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Eventually, I gave up. My husband, Rody, loves languages and learning new things. He’s interested in a wide range of topics. But as hard as I have tried, knitting has not become one of them.

My daughters, Meera, Flory, and Lelia, are a little better. When a new knitting magazine arrives in the mail, I can usually corral one of them into looking through it with me, asking them to weigh in on what they like most or least. Lately they are a bit more willing to indulge me, interested in snagging a pair of hand-knitted socks or wristers—occasionally, a sweater. None of them show any sustained inclination to pick up the needles and make something for themselves, or—sigh—me. And although I love them dearly, they have not grown into knitting buddies.

These days if I need to blab about a great new yarn or find a sympathetic ear for complaints about a sweater that refuses to be finished, I talk to other knitters. I e-mail one. I head down for a cup of tea at the Home Ec Workshop, which knitters in my town are known to frequent. If it’s a Saturday and I’m not needed on the home front, I’ll join the Fae Ridge Knitters on Janette Ryan-Busch’s organic farm out on Rapid Creek Road. Or I start an essay for my monthly gig with the Lion Brand Yarn Company e-newsletter.

Knitting is like belonging to a tribe complete with initiation rituals, customs, rites of passage, and language. After knitting awhile, you acquire strong opinions about thumbs, gussets, and heels. And when you have been knitting for a long time, like I have, knitting shapes your worldview. Reading a picture book about a chair a family buys for the mother, I think about the chair I knit in. The main character in a movie appears in a handmade hat, and I stray from the plot, lost in the hat’s cables. Given an afghan made by an aunt I never really knew, I translate its colors, size, and pattern and discover a kindred spirit. Story ideas percolate when I knit socks for a friend, unfold the baby blanket I made my firstborn, or untangle a skein of yarn.

Knitting is not just a metaphor. Knitting is a life. And because my knitting flows into what I draw and write, what I cook, and what I read, this illustrated gathering of my stories is connected to recipes, patterns, and books. Let it keep you company when you need another knitter’s voice beside you. Stick it in your knitting bag, and pull it out when you are waiting in a doctor’s office. Use it to help you through a lonely moment—when you’re away from your knitting group, when your favorite yarn store is closed, or when it’s too late to call your best buddy in New York City—or China.

Welcome to A Knitter’s Home Companion. Thanks for stopping by.
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Rody and I were married on a cold November evening—too cold to wear just my wedding dress and the shawl I had made, but that’s all I wore anyway. The new shawl was my stretch to meet the bridal tradition of something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue. The wool was pale rose, not blue, but the pattern was borrowed from a shawl belonging to my friend and mentor, Isabel Nirenberg. And the something old was the tradition of the handmade passed on to me from my mother, who taught me to knit. She had died less than a year before, a decade after my father’s death. Rody’s parents were also deceased. We were on our own.

We planned for our wedding to take place where we lived together, in Iowa City, a Big Ten university town. We made double sure that our chosen date wasn’t during a home football game weekend. We reserved a block of hotel rooms for our out-of-town guests, and the Hillel House, the Jewish student center where I worked, for the wedding. We hired a band and a caterer for the reception. Mr. Rubinstein, the cantor who had prepared Rody and his brother, Myron, for their bar mitzvahs, flew in to help with the ceremony.

We exchanged our vows in front of a gathering of family and neighbors, old friends and new ones. Later, while the band played, the same group cheered and clapped as the crew of Iranian students I had invited seated us in chairs and lifted us up for a traditional marriage dance. My handmade shawl, tossed aside during the night’s warmth and excitement, felt perfect back on my shoulders as Rody and I, husband and wife, stepped out into the cold again.

Our honeymoon was to be a few weeks later. We had found a great package deal to Denmark between Christmas and New Year’s. The day we were to leave, the Maharishi University in Fairfield, Iowa, about an hour and a half south of our house, orchestrated a worldwide meditation to generate world peace. Sadly, instead of global harmony, Iowa was hit by a temperature freeze so spectacular that our plane was unable to fuel up. As we waited to check our luggage, all flights out were canceled. It was neither practical, nor possible, to catch up with our connection in Chicago by car.

At a restaurant near the airport, while sipping hot chocolate, we planned our honeymoon once again. Maybe a new destination would change our luck. Rody had lived and studied in Portugal and spoke the language. His stories of the country, the food, and the people won me over. We decided on Portugal in April, when travel would be safe from the vagaries of winter weather on the prairie and the interference of any international peace efforts.

It was a wonderful choice. Our plane left on time, and we arrived in Lisbon on a warm spring day. We drank coffee in charming cafés and walked cobblestone streets that looked like they came from a fairy tale. In the northern city of Oporto, we sipped port, and I found a small yarn store. Inside, glowing from their cubbies and baskets were the lightest, softest bundles of vibrant greens, blues, and pinks. Not knowing or even thinking about what I might make with it, I bought a palette of the fine-weight wool.

