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  I SPENT MANY TROUBLED years standing in front of the mirror with my face pressed close to the glass, peering into each pupil, trying to see all the way into myself. But there was always something blocking my view, like a piece of paper, something dark. I wanted to believe that there was a good person living inside of me, but I didn’t know how to connect to her.


  For years I betrayed myself, acting out and doing bad things. It took a great deal for me to believe that I belonged somewhere in this world, that I was worthy, and that my behaviors could be forgiven. My only choices became death or jail or change. Eventually, alcohol and drugs brought me to my knees, and it was then that knitting saved my life.


  Knitting gave me a choice to do something different. I found direction and purpose and the capacity to share. I found accomplishment, self-worth, and success.


  I still have anxieties, but when I look in the mirror today, the block is gone. There are times when I falter, but when I do, I know how to get back on track. I knit.


  To those of you who already knit and crochet, I hope you’ll teach someone else, because you never know whose life you might save.


  To those of you who don’t, I hope some of these stories of hope, sharing, and second chances will inspire you to learn.


  All you have to do is ask.


  introduction


  Sunshine Is a Color
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  THE BRIGHTNESS OF THE sun scrunches my face, and rainbow-colored sparklers spin behind my eyes. A jackhammer pounds its rat-tat-tat into the back of my head. Hungover and nauseous, I need to focus: walk through the field to the 7-Eleven, get cigarettes, and get home. A dry-mouth thirst pushes me on. I desperately need a soda.


  Warmth spills onto the sidewalk and wraps its radiance around me. I look through an open doorway and see colors splashing like flying paint.


  “Hello!” A woman’s voice startles me. “Would you like to come in?”


  I squint to see an unexpected smile widening on a pleasant face connected to an exceptionally large body. Still unable to stand up straight, I muster a hello, suddenly embarrassed to be caught wearing the sweats that I slept in. I need to get cigarettes, but her wide smile and warm invitation has me looking past her large girth and into the store. The bright colors and the scent of sheep’s wool pull me in.


  “How long have you been here?” I ask, stepping out of the sunshine. Couldn’t be long, I think, because I would have noticed a new store.


  “We opened last week,” the woman says. “My name is Carol. My daughter, Shawnee, will be here soon. Come in, come in.”


  “Nice to meet you, I’m Lee.” Funny, my first name is Carol, too, which is good because I’ll be able to remember hers. I’m terrible at remembering names.


  A young woman enters the store. By the size of her and her pleasant smile, she must be Carol’s daughter. She gives her mother a hug.


  “This is my daughter, Shawnee.” Carol keeps her arm around the woman, and the warmth of their relationship is obvious. An ache wells in my heart and I clutch my flannel shirt and try to remember when my mother might have hugged me like that.


  I can’t.


  “Hi, I’m Lee.” My stomach growls and although I’m less nauseous, I don’t have the energy to have a conversation about Shawnee’s unusual name, so I don’t ask.


  Shawnee and Carol encourage me to look around while they settle at the old round oak table by the large front window. They knit while I explore the rest of the long narrow store. The shelves explode with tangles of textures and colors. Magenta catches my eye and I pull a skein from its crammed cubby, press it hard to my nose and inhale, exhale…and inhale again, letting the smell take me to a place—I can’t quite put my finger on it—a place of comfort long forgotten. For a few minutes, I’m lost in it, and the cigarettes, soda, and sickness disappear.


  “We’re getting ready for lunch,” Carol says. “Would you like something from the deli next door?” I remove the yarn from under my nose when I realize that she’s talking to me.


  “Uh, no thanks, I’ve already eaten,” I lie.


  I don’t have enough money. I’m too sick to eat, and


  my brain is screaming for nicotine. I might scrounge enough change from the bottom of my purse for a soda when I get to the store, but that can wait because I really want to stay here. It’s Tuesday. My kids are in school but I don’t have to pick them up. During the week they live with their father “so I can get myself together.”


  Truth is, I’m in more trouble because I’m falling apart without them.


  “I’ve never seen so much beautiful stuff,” I say, running both hands up and down each row of perfectly organized yarn in a circular motion, soothing so much more than my cracked fingertips. “I want to touch it all.”


