her long camel coat, dusted off the flakes of snow on the shoulders, hung it up on the rack by the door. She was still in her interview suit and pumps; Georgia could see the goose bumps on her legs through her nylons.

“I’m starting a new piece today: I’m going to put together a sweater with the words HIRE ME over my tits. Then I’ll wear it around town until some schlub hires me.”

“To do what?” Georgia chided, confident that K.C. would land on her feet; still, she knew that a lot of the reason the shop was having such a boom was because the economy was hurting and these women had no place else to go. And K.C., she could guess, certainly didn’t want to spend her afternoons staring at the walls of her apartment. She was a born-and-bred New Yorker, all tough cookie outside and surprisingly soft center. She respected a person who could match her brash personality—the cabbie who talked back, for example, or the woman elbowing her on the way to the sale bin—but at the same time, K.C. knew just when to reach out, as she did when Georgia was new to the city and being buffeted around.

K.C. had managed to survive the recession of the early nineties, waited out the ebbs and flows, and stayed intact at Churchill Publishing until her recent layoff.

“It hurts, let me tell you,” she said to Georgia. “I worked my ass off in that dark, dingy little office. And now they’ve given me the boot.” It wasn’t her, she knew; the entire city was still reeling. But now she was stuck, having reached that dangerous point where she was too expensive for her old position yet too mature for potential employers to risk hiring her, confident she’d bail at the first opportunity of a better gig elsewhere.

She wouldn’t, of course. K.C. couldn’t imagine a life anywhere but in New York. She loved a good summer street-fair, scoping out sample sales for the latest in cheap(er) designer duds, waiting on line for tix to Shakespeare in the Park, and getting exasperated with all the tourists clogging up the sidewalks in midtown. It was her city, her home, and she couldn’t fathom being in a different place. She wasn’t the type of person to get stuck in a rut—K.C. changed her hair color with regularity, currently sporting a dark auburn pixie cut that highlighted her lively hazel-colored eyes—but she could never understand anyone who would voluntarily leave the most vibrant city in the world. It was a constant: her one true love was New York and she was never going to cheat. Or change. She hadn’t even moved apartments in years. Sure, K.C. had ventured around the globe (the requisite post-Barnard backpacking around Europe circa 1978), but she barely paid attention to the rest of America. Tough, feisty Manhattan was the only world that mattered. That Georgia had stuck it out and made a go of things earned her K.C.’s eternal respect.

Just then Lucie strode through the door, clutching a plastic grocery bag stuffed with a selection of medium-weight alpaca yarns in olive and heather gray, ready for another session of the knitting club. A pair of needles stuck out of the bag. K.C. pounced, eager to have a new listener to her week’s tale of woe. Georgia could see that the sandy-haired woman was rather startled to be the recipient of K.C.’s unique brand of something akin to charm.

“Hi, Georgia.” Lucie spoke softly and nodded in her direction, then let herself be led to the table by a chattering K.C., murmuring hellos with Anita and Darwin, scooping up a couple of cookies along the way. Georgia ambled along behind them. She missed Dakota, was storing up all the raves about her peanut-butter crumble cookies so she could share them when she tucked in her little muffingirl later. She grabbed a chair and sat down at the table. Darwin, she noticed, still seemed painfully conscious of her presence and went out of her way to sit at the opposite end, next to a recent newcomer to the store. The kind of woman her mother would have called a trouper, who kept trudging along in life but would never quite get to the front of the line. In fact, this customer had been sitting in the shop all afternoon, bound and determined to be further ahead than she was last week. She had asked Anita to teach her several different ways of casting on, which she performed methodically. So far she’d made a long practice piece but hadn’t yet started on a pattern. Maybe, Georgia thought to herself, she should offer a special class: Is casting on all you want to do? Over and over and never getting started? Come to Georgia’s shop because she can teach you everything you need to know about getting stuck in a rut!

And then it came to her. That was it. A lot of the women were coming to the meetings to work on their personal knitting projects, but they weren’t getting too far ahead. They were stuck. Something was missing.

“I think I have to tear the whole thing out again!” the woman with the practice piece moaned to Darwin, who frowned and backed away almost imperceptibly. She was still reluctant to touch a stitch lest it sully the nature of her research.

“Maybe you could get tutoring,” Darwin offered. “I make a lot of money helping out undergrads with their women’s history courses—I edit essays and, you know, just spend a lot of time explaining how we’re all bound by patriarchy.” She was pleasantly matter-of-fact, nibbled on a cookie. She spoke to the group. “Because we are. Just so you know.”