I didn’t really have a stash back then. I had been a poor graduate student when Rody and I had met, and I bought yarn judiciously. But I wasn’t a poor student anymore. I had earned my master of fine arts degree in printmaking, and my part-time job at Hillel paid what felt like a huge salary to me. Rody, as he has always been fond of saying, was also “gainfully employed.” In a very modest way, I was a woman of means. I could buy yarn when I felt like it.

Other changes, ones I could not control, had hurled me into adulthood. My mother’s death was still a very deep hurting hole. The house where I spent most of my growing-up years now belonged to another family. The part of my life as someone’s daughter was over, and a new part, as someone’s wife and partner, was just taking root. My Portuguese honeymoon, I decided, and my colorful new stash of yarn, marked this new chapter. When we returned home, I stored it in our front-hall closet, leaving the bag open so I could eye the yarn when I shrugged on a coat or reached for an umbrella. Someday, I would make something special with it.

Four years later, I was pregnant. That’s when I took out my bag of yarn from Portugal. This was what I had been saving it for—to make something for a baby. Not a sweater she would outgrow in a month or two, or booties she would kick off and lose, but something more lasting, like a blanket that she might sleep with and treasure her whole life.

One at a time, I opened each skein, slipping the glory of a blue, a green, and two pinks over the back of our dining-room chairs. Rody kept me company. Hand-rolling about a million yards of the fine Portuguese wool into balls, with an occasional break to drink the tea he brewed us, was a task that took me almost an entire evening. But I was an expert; I used to do this all the time for my mother. With an assembly of beautiful yarn on my dining-room table and the skills my mother had passed on to me, I moved toward being a mother myself, and carrying a tradition of the handmade to the next generation.

I picked a very simple pattern, one my mother and I had once used to make an afghan together. The new blanket was a joyous ride of color, and I was about half done when, six weeks before my due date, Rody was offered a better job. On New Year’s Day, we moved to St. Paul, Minnesota. Friends brought by baby things early, so we could take them with us: toys, car seats, a crib, baby clothes, and an assortment of blankets, all gently used by their children and now lovingly passed on to ours.

We stayed at a hotel in downtown St. Paul until our house was ready. By midafternoon each day, the Minnesota winter sky was already darkening. In our room, watching the city lights turn on one by one, I would work on the blanket. It was finished before we settled into our house. We were ready for this baby.

Meera Lil was born on February 28, 1987, named for Rody’s father, Milton, and my mother, Lillian. Two days after her birth, we wrapped our Meera in the blanket I had made her and left the hospital as a family. In the round-the-clock nursing that followed, I used the blanket to cover her, its colors a vivid contrast against the tiny puff of her dark hair.

Meera’s blanket is a sturdy one. Honestly, a tad stiff. A larger gauge would have given it a much better drape. As she grew bigger, I would often tuck her in with the much softer machine-made blankets my Iowa City pals had given us. And at some point, the white acrylic one with the silky trim became the one Meera always wanted. Rubbing the silky strip helped her fall asleep. Early on, it earned from her the coveted name “Blankie.” Over the years, I have repaired Meera’s Blankie, patching holes and replacing the silk edging. The blanket itself is now in shreds; clinging to it is a few less-than-pristine remains of its once smooth and shiny borders. Still, nothing could ever convince Meera to give up her Blankie. Even now, she guards the traces of it.

I keep watch over the blanket I created for her all those years ago. Meera’s blanket, like the ones I later made for her younger sisters, Flory and Lelia, wasn’t just a baby blanket, and it wasn’t just for her. All three of them were for me, too. They were my expressions of hope for these new lives after the loss of my parents, my family anchors. These blankets never won a place in my children’s hearts; they never were their “blankies,” but they have served me well as artifacts of who I was in my early days of motherhood. Meera’s blanket is folded and stored in the cedar hope chest that once belonged to Rody’s mother. Lelia’s and Flory’s are there, too. Taken out again and again, to help me remember, they always do their job. And that seems like more than enough for a blanket to be able to do.
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ZIGZAG BABY BLANKET

Making a baby blanket is as much a gift for the knitter as it is for the baby. Unlike the original blanket for Meera (my oldest daughter, now a college graduate), this one is worked at a large gauge so it can be finished easily before the baby arrives. If you are new to color knitting, follow the pattern chart carefully; within a few rows, you’ll likely have it memorized.

 



FINISHED MEASUREMENTS

29″ wide x 32″ long, lightly blocked

YARN

Lion Brand Homespun (98% acrylic / 2% polyester; 185 yards / 170 grams): 2 skeins #399 Apple Green (MC)

Lion Brand Yarn Jiffy (100% acrylic; 135 yards / 85 grams): 2 skeins #099 Fisherman (A)

NEEDLES

One 29″ (70 cm) long or longer circular (circ) needle size US 10½ (6.5 mm)

Change needle size if necessary to obtain correct gauge.

NOTIONS

Stitch markers (optional)

GAUGE

14 sts and 16 rows = 4″ (10 cm) in Two-Color Zigzag, lightly blocked
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STITCH PATTERN

Two-Color Zigzag (see Chart) (multiple of 32 sts; 8-row repeat)

Row 1 (RS): [K2 A, k2 MC] 3 times, k2 A, k4 MC, [k2 A, k2 MC] 3 times, k2 A.