  “Take your time and look around,” Carol says. Shawnee nods her head. “The deli is just next door, we’ll be right back.” What luck…they’ve trusted me to be in the store alone. How stupid is that? I steal things.


  The cover of a Knitter’s magazine tossed on the table by the window catches my eye. I sift through page after page of beautiful colors and textures of sweater after sweater. I want to make every one of them and be every girl on every page. I think about how to get the magazine into my purse, but change my mind. Something about stealing from this store feels wrong. Now, that’s a first.


  I can’t leave yet with no one else in the store, and as long as I’m here, the cubbies of comfort call out for one more visit. Then, Carol and Shawnee, along with a friend, shuffle in from the deli next door with enough food to feed an army.


  “This is our good friend, Judy,” Carol says. “Come and sit with us.”


  Reluctant to leave the yarn, I join them at the table. Napkins and plastic utensils fly out of the paper bag, followed by sandwich after sandwich. Who’s gonna eat all this? I’m surprised when Carol places a giant sandwich with a napkin, fork, potato salad, and a large fountain soda in front of me.


  “I hope you like Pepsi,” she says. I nod, and although I’m parched from last night’s alcohol, I realize that I haven’t eaten in days. I’m starving.


  “So, Lee, do you knit?”


  Hunger and thirst take precedence over speaking. My head shakes up and down while I pack my mouth full, trying to catch the mustard and mayonnaise before it squishes out both sides of my face.


  “I learned when I was eight,” I mumble while swallowing. “My aunt Barbara taught me.”


  The conversation between the ladies is knitting chitchat, and it’s all so cozy. Judy is probably thirty-something, absolutely gorgeous, dressed to the nines, and as sweet as Carol and Shawnee. I’ve never met people like this. A few customers come in while our lunch mess covers the table, but the chaos doesn’t seem to faze them. Carol answers knitting questions with a smile, so happy and nice to them all. I would like to be like that, nice to everyone, but I don’t think I know how.


  I eat everything in front of me. Then, because I can’t wait any longer for a cigarette, I stand up.


  “Thank you very much for lunch,” I say, barely touching Carol’s arm. Embarrassed by my inability to pay and the thoughts of stealing still weighing on my mind, I’m ready to get out of here and go home.


  “Come back and see us tomorrow,” they chorus.


  Why? I didn’t buy anything. I thought you had to buy something.


  “Okay, maybe…” I use my standard response to anyone who asks me to go somewhere or do something. Not knowing which blender drink will consume me tomorrow keeps me from making promises to show up anywhere. I buy a pack of Marlboros and walk home but something doesn’t feel quite right.


  Maybe, because, for the first time I can remember, I feel good inside.


  The next day, I postpone my drinking routine. Instead, I walk in the direction of the yarn store. Maybe there will be a few new friends to meet and a ball or two of new yarn waiting for me to touch. I sit on the wooden bench outside of the store, eager to soak up the warmth and watch the knitters whose colored strands spill onto the sidewalk.


  Smokers hang out here and suddenly Judy squeezes in next to me and lights a cigarette. The bench is full and comfy in the sun.


  I don’t want anyone to know that my nights consist of drunken self-abuse, rides in police cars, and an occasional institutional lockup, so I ask about her knitting, which fascinates me the same way it did when I was little. It’s amazing how you can take two sticks and a piece of string and make something out of it. The longer I stay here, the less time I’ll have with the blender and the misery it always brings.


  I’m invited to join Carol and Shawnee for lunch again.


  After a week or so of daily visits, I overhear Judy telling Shawnee that I don’t have a knitting project. “She seems to know a lot,” Judy tells her. “She’s helped me read my pattern and follow the directions.” Carol and her daughter call me in and sit me down at the well-worn table, and I’m shaking inside, sure I must be in some kind of trouble.


  “I need a sweater to hang in the shop,” Carol says. “My son has been asking for a fisherman’s sweater for quite a while. If I give you the yarn and the needles and a pattern, do you think you could make it? It has lots of cables and, of course, I’ll pay you to knit it.”


