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  Chapter one
Discovery


I first met the Widow Evans when I was about three years old. She wasn’t really a widow, it was just what we called her. And, of course, we didn’t call her that to her face. Though I’m sure she knew. 
Her real name was Wisteria Evans and she was the strangest woman I had ever seen. Granted, I was barely out of diapers and I didn’t remember much at that age, but she stuck with me.
She had this big blue bag of deep cerulean and soft leather. It was huge. I was convinced I could sit inside it and no one would know. 
Wisteria sat in a large squishy, flowered arm chair my mother wouldn’t let me near. I was jealous and entranced. Who was this woman that got to sit in forbidden furniture?
And then she started to pull things out of that blue bag, beautiful things that I could only stare at, wide-eyed, despite my mother’s remonstrations. First a pair of long, delicate needles, followed by a fluffy white ball of yarn so fine I thought it must have been made of clouds. I remember that belief very clearly.
But what I recall most sharply was what happened when she took the needles to the yarn.
It wasn’t only the joining of the yarn to itself. That, I had seen my grandmother do before and, from time-to-time, my mom. No, this was something else.
The yarn exploded in color. Sparks of silver flew from her needles and slithered along the fabric. The whole room seemed to converge on the older woman’s hands. Her knitting was the only thing that mattered.
She spied me over her narrow rim glasses and smiled, a twinkle in her eye. It was as if we shared a secret.
After that, she began to leave little gifts around the house for me whenever she visited my mother, finding reasons to stop by. A set of large plastic needles with cheap acrylic yarn. A how-to book with bright, illustrated pictures. Scraps of knitting I took apart and knit back together.
My mother tried several times to refuse the gifts, but Mrs. Evans insisted. I knit my first scarf by age five, and a hat by six. By seven, I was trying my very clumsy hands at a sweater. It was lumpy and misshapen, but I was proud of it.
What continually disappointed me was my inability to make the little wisps of silver fly from the tips of my needles. I asked the only woman who knew.
My mother frowned, but Mrs. Evans gave me a big smile.
“All in due time, sugar, all in due time.”
Now, fifteen years later, I could do cables, lace, intarsia, entrelac, pretty much any type of knitting design, pulled from the recesses of my own brain, but I still couldn’t do any magic with my knitting. A part of me thought that maybe I was seeing things in my mother’s parlor all those years ago. A hallucination brought on by too much sugar and lack of sleep.
“Nevada,” said my friend Grace as she snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Earth to Nevada. Is anyone home?”
Grace was a thick-framed black woman with baby fine hair that fell in rigid curls around her face. Today, she wore a navy sweater dress she made herself over skinny jeans and mid-calf boots from Torrid. I loved her style. It was a stark contrast from my frumpy cardigan, baggy jeans and yellowing sneakers.
She was also my oldest friend. She held my hand at my grandfather’s funeral, punched a boy on the playground when he teased me, and threatened to slash my ex-boyfriend’s tires when I found him kissing a cheerleader under the bleachers. She knew me better than anyone. And she’d heard more of my crazy stories than anyone else.
I shook my head and sighed. “Yeah, I’m here.”
“You were, like, a million miles away, girl. Mars or somewhere,” she said.
“No, just my mother’s parlor,” I said.
Grace rolled her eyes. “Not that again. I’m telling you, the Widow Evans is an odd duck. There’s no way of knowing what you saw when you were little. Maybe she put Christmas tinsel in her yarn.”
“No way,” I said. “I know what I saw.”
“You were three.”
“I was attentive.”
“You were three,” she said again. “You probably can’t remember what you had for lunch a week ago today, much less what some crazy old bat knit twenty years ago.”
“She still does it,” I said. “I’ve seen her. She thinks I’m not looking, but I am.”
“She’s messing with you,” said Grace. “She messes with everyone. Even her husband. Why you think no one ever sees him? Poor old man’s scared to leave the house.”
“It was magic.”
Grace sighed and went back to her project.
We sat at the round crafting table at Hand Held Knitting Gallery in Downtown Fayetteville. The smell of fresh varnish and new wood permeated over the familiar odors of wool wash and hand cream. A mother and daughter stood in a corner oohing and ahing over patterns while Grace and I worked on our most recent projects. She was starting into intarsia and I had stumbled across a book of Japanese stitch patterns.