Row 2: [P2 A, k2 MC] 3 times, p2 A, k4 MC, [p2 A, k2 MC] 3 times, p2 A.

Row 3: K1 MC, [k2 A, k2 MC] 7 times, k2 A, k1 MC.

Row 4: K1 MC, [p2 A, k2 MC] 7 times, p2 A, k1 MC.

Row 5: [K2 MC, k2 A] 3 times, k2 MC, k4 A, [k2 MC, k2 A] 3 times, k2 MC.

Row 6: [K2 MC, p2 A] 3 times, k2 MC, p4 A, [k2 MC, p2 A] 3 times, k2 MC.

Row 7: K1 MC, [k2 A, k2 MC] 7 times, k2 A, k1 MC.

Row 8: K1 MC, [p2 A, k2 MC] 7 times, p2 A, k1 MC.

Repeat Rows 1–8 for Two-Color Zigzag.

NOTES

Take the time to knit a gauge swatch. Not only will it allow you to determine if your stitches are the correct size, it will also give you an opportunity to learn the stitch pattern and acquire the tension necessary for the color knitting. A gauge swatch of the Two-Color Zigzag makes a lovely square. You might even decide to make several of them and sew them together to make another baby blanket.

You may work the Two-Color Zigzag from the Chart or the written pattern.

There are two edge stitches in MC at either end of each row that are worked in Garter stitch (knit every row); you may wish to place markers between these stitches and the Two-Color Zigzag. You may also wish to place markers between the repeats of the stitch pattern. All stitches worked in MC are worked in Garter stitch; all stitches worked in A are worked in Stockinette stitch. When working WS rows, be sure to bring the MC to the front before working purl stitches, so that you do not carry floats across the RS.

Block the Blanket by holding a steam iron over the piece, without touching it.

For a larger Blanket, cast on an extra 32 stitches (one additional pattern repeat). For a wider border, you could add 4 Garter stitch rows to the Blanket’s top and bottom and an extra 2 stitches of Garter stitch to both sides. Make sure to purchase additional yarn if you make the Blanket larger.

BLANKET

Using MC, CO 100 sts. Begin Garter st (knit every row); work even for 4 rows.

Next Row (RS): K2 MC [edge sts, keep in Garter st (knit every row)], work Two-Color Zigzag to last 2 sts, k2 MC (edge sts, keep in Garter st).

Work even until you have completed 15 vertical repeats of Two-Color Zigzag. Cut A.

Next Row (RS): Continuing in MC, change to Garter st; work even for 4 rows. BO all sts knitwise.

FINISHING

Block to measurements.
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Learning to knit was an unceremonious event for me, lost in the jumble of the day-to-day. The yarn and the needles are all I remember. The rose-colored wool, rolled tightly into a ball, was donated by a neighbor. The long green needles, supplied by my mother, were aluminum and hollow, the kind that really do make a click-clack sound. Stamped on the circular metal ends of each one was the number 8.

I was a noisy, spacey kid—a nudnik. I was always talking, always interrupting, always wanting something. Knitting smoothed my rough edges and gave me pause. I wonder if that’s why my mother taught me, hoping that my knitting might earn her some restful moments. Now, with children of my own, I can understand this hope.

My oldest daughters are a mere twenty-one months apart. They were the Meera and Flory team—their own private entertainment center. Birth order put my youngest daughter, Lelia, on the periphery of their world. Her sisters mastered pig latin when she was just learning to talk, and they spoke it together so fast only they were able to understand each other. Which, of course, was the point.

Without her sisters to pal around with her, Lelia turned to my husband, Rody, to fill the gap. He and Lelia chased balls, swam, and regularly visited the Minnesota Zoo and the Children’s Museum in St. Paul. In the summer, she rooted for him at his Sunday morning tennis matches. Rody kept a portable checkers set in his car so that when the spirit moved them, they could play over hot chocolate at our local java joint.

When Rody was unavailable for fun and play, Lelia looked to me. I wasn’t as active as Rody, so our time together was more like a never-ending tea party. Lelia loved good food and conversation. She had a million questions, a vast number of opinions, and an extensive repertoire of stories to tell and songs to sing.

Charming and lovable, Lelia too was a demanding, nudniky little kid. A minute alone for contemplation and reflection seemed to signal to Lelia that I needed company. A short break to read or knit was always intruded upon by her enthusiasm. When she turned seven, I decided it was time for her to learn to knit. I was sure it would settle her down a bit. It had worked for me.

I had visions of us knitting companionably in our orderly living room, strains of an Irish ballad in the background. Lelia might hum along contentedly while I concentrated on the lace pattern of a Shetland shawl. If she wasn’t absorbed in counting her own stitches or rows, we might chat a bit. Time would pass peacefully, in a knitterly way.