  “Oh, for sure, yes, I would love to knit a sweater for the store,” I answer, trying to hide my desperate eagerness…not an easy task by any means. In my mind, I’ve just won the lottery.


  Night after night, I prop the pattern on my pillow in front of the bedroom window and knit. The drinks on the nightstand go untouched and the sad, sappy songs from the cassette player sit silent. Intently focused on twisting cables, I hardly realize the passing of time. My thoughts drift to a place where I believe that I might be capable of good things, where I might be able to get well, a place where I am a good mother, and while I knit, I find a place where I feel something close to happiness.


  I am stunned by what my hands are doing. I thought I would have a hard time figuring out the pattern, but it makes perfect sense to me. Although I loved the motion of knitting, I don’t remember making anything useful at the age of eight, but I do remember looking through my mother’s knitting books and magazines because I wanted to learn what the words meant. That way, when I watched her knit, I would know what her hands were doing. That’s probably why this pattern is making sense.


  If nothing else, I am determined. I don’t want to disappoint Carol and Shawnee because they believe in me.


  Day after day, I work on that sweater at the table where I ate lunch with new friends. I knit next to them on the wooden bench outside the shop, under the same window where I first felt the colors of the sun. I knit at night in my bed, and I keep knitting until it’s finished. It is perfect. They told me.


  And then they hung it in the window.


  part one


  Changing


  chapter one
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  Palette of Comfort


  “JESUS CHRIST…SON-OF-A-BITCH, God-damn-it.” Lightning strikes the front door and my father enters the house. It hurts to breathe. I need to figure out where to hide and I need to be fast, like Peter Rabbit, but indecision nails my feet to the floor. In agonizingly slow motion I run, but I can’t seem to reach my closet fast enough. His yelling hurts my head.


  We have time before dinner is ready. I leave the closet door open just a sliver so the yelling is muffled, so I won’t have to hear the words.


  While I’m crouching on a pile of clothing and toys in the semi-darkness, friends appear as I call upon them and we whisper together in our secret language. If I make myself small enough and press against the wall at the back of the closet, there’s room for us all. Hey…what’s this?


  Something scratches my leg, and, still adjusting to the darkness, I can’t quite make it out. I’m familiar with all the things that live here, so I pick it up. When I feel the prick of wool, heavy and thick, I do know this thing— it’s a sweater my mother made for me. Every winter after sled rides down the front hill, it would become laden with clingy little balls of crusty snow. After collecting our wet clothes, she would hang it on the folding rack above the central heater where it would sizzle and hiss as ice bits melted and dripped into the grate covering the hole in the floor where fire lives.


  Closing my eyes, I lift the sweater to my face and inhale deeply. The sheep smell takes me to a lime-green pasture brightened by sunshine and summer violets. I stand very still, close enough to imagine the animals’ contentment while they move slowly over the pasture carpet that sustains them. Suddenly, from the corner of my eye, I see the dog—it’s a shepherd, crouched and focused, dashing and darting, nipping at their heels. The sheep obey and move in sweeping unison—a turn to the right, then a left, then a right again. As they move away, a small sheep remains behind, huddled against the fence.


  “Get out of the closet,” my sister bosses from her side of the room. The sheep scatter like marbles smacked with a cat’s eye. Maybe my brother will play a game with me after dinner. I worry about the little sheep left behind and how he’ll find his way home. I smell food—meat loaf and baked potatoes.


  The man on the sidewalk is still yelling at his girlfriend while they walk away from the store entrance. Only then do I notice the cashier’s direct stare. I’m frozen in the center of the shop with a death grip on three skeins of yarn, one of which is shoved under my nose where I was happily sniffing before the yelling began. I wish my friend Stacie would hurry up and get here. She’s been on vacation from the yarn store, where we work together, and today’s our day for coffee and shopping.


  The riot of color all around reminds me of the task at hand. I have to decide, after more petting and sniffing, how many of these skeined treasures I will allow myself to take home.