“Uh-huh. Well, maybe in the meantime someone could teach me how to transfer stitches.” She was glum. Anita went over to look at what she was tearing out. And so, Georgia thought, a typical gathering of the Friday Night Knitting Club. There was no official proceeding: at some point, Anita might begin whatever chat she had prepared, though there were many nights when she didn’t even get to it, so busy was she sorting out everyone’s individual mistakes or lending a sympathetic ear as someone (more often than not it was K.C.) related the bad dates and work mishaps of a busy week.


 

What they needed was a plan. A pattern. An organization.

 

“Everyone?” said Georgia. “I was thinking it might be nice to all work on one project together.”

“Like the archaic model of the quilting bee?” asked Darwin.

“Um, that’s actually quite effective—and fun, if you’re a quilter,” Georgia told the academic. Then she turned to face the group. “I know a lot of you pop in to work on your own projects—which is great, you’re more than welcome—and I know we have knitters of all different levels. But for those of you willing to try it, I thought it would be neat if we all took up the same pattern. That way, the beginners could really watch the more experienced knitters. And it might be easier on Anita!”

Her silver-haired mentor came over to stand beside her. “I think it’s a great idea,” she said, then whispered to Georgia: “I’m glad to see you’re really getting involved!”

“And I’ll offer a ten percent discount on all the wool you need,” concluded Georgia. “Are you in?”

A few steps over to some of her beginner’s pattern books, and Georgia had selected a stockinette-stitch sweater with a garter hem and a slashed-neck opening—eliminating any need for round needles or extra finishing on the neckline. It was basic, looked good, and would be more than challenging for the beginners while being easy and relaxing for the experienced knitters like Lucie.

She was unusually quiet tonight. Georgia watched Lucie sit with her hands in her lap for a full fifteen minutes, staring out the window, before she picked up her needles. And the grocery bag? Lucie was always so put together, but tonight she looked as though she had gotten dressed in stuff from her father’s closet. Her top seemed to be several sizes too big and her usually manicured nails were chipped. She looked…tired. Still, Georgia didn’t disturb her reverie. She understood when life could feel so overwhelming. Was Dakota laughing her way through a plate of fries and ketchup, a little dash of vinegar on the top? “Ha, ha, Daddy, you’re so funny,” she might be saying. “Mom’s always cranky and she works all the time. Will you buy me a bike?” Georgia felt hot, stood up, mumbled something about needing to check something in the office, and took a few steps across the room to the door, absentmindedly thinking about locking it early. She figured everyone who was going to show up for club was already there.

Just then the door flew open and Georgia was knocked to her knees as a figure barreled past her into the shop. “Robberrrr…!” warbled the intruder, as though announcing her intentions. She seemed to be pushing forward, pointing to the back of Darwin’s long, dark hair; something glinting in her hands. “What the…?!” screamed Georgia. As if in slow motion, she felt herself twist, then dive at the person’s legs to knock her down. “Help me!” she screamed, as chairs tipped over and the women ran to her aid. Papers seemed to fly around the room. Everyone was yelling; the intruder was kicking near her face. “Help!” “Call the police!” “Keep her down!” “Georgia, oh, my God!” “Nine-one-one!” “Robberrrr!”

Suddenly K.C. was sitting on the struggling figure. The body was noisy, snuffling and screaming. Georgia felt herself being pulled up, was surprised to be upright, to feel Anita’s familiar hand rubbing her back. The faces of her friends and customers stared at her and then at the floor. She looked down.

And there, in a lump, lay the mystery shopper from the afternoon. The crazy redhead. Though now her newsboy cap was halfway across the room, no doubt kicked about in the commotion. The group kept her down easily; the girl was slight. Mascara and tears ran down her cheeks; her coat was torn. A tiny camcorder lay smashed nearby. She had a cut above her eye. Did I do that? Georgia wondered. Wow. She felt both impressed and horrified. The shouting in the room began to subside as the adrenaline slowed down. Everyone quieted down…except for the girl. A horrible moaning sound was coming out of her. “Robber,” she seemed to sob. “Robbbberrrr.”

And then Anita, always Anita, took charge. Lucie was dispatched for water, Darwin was sent for tissue, K.C. was convinced to get off the girl, and Anita settled the stranger on a chair and wriggled off her coat. The unexpected visitor looked more like Opie’s cousin visiting from Mayberry than a crackhead or a burglar. Georgia rubbed at her knees, felt the beginning of a bump. The girl continued to cry, taking noisy, ragged breaths. “There, there,” Anita said. “There, there.” Still whimpering, her freckles streaked with globs of black, the redhead looked up, shrinking back ever so slightly from the crowd that stared at her. And then she spoke, in such a whisper that everyone leaned forward as if to hear a long-awaited pronouncement. Georgia held her breath. The redhead cleared her throat and tried again, haltingly, her voice scratchy and fat droplets still running down her cheeks:

“Has…has anyone…has anyone here seen Julia Roberts?”
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