Preparing for this life-changing lesson, I read articles on how to teach children knitting, underlining and taking notes. I found a lot of good advice, complemented by great stories and heartwarming anecdotes. I couldn’t remember my own first knitting lesson, but I was determined that Lelia’s would be unforgettable.

Inspiring materials were important, I believed. So I purchased child-sized wooden needles with ladybugs on the ends and a soft skein of rainbow-colored hand-dyed merino wool. No hand-me-down yarn and clumsy, click-clacking needles. The big event was planned for a Saturday afternoon when the rest of the flock would be out of the house.

When the afternoon of the knitting lesson came, we sat side by side on the living-room couch, our knitting baskets on the floor. Like religious Jews, who start their young scholar’s first day with a taste of honey, our coffee table was set with treats to ensure Leila’s knitting life a sweet beginning. After the tea and cupcakes, I planned to show her the knitting basics, in poetry and gesture. But I never got that far.

“Mom,” Lelia said right after I began, “I think I already know how. I’ve been watching you.”

She nodded toward the needles in my hands—her needles. Confidently, she took hold. Expertly, she knit stitch after stitch.

“See?” she said, lifting her work up high. She beamed at me. Her two front teeth were missing. Her skin was seven-year-old perfect—like her first stitches.

The early afternoon light shone through the living-room window as she knit. A wind scattered a sheaf of leaves, causing a shadow or two to cross the room. On the sidewalk outside, kids were jumping rope, chalking up the sidewalk, and scootering around. It was a glorious fall day, and eventually, knitting just couldn’t compete.

Lelia stitched a few more rows while I sipped my tea and watched. Then she put the yarn and needles down on top of the plate of cupcakes and briefly examined the crumbs on her sweatshirt.

“Can I go now?” she asked me.

“Sure,” I said. The lesson was over.

With a quick good-bye, she was out the front door, giving me time for contemplation and reflection. I poured myself another cup of tea.

Osmosis: the gradual, often unconscious, absorption of knowledge or ideas through continual exposure rather than deliberate learning. Lelia didn’t need the ladybug needles or even the special afternoon to learn to knit. She had learned by osmosis. Is that why I don’t remember my mother teaching me? Because I already knew?

After Lelia left the knitting lesson, I wished I could have called my mother, but she had died years before my children were born. Even though I was pretty sure I knew how and why she had taught me to knit, I yearned to hear it from her.

I cleared our dishes, leaving the hand-dyed yarn and oh-so-cute child-sized needles out for Lelia in an inviting tableau. It had taken me time to join my mother in knitting, I remembered. I would wait for Lelia, I thought then, as I imagined my mother had waited for me to emerge from a noisy, nudniky cocoon and find the quieting comfort of knitting. Lelia is a teenager now, and it’s the clarinet that has called out to her and focused her energy. To my delight, many evenings I knit while listening to her practice, her music surrounding me, the whole room charged with lush sounds. Every so often, when she’s finished, she plops herself down in one of our big armchairs, chatting like she did when she was small about anything and everything, providing grand company.

A lot of parenting is about pointing. Here are the needles. Here is the yarn. And here is the chair where I sit knitting. Children grow up, venture forth, and discover their own comforts and joys. Next year, Lelia will leave home for college. I no longer know where I stored the ladybug needles and rainbow wool I bought to bring her into my knitting circle, but I still hope that she’ll return to join me there one day.
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Safe Return, a middle-grade novel named after a Swedish mitten pattern, is one of my absolute, hands-down, all-time favorite children’s books. A beautiful and moving tale, Safe Return takes place in the stark setting of Sweden’s Gotland Island. The main character, Ursula, an orphan from the mainland, is being raised there by her aunt and uncle. Her outsider feeling is reinforced by her inability to knit, a skill acquired early by the other children in Visby, their fishing and farming village.

Many books for kids that involve knitting are about the process. In Safe Return, the character learns not only how to knit, but how knitting can soothe even a reluctant knitter’s turbulent times. There is an authentic tenderness to the text that reflects the author’s understanding of the setting, character, and knitting. You can almost feel the lanolin in newly spun wool, the fierceness of the wind, and the darkness of the night in a time and place before electricity. And in Safe Return, you will experience the joy that comes in a very satisfying ending.
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For cupcakes, I place my faith in Betty Crocker. Her cake mixes rarely disappoint and allow me to focus on what to me is most important—the frosting.

 



1 stick (½ cup) unsalted butter

2 teaspoons vanilla extract (see Note)

Approximately 4 cups powdered sugar

Approximately 2 tablespoons milk

In a medium saucepan or in the top of a double boiler over medium-low heat, slowly melt butter; watch carefully and if butter begins to brown, lower heat.

Remove saucepan from burner and add vanilla. One heaping tablespoon at a time, stir in the powdered sugar until mixture is very thick and stiff. Add milk, ½ tablespoon at a time, until frosting is shiny, smooth, and easy to stir. Let sit for about 10 minutes, then test consistency. If it is too thick, add more milk, 1 teaspoon at a time; if it is too runny, add more sugar.