  Caribbean blues and canary yellows carry me to crystal waters where ocean beaches hide colored sea glass smoothed by changing tides, and a brilliant orange bird-of-paradise blooms from a cliff nearby. Earthy tones take me to a dry creek bed lined with speckled-brown, weathered rocks. How does one choose their palette of comfort? The addict in me wants it all.


  “Hey, there you are!” Stacie walks in. After a quick hug, she joins me in a hunt for new yarns, magazines, needles, books, and anything else we might not have seen before. We touch every skein of yarn and knitted sample in the store for almost an hour, until I buy a skein of lace-weight merino in hues of sky blue and shades of green, enough bright pink fuchsia cotton for a little girl’s dress that I have on the design board, five skeins of my favorite Cascade wool in earthy tones to make…well, I’m not sure. It really doesn’t matter. I just have to have it.


  With knitting bags in hand, we walk across the parking lot to the coffee shop. I spot a vacant table with comfortable-looking chairs outside in the sun near a gurgling fountain, and we sit and knit together for a few minutes before I tell her about the yelling episode she missed, and how it reminded me of my father. She looks concerned as she sips her coffee.


  “It’s no big deal,” I assure her. “I’m over it, but guess what else happened?” Stacie puts her knitting down and, like a good friend, she gives me her full attention. “Remember the story I told you about the yarn store I found when I was a mess, how the owners fed me lunch every day and gave me yarn and needles to make a sweater for the store? And even though I was still drinking and partying at night, knitting that sweater pretty much saved my life?”


  “Yeah, I remember you telling me that story one day at work,” she says.


  “Well, you’re not going to believe it.” I feel my excitement ramping up. “But just the other day, one of the girls, Judy, from that store…it was called ‘Yarn-It,’ who I haven’t seen in forty years…she hung out on the bench and knit with us…she walked into work and as soon as we recognized each other, we hugged and cried and laughed and I just about died. We talked about trying to find the mom, Carol, and her daughter, Shawnee, and the fisherman sweater that I made for the store, and I told her that I’ve never forgotten how they all saved my life when they invited me in and treated me like family.”


  Stacie starts to say something and then pauses. I wonder if she’s listening.


  “I have something to tell you,” she leans forward. “Something that I’ve never told anyone.”


  I can’t wait to hear. I love gossip and a good story. “What is it?” I ask.


  “For my entire childhood, my mother never got out of bed. She was so depressed that she never got out of bed. I had to take care of her almost all the time. I never wanted to be like her, so depressed that I couldn’t get out of bed.”


  I know depression, but not that kind. Stacie looks around to see if anyone is listening and leans a little closer. My knitting falls into my lap, needle stuck in mid-row.


  “But there I was, ending up just like her. I spent months in bed. I would stay there every day until three in the afternoon, get up just long enough to fix dinner for my husband and son, read a little, and then go back to bed. I hated myself for being so depressed, so much like her. I finally decided that I needed to find something that would motivate me to get up and out. Being agoraphobic made things worse, but every morning I would force myself to get into my car and drive down the street to this little breakfast place that served the best waffles ever. Every morning I would sit there drinking coffee, reading the paper, and eating. And then I would eat some more. At least I was out of the house, I told myself. As time went on, as you can see, all those waffles caught up with me and I had to find something else to do besides eat.


  “It was a Wednesday and I braved the trip to Santa Rosa because I heard about a Sit and Knit group that was happening on Wednesdays at the yarn store. I thought that at least if I was knitting, I wouldn’t be eating. When I walked in, I saw only you and one other lady at the table. When I asked about joining the knitting group, you said, ‘What group?’”


  “I remember that,” I interrupt.


  “I felt so dumb and embarrassed coming all that way, way out of my comfort zone. There was no group, so I turned around to leave, but you told me to stay, you said that I should stay anyway and knit with you, and you patted the seat next to you at the table.” She looks into her cup.


  “You talk about how those people saved you so long ago? You paid it forward without even realizing what you were doing. I got out of the house and started coming to knit with you and to have someone to talk to. Who knew I would end up with a job? You were so nice and your invitation gave me a way out of my depression—a way to break the cycle of following in my mother’s footsteps. You saved me.”