The door opened and a cold breeze blew in, fluttering our pages. We looked up to see Widow Evans walk into the store.
She wore an overlarge trench coat over her willowy frame. A hand woven scarf hung at her neck, under her bob of gray hair, and that old, familiar blue bag slung over her shoulder. She pulled off a pair of leather gloves and smiled to one of the employees.
Without a word, she sauntered to the rear of the shop and greeted a woman I never noticed. The two whispered to each other. Mrs. Evans cast a furtive glance behind her before disappearing to the back room. The other woman followed her and closed the door.
We stared at each other. We hadn’t seen the Widow Evans since her husband’s last trip to the hospital three months ago. For her to show up like this, unannounced, was, well, it was weird. She was a regular in the shop and always had a sassy word or advice to give someone. This kind of behavior was downright strange.
I raised my eyebrows at Grace.
She shook her head.
I stood.
“Don’t,” she said. “Whatever that woman’s business is you mind yours.”
“You’re okay with this?” I said.
Grace shrugged. “They’re talking.”
“No, it’s more than that,” I said. “It’s magic. I can feel it.”
She gave me one of her looks that said she thought I was overreacting, but I didn’t think so. It was a feeling deep down in my bones. Almost like that chill you get and when someone walked over your grave, but not quite. It wasn’t cold, but the hairs on my neck stood on end and made my skin crawl.
I pushed past the table. A regular waved at me, but I ignored her and stormed after them. I hesitated at the door. Should I burst through? Wait and confront her? Listen and pretend to look at the pattern books when they came out?
My arms began to tingle and warm air, not from the heater, pushed through the crack at the bottom. A bright light shone. Whispers filtered through the door. I reached for the knob, but then it all stopped.
I froze. I knew I should move, but I was too astounded by what happened.
Magic. 
In a closet of a knitting store.
I still didn’t have the proof Grace wanted, but it strengthened my convictions. Something went on in that room. My question was what?
I heard footsteps and jumped away from the door to a shelf of discount skeins of cotton. I picked up one at random and glanced over back.
The woman exited first, clutching a package to her chest. She hurried out without so much as a backwards glance.
I was so busy watching her, I didn’t see her come out. I felt a hand on my shoulder and dropped the skein of cotton yarn I pretended to consider.
“Knitting for summer already dear?” Mrs. Evans asked.
My face got hot, and I gave her a sheepish glance.
“I, well, I guess so,” I said. My face grew hotter.
She smiled and patted me on the arm. “Of course. You might try this, though.”
She handed me a small, brown ball of wool, big enough for a swatch, nothing more. It felt light and airy in my hands, almost as if it weren’t there.
“Try a pattern from that Asian stitch dictionary,” she said, “and come see me when it’s finished.”
I gawked at her, mutely. I had a hundred different questions for her, but my mouth wouldn’t move. My voice came out in a squeak. Was this it? The proof I needed? The magic I wanted? What could I do with it?
She winked at me and strode out the door, humming to herself. She waved to the employee at the register before she left in another burst of frigid fall air.
I walked back to our table. A couple of guys from the U of A were waiting for their classes to start on the other side. Grace sensed I didn’t want to say anything around anyone else so she stood and leaned in.
“What just happened?” she asked, her voice a whisper.
“I have no idea,” I said, “but I think I’m gonna find out.”






  
  Chapter two
Casting On


I felt like I was a little girl again, delighted by the small gift from one of my mother’s friends, but confused. And slightly distressed. Widow Evans had to know I saw her, knew what went on. She always put on a knowing smile. 
What was this tiny ball of yarn?
I tucked it into my project bag, and we left.
“She just gave you some scrap yarn?” said Grace.
I nodded.
“That old lady is a freak,” she said. “Secret meetings in the back of knitting store and cryptic messages with shitty rewards. Tell me again why you’re obsessed with this woman?”
“I’m not obsessed,” I said. “I think she’s got something else to teach me. I wouldn’t even knit if it weren’t for her. And neither would you.”