Makes 4 cups. Store in refrigerator.

NOTE: If desired, substitute peppermint, almond, or maple extract for the vanilla. To make chocolate frosting, add 2 tablespoons unsweetened cocoa powder with the powdered sugar.



Tips for a Successful Frosting Experience



• Let your cupcakes or cake cool before frosting. When ready, using a frosting spreader, apply a thin “primer coat” of frosting, wait about 10 minutes, then apply a second coat. If your first coat is bumpy with crumbs, don’t worry. Your second coat is your concealer.

• Give extra zip to your confections by adding sprinkles, miniature M&M’s, or mini marshmallows on top of the frosting.

• If you want a palette of colors, divide the frosting into small containers. Add food coloring, working it in drop by drop, until you have the color you need.

• Sandwich leftover frosting between graham crackers for a delicious treat.
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PLAYTIME CAPE

A PROJECT TO KNIT TOGETHER

Maybe I needed more than the ladybug needles and rainbow yarn to lure my youngest daughter, Lelia, into a love of knitting. What if I had shown her a fun project like this cape that we could have made together? And what if she had needed only to contribute a couple of stitches, or rows, for every few inches I knit on it and could have made the tie on a knitting spool and extra pom-poms (that can be used to hide mistakes) with a pom-pom maker?



SIZE

One size fits most children ages 3–10

FINISHED MEASUREMENTS

21″ wide at bottom edge x 17″ long

YARN

Lion Brand LB Collection Superwash Merino (100% superwash merino; 306 yards / 100 grams): 1 skein each #114 Chili (MC) and #170 Dijon (A)

NEEDLES

One pair double-pointed needles (dpn) size US 8 (5 mm)

One 29″ (70 cm) long circular (circ) needle size US 10 (6mm)

Change needle size if necessary to obtain correct gauge.

NOTIONS

Stitch markers; medium-size knitting spool (sometimes called a French knitter; optional); 3/4″ and 1″ pom-pom makers (optional)

GAUGE

16 sts and 32 rows = 4″ (10 cm) in Garter stitch (knit every row)
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NOTES

This Cape is designed to be worked as a cooperative project. The I-Cord Band is quick and easy for a child to work using a knitting spool; make sure that the Band is not worked too tightly. If you prefer, you or the child may work the I-Cord Band without using a knitting spool (see below). The increase rows in the Body of the Cape are intended for the adult to work, but they could be worked by a skilled child knitter. The plain rows in between and at the bottom portion of the Cape should be easy for beginning child knitters.

The Pom-poms can be made using a pom-pom maker or by following instructions given in pattern. Place them in a pattern of your choice, or use them to cover knitting mistakes.

BAND

Using MC and knitting spool (optional), work I-Cord 32″ long.

NOTE: If you prefer to work I-Cord without using a knitting spool, see Special Techniques, page 158. Place st marker 9½″ from each end of Band.

BODY

Using MC and circ needle, pick up and knit 56 sts between markers. Begin Garter st (knit every row); work even for 1 row.

SHAPE BODY

Next Row (RS): Continuing in Garter st, increase 1 st each side this row, then every other row 13 times, as follows: K1, k1-f/b, knit to last 2 sts, k1-f/b, k1—84 sts. Work even until piece measures 17″, or to desired length from the beginning, including the Band. BO all sts knitwise.

FINISHING

Lightly block.

POM-POMS

Using A, make desired number of 3/4″ and 1″ Pom-poms. You can use a pom-pom maker or the following method: Holding middle and forefingers close together, but not touching, wrap yarn around both fingers about 50 times, making sure not to wrap yarn too tightly.

NOTE: Wrapping adult fingers will give you approximately 1″ Pom-poms; wrapping children’s fingers will give you approximately 3/4″ Pom-poms.

Cut yarn. Cut additional strand of yarn 12″ long for tie. Thread one end of tie between fingers, closer to palm, and the other end between fingertips, making sure the strand wraps around all the wrapped strands. Tie a single knot as tightly as possible, then slide the wrapped Pom-pom off the fingers and tighten the knot, adding a second knot to secure. Cut through all the looped ends. Fluff the Pom-pom strands until you have a ball. Trim the ends so that the ball is even all around, making sure not to trim the tie strands.

Using ends of tie, sew Pom-poms evenly spaced around bottom of Body, placing first and last Pom-poms 1½″ in from front edges, and approximately 1–2″ from bottom edge, staggering location and size of Pom-poms, as desired (see photo).
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“Success is a function of persistence and doggedness
and the willingness to work hard for twenty-five
minutes to make sense of something that most people
would give up on after thirty seconds.”
—Malcolm Gladwell, Outliers

Just about everything I know about knitting for others, I’ve learned from my family. They’ve showed me what happens when a pattern meets a person. They’ve educated me in color refinement and yarn selection. They’ve sent me off for advanced training in pattern customizing.

Let’s start with my oldest daughter, Meera.