  She pulls a tissue out of her purse and apologizes for her tears while I let mine fall through the wrought iron table. I had no idea.


  Knitting and working with her, enjoying her bubbly, happy-go-lucky personality and watching her interact with customers, I would have never guessed that she was, at one time, lost and broken and that an invitation to sit and knit would have snowballed into a ticket to mend. We both blow our noses simultaneously.


  “Allergies!” We laugh. It’s time to go home, and our good-bye hug seems to be a little tighter and last a lot longer.


  Processing her story takes a long time as I realize that I actually did something meaningful for someone else. I had shared some of my story and helped another person, and she thanked me. On the drive home, I have time to feel good about myself, something I’m not accustomed to.


  Once at home, I’m greeted by yarn on every shelf and basket in the big room upstairs, and I remind myself that it’s time to find a place for new purchases. That means that older yarn has to leave the shelf and live in the closet, but opening the door is risky business. I’m never sure just how much treasure pushes against the sliders, waiting to bust out. And, yes, just as I expected, a cascade of color bounces out of the closet.


  One by one I lift the yarn to my nose and close my eyes, each inhalation painting scene after brightly colored scene. As I sit in my closet on my palette of comfort, nothing hurts my head.


  chapter two
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  The Pearl and the Bear


  I SMELL POPCORN AND cotton candy long before I see the Ferris wheel. As soon as the ticket taker rolls a red stamp onto the back of my hand, I push through the only-one-person-at-a-time-can-get-through revolving wrought iron gate. A bus drops off a few dozen nine- or ten-year-olds, all wearing the same blue T-shirts. A gate at the back of the bus lowers a wheelchair and I’m glad they’ll be getting in line behind me, because I’m in a hurry—my first entry into the county fair is waiting.


  The pavilion is gigantic. Never have I seen so many beautiful things in one place. Quilts in a multitude of colors and patterns hang from ceiling rafters. I imagine floating beds covered in cotton comforters and I want to touch them all, but rules are rules. We’re not allowed to touch the displays and staff members keep a watchful eye. Somehow able to contain my excitement, I begin a slow, methodical procession around the perimeter of the inside of the building. My very first afghan is in here somewhere.


  While intently inspecting every knitted, crocheted, sewn, beaded, braided, and hooked item, I see the same name tag on three sweaters, a pair of pink slippers, four hats, two pairs of gloves, and a doll—all displaying a first place blue ribbon. Who is this person? How does one person knit all these things? I thought you could only enter one thing, so I search out a staff member and she explains about categories. Next year, I’ll read the submission guidelines. But, for now, it’s all so comfortable, all the colors and all the handiwork, all in one place. I had no idea that all of these people sit home at night and make things with their hands. I get to be a part of it; I get to belong to a community that I never knew about.


  I still don’t see my afghan and anxiety kicks in. Where is it? Maybe somebody took it. People steal things. It must be in here somewhere.


  A small group gathers and I stop my search long enough to see why. A pull from a spinner’s bag brings forth a stretch of white woolly roving and while others watch her hands pinch, pull, and spin, I’m mesmerized more by the back-and-forth motion of her feet.


  “I’ve always wanted to spin,” I tell her, “but I know I’ll become addicted and then I’ll have a ton of yarn with no time to knit.”


  “I know exactly what you mean, I have a room full at home.” She sees my knitting poking out of my bag. “Why don’t you stay at the table with us for a while and knit?” I always carry my knitting because I never know when I might need it.


  “I’ll come back after I find my afghan.”


  A procession of onlookers bunches up in front of the next display and my impatience grows. “Excuse me, excuse me…please.”


  I’m trying not to push, but discomfort in a crowded room keeps me needing to move. How rude to block the flow of traffic. As long as I’m stuck here, I might as well have a look. I inch my way into the center of the pileup and see an enormous cream-colored Aran afghan with intricate cables twisting this way and that over the entire surface, draped nicely over a wicker chest of drawers. It looks strangely familiar, similar, no—exactly like the one I knit. In fact, my name is on the card, and attached to it is a shiny, blue, first place ribbon.