“My wrists and my carpal tunnel thank you both,” said Grace.
“Oh, don’t be so melodramatic,” I said. “You love it. We owe Mrs. Evans a lot.”
“Which is why you snoop on her,” said Grace.
I gave her a dirty look and walked ahead of her.
The wind had picked up and was cutting through my cardigan. I shivered. It would be nice to get home and snuggle under a few hand knit blankets with some hot tea. The first cold days of fall always came as a surprise in the Ozarks. It was eighty degrees the day before. Now it was fifty with high winds and a possibility of thunderstorms, hail, and tornados. In October.
A few motorcycles rumbled in the distance, despite the looming storm clouds. One last hurrah on the bike before icy streets and frigid weather. To me, this was the best time of year. I got to wear all my wool knits and stomp around in boots. Not that I didn’t wear knitted things the rest of the time, but I could really deck out in fall and winter.
We walked down to Dickson Street from Hand Held. It was chilly, but I liked to move my legs and I only lived a couple of miles from the store. Sometimes, I even knitted on the way home. But today I couldn’t focus.
“Okay,” said Grace, catching up to me, “let’s suppose for a minute all this magic stuff is real. What are you going to do with it?”
I opened my mouth to answer and froze. I stopped walking and just stared into space. A car honked, jarring me out of silence. I hurried across the street, Grace not far behind.
“I have no idea,” I said. “I’ve never thought about it.”
“Figured as much,” she said. “I mean, knitting on its own is kind of magic, but I don’t know how you could do anything really crazy with it. Like a scarf that strangles people or something.”
I sighed. “That wouldn’t be very nice.”
“Well,” she said with a shrug, “it’s an idea. What would you do with it?”
I pursed my lips. “I dunno, maybe it gives you powers, like the ability to see the future or fly.”
Grace raised both eyebrows and gave me an expression that said she thought I was on something.
“You wanna knit a shawl that makes you fly?” she said.
“Why not?” I said. “And it doesn’t have to be a shawl. It could be slippers or whatever. I don’t know, Grace. I never expected to get this far. She could just be messing with me, like you said, for snooping on her.”
“Well, you won’t know for sure until you try to knit with it.”
My eyes went wide, and I gave her an evil grin. “Then you think it’s real?”
Grace laughed. “Oh hell no. I think you’re crazy but sitting there and wondering what if isn’t going to get you anywhere. When you get home, take out the damn ball and do some stitches. Just promise me, if nothing happens, will you drop this whole thing?”
“I promise,” I said, “but if it does?”
“I’ll buy you a skein of cashmere and you can knit me a magical scarf to drown your ‘I told you so’ out.”
“It’s a deal,” I said.
We came up to Grace’s apartment. The wind kicked up, whipping at our clothes and hair. She hugged me quickly and rushed inside. Drizzling rain began to patter on the pavement.
I put my head down, bundling my face into my scarf, and hurried down the road to my place. The cold was fine, but cold and wet was something else. Wool was a good defense, but not impenetrable if the rain came down hard enough.
I all but ran to my apartment and barely got the key in the door before the sky cracked and the rain began to pour. I shook out my things, hung them up, and threw my bags on the table. As excited as I was at the premise of magical yarn, I needed to warm up. My fingers were like ice. I would have fumbled through any pattern I attempted.
Tea was the first thing on the agenda. I set the kettle on the stove, pulled down a particularly vibrant loose-leaf Darjeeling, and went to change.
My place was small. The kitchen and dining area joined with the living room. A short hall teed off from them, going back to the bedroom and bathroom. It wasn’t much, but it was my space and the rent was cheap. The place was dark and gloomy when I first moved in with dark wood trim and doors. The kitchen was dark green Formica and mahogany finished cabinets. 
It was a nightmare.
I convinced the landlord to let me paint over with yellow and white in the front rooms and hallway and blues and lavender in my room and I left the bathroom white. A pale oak table, passed to me by my mother, separated the kitchen and living areas. The only furniture in the living room was an over-stuffed, beat-up sofa the color of granite, a dark blue papa-san chair, and a rickety TV stand that held a twenty-four inch flat screen television. Hand knit throws covered the sofa and papa-san in an attempt to blend them with the décor.