The idea, probably found in a now-defunct parenting magazine, was that there should always be a handmade gift included in your child’s haul of birthday gifts. So for Meera’s fifth birthday, I knit her a doll. With golden brown skin, she had thick, wooly black hair, and she wore what I was sure would tickle Meera most, a glamorous rainbow dress crocheted from rich cotton chenille.

“I love her!” Meera told me. Then she turned the doll upside down, checking for critical components. “But she doesn’t have any underpants.”

Right away, from some leftover pink baby yarn, a petite pair of panties was crafted. Naively, I thought I was done.

“She doesn’t have long hair you can braid,” said Meera as she pulled her doll’s panties on. To get this right I called my friend Monica Leo, a puppeteer and doll maker, in Iowa. Lengths of black wool were added and, when braided, exposed the doll’s ears—and another flaw.

“She doesn’t have any earrings,” exclaimed Meera. A few beads were firmly secured.

When her doll got Mary Janes with silk ribbon roses and Velcro straps, she passed her final test. Meera taught me to consider my knitting a work in progress, and to appreciate details—because a glamorous dress just isn’t enough.

Love pushes a knitter’s needles—my needles—to create the best we can for our family. And we click on, anxious to see their enchantment with what we have crafted just for them. When snow is anticipated, we knit past our bedtime to finish a hat. Our love for them sends us searching for the best ways to provide for their warmth and comfort, which brings me to my middle daughter, Flory.

As a toddler, once settled in her car seat or stroller, Flory would pull off her pink mittens, hand-me-downs from Meera and hand-knit by me. Her sweet little hands were chapped. Desperate to keep them covered, I knit her mittens as cuddly as the stuffed animals she adored, in red angora with a strand of yellow carried behind each stitch, for double softness and warmth.

Did she keep those masterpieces on? Of course not. Ditched, shed, and dropped, they never stayed put. Finally admitting defeat, I compromised by taking hand-knit blankets along on our outings. Snuggling up with them protected her hands.

Now, one of those angora mittens is lost forever. For many years, the other stayed safe in our hope chest. But when Flory was in high school, I discovered it hanging on the wall by her bed. The sight of it convinced me that, from time to time, the things you knit may have a higher calling, and your deepest hopes for them can come true—just not in the way you envisioned.

Now there’s daughter number three: my youngest, Lelia.

Do you know the story of the princess and the pea? Well, Lelia is that type of princess. If there’s a tiny knot, a trace of bulk, a fit that’s not near perfect, it will be noticed, and the knitted gift will never be worn. Yarns with a scratch factor need not apply. Lelia has taught me to be careful: to take the time to get my gauge right, to measure early and often, to choose yarns well, and to consider finishing a crucial step.

Finally, meet my husband, Rody.

He is how I know that not everyone covets a pair of handmade socks and cable-knit sweaters. His sheer happiness with hats and mittens has kept our marriage safe from knitting conflicts. A missed rib, a backwards cable, an unintended variation in design—those mistakes, Rody assures me, are not likely to be noticed and never affect warmth. If it goes over the head, covers the ears, or slips on the hands, it’s a keeper.

And so my homeschooling education continues. There’s a lot left for me to master, but I’ve been a good student, and I have a few things down pat. Like knowing that knitting for family must be a collaborative project. Or realizing that success comes from understanding each member’s needs and wants. The doll that gets loved, the socks that wear out from constant use, the hat that’s grabbed every time a loved one braves the cold—those are the gold stars you earn. Accepting rejection of your knitterly love is the hardest lesson to master. But take heart, life is full of wonderful surprises, and sometimes our greatest rewards come later, like catching a glimpse of a toddler’s mitten enshrined on a teenager’s wall.
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“No song or poem will bear my mother’s name.
Yet so many of the stories I write, that we all write,
are my mother’s stories.”
—Alice Walker, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens

My mother, Lillian Edwards, was a lifelong knitter. She was an attractive, well-dressed woman: tall and thin with black hair and almond-shaped brown eyes that almost looked Asian. She called them “laughing eyes,” and that is how I like to remember them.

I’m told that as a young woman, my mother knit argyle socks. It was in the days before I was born, perhaps before she was married. Maybe it was when she was a young single woman working in Manhattan and living with her parents in their tiny apartment on Mermaid Avenue in Coney Island.

My mother grew up poor. Her parents were both Russian immigrants. My grandma Yetta, a simple woman, never knew her real birthday. She wasn’t even sure of the year she was born. She was a child when she left Russia sometime around the turn of the century, but she never adjusted to America, especially urban life. She never learned how to ride a bus or a subway. She suffered from migraines and rested a lot. She wrapped a handkerchief soaked in vinegar around her head to ease her pain.

I knew my grandfather Samuel, her husband, as a quiet and gentle man, but he had actually been a gangster during Prohibition. When his brother was gunned down in broad daylight, my grandparents fled their home in Philadelphia, taking my mother and my uncle to Coney Island, where they melded into the mass of Russian Jews who lived there.