  “It’s mine,” I yell. “I won first place! Are you kidding? I won a blue ribbon.”


  A few onlookers applaud. Not at all embarrassed at my outburst, I’m elated. As soon as the group moves on, I linger just within earshot to hear what anyone else passing by might say about my winning prize.


  At the next display, I squeeze myself in next to a young girl, maybe in her twenties. When I glance her way, she looks like she’s ready to cry. Why would anybody cry at the fair?


  She’s staring at a large crocheted bear, all gussied up in a frilly pink dress, striped leggings, and a floppy hat covering everything except her two-toned ears. She has a basket of rainbow-colored crocheted flowers attached to her right paw and little Mary Jane shoes on her brown bear feet. The upside-down, Y-shaped embroidered nose gives a downturn to her mouth and a sad look, much like the one on the face of the girl standing next to me. Perhaps she doesn’t know that the blue ribbon on the table belongs to the bear.


  “Is that yours?” I ask.


  “It is,” she answers, wiping at her eyes with the cuff of her sweater. “I wasn’t sure if I should enter it.”


  “She’s adorable, and you won a blue ribbon!” I congratulate her, but something is wrong. “Why wouldn’t you enter it?” She digs the toe of her shoe into the linoleum floor and twists it, grinding at something that I can’t see.


  “Well,” she pauses. “It’s for my sister. Today is her birthday.”


  “Oh, I’m sure she won’t mind getting her present a little late, especially with a blue ribbon attached!”


  I don’t know why she’s so upset, but I see that she’s ready to fall apart. On the way in earlier, I had noticed a wooden bench in the sunshine in front of the pavilion.


  “Do you want to go sit outside for a while?” I ask. She hesitates. “Come on. Let’s go outside. It’s too crowded in here right now, anyway.”


  “Okay.” She tells me her name is Sandie.


  We sit in the sun for a few minutes and take in the sights and sounds of the fair. I smell cinnamon, which means funnel cakes, that’s for sure.


  “I never expected a ribbon.” She shuffles both feet back and forth in the dirt. I sit quietly on the bench in the warmth of the sun and contemplate knitting.


  “I was hoping for one,” I say. “I’ve never won anything.”


  “I entered this bear for my little sister. We knew she was sick and the doctor said she only had weeks, not months or years. I wanted to make a special bear to be buried with her, but I couldn’t bring myself to make it. I thought if I put it off, then maybe my baby sister wouldn’t die.”


  “Oh, wow, I’m so sorry.” My blue ribbon elation vanishes along with the rest of the fair.


  “She died. It was so hard to crochet through the tears and I had to hurry, so I made up a pattern and crocheted from my head. It was small enough to fit in the palm of her hand, and I stuffed it, but I thought it needed something more…something special. I searched the house and then I found my grandmother’s heart-shaped pendant necklace. A pearl from the pendant would be perfect, I thought, so I stuffed the tiny bear with it and I had to hurry to get it there on time. I barely made it. I had to hand it over to the funeral director. I was so upset because I wanted to give it to her myself.”


  Tears rim my eyes.


  “It took a long time for me to crochet again. I beat myself up pretty bad, thinking I should’ve made that bear for her before she died, thinking it might have made her happy. I put my hooks away and all my yarn. Every time I thought about crocheting, the memories made me so sad. And then a friend said that maybe I should make another bear…a healing bear. ‘Make a healing one for yourself,’ she said. I hadn’t thought of that.”


  “So, you made the one inside?”


  “Yeah, it helped to think that I was making a healing bear, it helped me a lot. Ever since then, I haven’t been able to put my hook down.”


  “She’s perfect. Let’s go back inside and look at our ribbons.”


  Music and barkers beckon fairgoers to ride the rides, and shrieks of fear or fun, I’m not sure which, waft into the pavilion. I’m surprised to see some of the teens in the blue T-shirts still milling about the hall; I imagine that the rides would be more fun than a roomful of crafts. Sandie and I tool around together for another half hour, critiquing and admiring everything, especially our winning entries. I pause at the spinning station for a minute and Sandie says she’ll be right back.
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