My bedroom was all pale blue with hints of orange. It was sparse. I had a full mattress that laid on the floor, a small dresser, and a short bookshelf full of knitting books, cyber punk, and programming bibles. I kept the most expensive item – my programming laptop, a handful of jewelry from my mother, and my passport – locked in a safe in the closet.
I switched to a loose shirt, a pair of sweatpants and a pair of knitted house shoes. Properly dressed for a dreary afternoon at home, I went to see about my tea and look at the yarn Mrs. Evans gave me.
The kettle whistled right as I returned to the kitchen. I dropped a tea strainer into my favorite mug (a heavy ceramic in bright yellow with the words “Hand over the yarn and no one gets hurt” painted on it) and let it steep. Now it was time to check out the yarn.
I found it at the bottom of my knitting bag, completely unwound and tangled up in a mess of pencils and knitting needles. Carefully, I pulled the knotted mass out of the bag and set it on my kitchen table. The ball was wound when I put it in there. I knew it was. I remember dropping in there after I showed it to Grace. It shouldn’t have tangled like that.
I started undoing the knots and straightening it out. So much so, that I forgot my tea. By the time I remembered, it was cold, but I had the threads straightened out. I nuked my mug and opened up my stitch dictionary.
It would have to be simple. I wasn’t used to the yarn and didn’t really have enough to get used to it. Each skein of yarn, especially hand spun was different, even if it was made from the same fiber as a dozen other skeins. Tension, speed, and thickness all came into play. I decided on an intermediate level stitch pattern and examined the material.
The yarn was a four-ply wool and silk blend, dk weight, good for light sweaters and scarves. It was a muted brown. Every now and then, I caught a spark or shine in the light. I didn’t think it was the material itself, but a byproduct of the work.
Could this be the same glittering threads I saw all those years ago when I first watched Mrs. Evans knit in my mother’s sitting room? There was no way to know without trying.
I cast on the yarn. I held my breath the whole time, waiting for something, anything to happen. I finished the first row, and nothing happened. Nothing on the second. I don’t know what I expected, but I wanted to see some sign it was working.
The yarn ran out before I completed the first round of the pattern. Maybe that was it? I did the wrong pattern?
I tore it out and tried again.
Again, nothing happened.
I tried a half a dozen patterns. I never got through a single pass of the pattern, no matter how short and nothing ever happened or changed with the yarn. Frustrated, I tossed the yarn with my needles on the table and poured my tea, long forgotten and ice cold, down the sink. 
The rain was still coming down in gushes and the sky was much darker than when I came home. My stomach rumbled and I realized I hadn’t eaten anything since lunch hours ago. I grabbed a frozen dinner, tossed it in the microwave, plopped down on my too fluffy couch, and put my feet up on the milk crate subbing for a coffee table.
All through dinner and my night time drama shows, I couldn’t get that yarn out of my head. It wouldn’t work with any of the patterns, as if it didn’t like them. Mrs. Evans specifically said to use a pattern from the Japanese stitch dictionary. Why would she do that? Did she think the fiber was suited for it? Was it a joke of some sort?
She was messing with me. That had to be it. She knew I was obsessed with the idea of knitting with magic. Now she’d given me some sort of trick yarn. I decided to confront her.
But it could wait until morning. It was late and the storm showed no signs of letting up. I cleaned up from my dinner for one and went to bed.
I slept fitfully. The storm tore at the world around me and I knew I would wake up to a mess. The building lost power at some time in the night and I pulled some extra afghans onto the bed to fight the creeping cold.
I awoke groggy and irritable. And freezing. I turned on the coffee and jumped in the shower, turning the water as warm as I could stand. I was still chilly when I got out, but I was more awake. The coffee helped even more. I slopped it into my yellow mug from the night before and started my homework. I was up, I might as well get something done.
The day passed by in a blur. I broke out the laptop for a bit to crunch some numbers for a math assignment and work on a class project, but I couldn’t tell you what I ate or what shows I watched.
The heat never kicked on so I brought out an old space heater and spent the day in blankets. Management wouldn’t even be in until Monday, and I
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