I don’t know who taught my mother to knit. Maybe my grandmother did, when she was not resting. I never thought to ask my mother when she was alive. I know that she taught me to knit and that she knit like a Russian Jew, with her yarn in her left hand, wrapped around the second finger, picking open the stitch and pulling the yarn through with her right-hand needle. It’s a fast and efficient way to knit, and I am often asked by knitters out here in the Midwest to teach them “my way” of knitting.

My mother’s knitting was like her “laughing eyes,” a part of who she was. By the time I knew my mother as a knitter, she was a middle-class housewife and bought her yarn at Pearl’s Yarn Store in Troy, New York, where we lived. She purchased her yarn sensibly, project by project. No large stash of “one day I might use this” yarn.

Pearl Berg had a store in a brick building next to the gas station that her husband, Art, owned. There was a picture window in front and an awning outside shading the word pearl’s. Inside the store was a wooden table covered with knitting projects and floor-to-ceiling cubbies of yarn.

The yarn in those cubbies was made into beautiful sweaters by my mother. At the height of the acrylic craze, my mother knit with wool. She knit lots of mittens, even kitten ones with googly eyes. She made hooded ski sweaters for the three of us kids to wear, and a very large tennis sweater for my very large father, who never played tennis. She knit a stunning green mohair and silk car coat for herself, even though she didn’t learn to drive until later in life. She knit mohair sweaters for me and my sister. Mine was cream colored with specks of yellow and blue and red. My sister, the blue-eyed exception in our brown-eyed family, had a baby-blue version with a navy cable up the center. I remember getting to choose the yarn and my mother taking our measurements. I remember trying on the sleeveless sweater. And most of all, I remember my mother’s solid advice: When you knit a sweater, do both sleeves at once.

As my mother grew older, Pearl’s went out of business. She bought her yarn where she could, mostly W. T. Grants, the discount store in the new shopping plaza not far from our house. She began to knit easy projects, like the “Florida sweater” she learned to knit when she was visiting my aunt and uncle there. With lots of dropped-stitch rows and no shaping, it knit up in a flash. She started to pick variegated acrylic yarns, and she crocheted afghans instead of knitting. We kids were all gone by then, my father died young, and, alone in an empty house, my mom would crochet in the evenings. Mindless handwork while she mindlessly watched TV. It could have been the tumor that eventually and slowly took over her brain or the overwhelming sadness of being alone, but the zip went out of my mother’s knitting in those years.

The last project my mother ever did was one we crocheted together: a simple afghan, starting as a rectangle and with colors changing every couple of inches. We used black to mark the color changes, and whenever I came home from Iowa, where I was in graduate school then, I would work on it, too. It is the only piece of my mother’s handwork that I still own. It is very large and heavy, almost like a rug. I am amazed that my mother and I, two pretty good knitters, would think to crochet such a clunky piece. But we did. It tied us together in a way that has brought warmth to the grandchildren she never met. They love that afghan, and it was crocheted so tightly that it should be around to warm the next generations. And for the other legacy of my mother’s knitting, the competent and careful, there is me.

My oldest daughter, Meera, has my mother’s “laughing eyes.” She and her two sisters have my mother’s sense of fashion and style. Letting them choose their own yarns and patterns, I knit for them the way my mother once knit for me. Sometimes I even use her needles: long white plastic circulars from Pearl’s. And if I knit them a sweater, yarn in my left hand, stitches picked open with my right, I always make both sleeves at once.



[image: Image]

“Don’t lose the colors that open paths for you
in your small walled garden this afternoon. Look.
Here they are. Touch them. They are the same colors
that live in your heart, a little faded now.”
—Raphael Alberti, “Going Back Through Color”
(translated by Mark Strand)

Many names circle around this color. My favorite is “Underappreciated Green.” It’s not quite a sage, a khaki, or a chartreuse. Mixed from blue, with lots of yellow, brown, and white, it’s the color of a yarn that lives in my heart, the green of the mohair my mother used to knit herself one of those car coats women wore in the 1960s. When she died in January 1984, I inherited it.

After her funeral, I returned with her car coat to Iowa City, where I was finishing graduate school. With a wide collar and deep pockets, it was a classic. And better yet, it was a perfect fit. I wore it in the spring after her death. Often. People would stop and ask me about my unusual hand-knit coat. That gave me an opportunity to talk about my mother, the one she had been before the last months of her illness, when brain cancer devastated and diminished her. My smiling, knitting mother, who had a wonderful sense of style and color, who loved people, and who was a good friend to many. That’s how I wanted to remember her.

March comes in like a lion and goes out like a lamb. Or so the saying goes. But out here on the prairie, some years we jump right over the lamb part. Cold spring weather can turn hot quickly, even from one day to the next. And so when the cold shifted swiftly that spring, I must have shed my mother’s coat absentmindedly. My life was crowded at that time, as I was trying to finish graduate school, work part-time, and maintain my increasingly serious relationship with Rody. It wasn’t until the fall that I realized the coat was lost.

