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Love in Every Stitch


“Knit one love,” murmured Jake as he worked
the needles, “purl one love. Knit one love, purl –”

“I never expected a Mountain Man to be so
handy on the domestic front,” declared Edwin.

Jake had gotten so caught up in the rhythm of
it, and he was so used to living alone year in and year out, that
he’d almost forgotten he had company. “If I don’t do it,” he
equably explained, “it won’t get done.”

“True.” Then Edwin asked, “What’s the
pearl?”

He wasn’t sure if he wanted to get too
deep into discussion about the knitting, given what the knitting
was for. “A purl’s
the opposite of a knit,” Jake said, holding the fabric out to
display it in the lamplight. “See here? The knits are flat and the
purls make the bumps. Altogether, this is called seed
stitch.”

“Because you’re seeding it with pearls?”

Jake frowned in thought. “I guess.”

“And the love? What’s that?”

“Ah, well,” Jake said, keeping his head down
but figuring any blushes would be attributed to the warmth of the
lamps. “Just keeping track of each stitch. There’s three movements,
see? Needle in, wrap the yarn, needle out. You can get a lot done
if you just fall into step and keep going.”

Edwin laughed quietly, and eased lower in his
chair. “This is your philosophy of life, isn’t it, Jacob? Yesterday
you said you can cover a lot of ground if you just fall into your
natural pace and don’t quit.”

“I did, didn’t I?” Jake grinned at him, and
then picked up the knitting again. As he fell back into the rhythm
of it, he thought about the previous day they’d spent walking,
climbing, and occasionally scrambling upstream, revisiting the
traps Jake had laid near beaver dams and searching for signs of
fresh activity elsewhere. The weather had been remarkably fine for
the time of year, with a bright blue sky that reached all the way
from Wyoming Territory up to Heaven – though Jake knew from bitter
experience it wouldn’t last. “We’ve got another month of being
comfortable, I reckon,” he found himself saying out loud.

“Before the cold weather sets in?” Edwin
confirmed. He gestured towards the knitted fabric which was pooled
in Jake’s lap with the end hanging off a knee. “Hence the new
woolen blanket.” Edwin put on a show of frowning. “Though it does
seem mighty narrow for a blanket.”

“A few of these,” Jake explained, “fixed to
each other along the sides, adds up to a blanket.”

“I see…” Edwin picked up the book he’d been
reading, and opened it to where he’d left off, but soon put it down
again, gaze apparently snagged by the movement of Jake’s hands.
After a while he said, as if musing quietly to himself, “I suppose
it’s time I thought about heading back East. Back home,” he added
in stronger tones when he saw Jake was paying close attention.

Jake responded with a noncommittal hum.
Eventually he took the risk of observing, “Maybe you’ll want to
start bringing your bedroll inside soon.”

Edwin echoed his noncommittal response. The
Easterner had turned up here at Jake’s place with no warning,
getting on for three months before. Apparently a cousin of Edwin’s
in Boston – a Miss Edie Blake – had agreed with Jake’s cousin
Benjamin that Edwin should stop by on his tour of the West and say
hello. Jake didn’t think any of them had expected Edwin to stay for
so long, and frankly it was astonishing he’d even managed to find
Jake at all. From the first, Edwin had insisted on sleeping out
each night on the wide porch that ran along the front of the
one-room cabin – which made Jake wonder just how much Ben had told
Edwin about him. But then, Edwin was still there, all these weeks
later, making for a very stationary tour – which made Jake wonder
if there was something to be known about Edwin, too.

“Knit one love,” Jake murmured, “purl one
love.”

Edwin just sat there watching him. “I could
stay another couple of weeks,” he eventually said. “If you think
the trails back East will still be passable.”

“Reckon they will,” said Jake, honestly
enough. Two weeks, all right. That gave him a marker to work
towards.
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The next day they spent out with the horses
hauling in boughs and any smaller trees that had fallen, and then
making a start on chopping the wood. Jake had built a stables off
the side of the cabin, so that his horse and Edwin’s, the two cows
and the goat could share the warmth of the fireplace. They now
stacked the chopped wood around the inner walls so as to add
insulation – at least until it was needed for the fire.

Edwin was as relentless as Jake in his work,
though perhaps not as tireless. That night Jake sat there knitting
another strip of blanket, while Edwin watched his hands working and
then dozed off, with his gentle snores punctuating Jake’s rhythm.
Jake had just started the third strip, thirty-three stitches wide.
Jake had asked Annie Arkin to spin the yarn thick, partly so the
blanket would be warm and mostly so he’d be finished in time. Five
strips, that should do it. The bed wasn’t huge, though it was wide
enough for two if they slept close. One hundred sixty-five stitches
across, with each stitch made of yarn and love and maybe a little
bit of magic.

“Knit one love, purl one love…”
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They went fishing, and Jake filleted their
catch, and then Edwin helped him smoke the fillets and store them
in salt for the winter. Their days alternated now between trapping
beaver and preparing for the coldest months – and if Edwin realized
that Jake was planning for two, he made no mention of it.

Albert Arkin drove his small wagon up as far
as he could one day, and then rode on to tell Jake to come fetch
the supplies of hay and grain for the animals. He seemed bemused to
find that Edwin was still there, and Jake was prompted to look anew
at the Easterner, seeing his skin weathered and his lean frame
strengthened. Edwin brewed coffee for their guest and fried up
slices of bacon to eat with the fresh bread Albert brought as a
gift from Annie – all as if Edwin felt as perfectly at home as Jake
did.

And each night Jake would knit for just as
long as he could keep his eyes open. Sometimes he woke in the small
hours twisted up in the chair, and he’d carefully put the knitting
aside, blow the lamps out, and make his way to the bed alone.

At last came the evening when he began
piecing the strips together. Jake had worked out his own method for
doing this, starting by picking up a stitch from one edge, casting
on three new stitches in between, and picking up a stitch from the
opposite edge. The seams created narrow, slightly ridged columns up
the length of the whole.

“Pick one up safe, knit two together safe,
purl one safe, knit one safe, purl one safe –”

“Safe, Jacob?” asked Edwin. “Not love
now?”

“The love’s already fixed in there,” Jake
replied in easy tones, “and this will also keep us safe.”
Us, he’d said us, and surely it was still too soon to be broaching such
things. “Everybody knows,” Jake blurted, “that a good sturdy
blanket will protect you from all manner of shades and
apparitions.”

Edwin hadn’t seemed to notice Jake’s blunder
– he didn’t even make a pretense of reading anymore during these
long evenings, but simply watched Jake’s hands as if a victim to
mesmerism. This last statement, however, caught Edwin’s attention.
He lifted his head and said with a grin, “First I’ve heard of a
wilderness being haunted.”

Jake tipped his head sideways in a quibble.
“White folk talk of revenants, and creatures unknown in Europe. But
we weren’t the first people here, anyway.”

“Of course not,” acknowledged the suitably
chastened Easterner.

“The Arapaho talk of evil spirits. The
Cheyenne pass on their ancestors’ tales of windigoag, which eat
human flesh in the depth of winter rather than starve.”

Edwin stilled as if forcing himself not to
shudder. “I see.” After a moment he cleared his throat and said,
“We’d better go hunting again tomorrow, if you have a way of
storing the food. Visitants seeking human flesh might be appeased
with game.”

“We can smoke the game and make jerky.”

“Perfect.” Edwin settled down further into
the chair, and cast an oddly affectionate smile in Jake’s direction
– and he watched him knit with the hint of an air of
anticipation.
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