For almost a decade, that coat lived on in my heart. Rody and I had married, moved to St. Paul, and become parents of three girls when I chanced upon a green mohair yarn, an almost perfect match to the yarn my mother used for her coat. I bought three skeins, two solid green ones and another stranded with magenta, purple, and bright green silk. A pair of super-warm mittens for my middle daughter, Flory, was knit from the two solids. The last skein remained unknit, infused with my memories of my mother. When I opened the dresser drawer where it was kept, the yarn always held me there, bidding me to finger the softness and delivering to me something prized from the storehouse of all that was my mother: a piece of advice given and ignored, a saying she favored, a hairstyle she wore.

When Rody and I moved with the kids back to Iowa City, the memory skein moved, too. The yarn, no longer available, had aged into a talisman, too dear to ever use.

On one of our first days in our new house, while checking the local phone book to see if any of his old tennis buddies were still in town, Rody discovered a listing for Zeke and Irene Palnick. As a young AmeriCorps VISTA volunteer in Arkansas, Rody had been friends with a Zeke and Irene Palnick. Zeke was a Little Rock rabbi back then, and he and Irene, activists in the Civil Rights movement, shared Rody’s commitment to social justice. They opened their house to him, inviting him there for meals and holidays. More than a decade younger than they were, Rody babysat their children, Rachelle and Lazar. And he and Zeke golfed together. Over the years, I often sympathized with Rody’s regret that he had lost touch with them. Calling the number immediately, he was overjoyed to learn that they had also moved to Iowa City. It wasn’t long before we all became friends.

Zeke wasn’t well. And just a few years later, at the age of seventy, while wintering in Florida, he died. It was a great loss. I brought some mandel bread to Irene, who loves Rody’s mother’s recipe. But I wanted to do something more for her, offer a more enduring solace—like a shawl.

Irene loves colors, and she has a bohemian style of dressing. I knew the perfect yarn for her shawl: my memory skein. I had never planned to use it; its transporting powers were still strong. But Irene is a kind, generous, and admirable friend. Knitting for her with it would be like sharing my mother, like entrusting her to the trustworthy.

A luxurious yarn, there was probably less than one hundred yards of it, not quite enough for a shawl. Carefully, painstakingly, I separated the green mohair strand from the silk, doubling my yardage. Casting on with the green, and then alternating between the two yarns every other row, I knit until it all was gone. I found a gorgeous purple silk-wool blend and continued with that, and when that was gone, I bought a hot pink eyelash yarn and edged the entire shawl. My mother never would have worn anything like this, but Irene would. My finishing touch was a loopy border crocheted over the eyelash edging with a burnt orange of the same silk-wool blend.

Rody and I drove the shawl right over. Usually my knitting evokes a very limited response from him, but this shawl was different. It had touched him. He insisted on bringing a camera with us, and he took several pictures of it—pictures I still have.

Irene put her shawl on during our visit that evening in the spring of 2005. While we were there, she never took it off.

“About the shawl,” Irene wrote me recently from her winter home. “It has become part of my personality and accompanies me almost everywhere I go here in Florida and on my travels. It wraps around me and gives me warmth and love—and introduces me to many new people, because many people ask me where I got it and seem to want to be included as part of it.”

I do believe that my mother’s loving spirit, her friendly smile even, was knit into Irene’s shawl, keeping her company when she wears it. Believing that is what helped me part with that skein, sliding it from my heart onto Irene’s shoulders.
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My husband’s mother, Florence, or “Sis” Gessner, was a great baker who learned her craft working at her father’s Pittsburgh bakery from 1930 until 1939, the year she married the accountant who kept the bakery’s books. We have inherited all their recipes. This is one of the simplest—and most delicious.

 



2 3/4 cups all-purpose flour

1 cup granulated sugar

1 cup ground almonds (see Note)

3/4 cup canola oil

3 large eggs

1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

1 teaspoon pure almond extract

Preheat oven to 350°F. Line a cookie sheet with parchment paper or silicone pan liners.

In a large mixing bowl, combine the flour, sugar, and ground almonds. In a separate, smaller bowl or large measuring cup, combine the oil, eggs, and vanilla and almond extracts, then stir the liquid mixture into the flour mixture until it forms a thick, doughlike batter. Alternatively, this can be done in a food processor or stand mixer with dough attachment. With wet hands, form the dough into two logs about 11½″ long, then flatten and shape them so they are about 2″ wide and about ½″ high.

Bake 25 to 30 minutes, until tops are light golden. Remove cookie sheet from oven, cut each log into approximately ¼″ to ½″ slices, then place the slices flat-side down on cookie sheet. Reduce oven temperature to 300°F, return mandel bread to oven and bake for about 20 minutes, or until dry and golden.

Makes about 40 mandels.

NOTE: I like to toast my almonds before grinding them. If you have extra ground almonds, you can roll the logs in them or use them to coat the bottom of the pan. I have successfully added mini chocolate chips, chocolate-covered cherries, poppy seeds, and cinnamon chips to the batter. Sometimes, after slicing the logs, I sprinkle the individual slices with cinnamon sugar.




End of sample
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