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Fragile Spring 

Stitches 

I pushed open the glass door with both hands and breathed in the fresh, starchy scent of 

new fabric. To me, it was the smell of promise. There were racks and racks of textile bolts in 

every hue and saturation, from the richest plummy purple to the faintest whisper pink. Supple 

velvet, sheer chiffon, and stiff, polished cotton. Crepe, linen, damask, suede. I could have spent 

hours touching each and every one.  

 My mother and I sat side by side at the pattern table in hard, plastic chairs. I looked at the 

titles on the thick volumes—Simplicity, McCall’s, Butterick, and Vogue. They were heavier than 

big-city phone books. I dragged one toward me and leafed through the illustrations of sleek, 

angular women in pantsuits and evening gowns.  

 “Let’s look in here,” Mom said and slid Simplicity in between us, opening it to the 

children’s section. She licked her index finger and flipped each page after a cursory glance. The 

glossy paper made a satisfying smack with every turn.  

 “What about this one?” she asked. Her finger rested on the drawing of a brown-haired 

girl in a white dress. I put my elbows on the table and leaned over the page for a better look. The 

knee-length dress was girly and sweet, with lacy cap sleeves and a bow at the waist.  

 “It’s so pretty!” I said. 

  “It would be a good first project for you. No buttonholes or zippers.” 

 Behind the table was a row of hulking metal pattern cabinets. “Number 6062,” Mom said 

and slid open a wide drawer. She extracted a fat envelope with the picture of the white-frocked 
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girl on the front. My mother turned it over and showed me the complex-looking chart on the 

back. 

“This tells us what we need to buy,” she said. “Here’s your size.” Her pearly peach nail 

touched a number at the top of the chart and slid down the row of yardage amounts for cloth, 

elastic, and trim. A little thrill inched up my spine; it was time to choose my fabric.  

As we passed through the “Special Occasions” section, I swept my hand through a 

waterfall of satin. Folds of scarlet, emerald, and turquoise slipped fluidly through my fingers.   

“Someday,” my mother said and steered me toward “Cotton and Cotton Blends.” 

We perused the row of cheerful prints—polka dots, ginghams, and candy stripes. 

“Do you like this?” Mom said and pulled the bolt from the rack. It was a soft aqua dotted 

with tiny blooms of lavender and cream. She unwrapped the tail end of the fabric and draped it 

over my chest. Then, head tilted, she stood and studied me for a moment.  

 “That’s a lovely color on you,” she said with a coral-lipped grin.  

*** 

My mother was the youngest of twelve children, raised in whispering wheat on a dry-land 

Kansas farm. As a young girl, she attended a one-room country school and never minded that her 

clothes were hand-me-downs. But when she started high school in town, she wanted to fit in. 

Without money for new clothes, my mother taught herself to sew, transforming her sisters’ long, 

full skirts into simple, fashionable shifts. Soon, she was combining pieces from different patterns 

to create her own unique designs. For Christmases and birthdays, her family gave her gifts of 

fabric, and she delighted in the potential of each new yard.   
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I grew up in a California town with a closet full of store-bought clothes. Still, there was 

never any question that I would learn to sew. In our house, putting in a zipper and hand-

hemming a skirt were rites of passage—as fundamental to fledgling womanhood as training bras 

and lip gloss. And so, every winter, from the ages of nine to sixteen, I worked with my mother 

on a sewing project. When the garment was finished, I’d model it at the county 4-H fashion show 

and submit it for judging at the fair. Thanks to my mother’s exacting standards, I won enough 

purple ribbons to fill a scrapbook. Our projects grew more ambitious every year—starched 

cotton skirts gave way to party dresses in watered taffeta and velvet. My pièce de resistance was 

a fully-lined wool suit.  

Decades later, I can still feel my mother’s strong, cool fingers over mine as we guided 

fabric under the glinting needle of her sewing machine. Surrounded by textiles and tissue paper 

patterns, she was in her element. Her hands never hesitated as she measured, pinned, pressed, 

and cut. I tried my best to follow her lead, but my confidence was often lacking. 

I loved our fabric store outings—the envelopes bulging with possibility, the rainbow 

rows of thread. But my interest often waned as the tedium of basting and pressing set in. I recall 

gazing out the window, longing to be with friends, while my mother pinned up my hem, 

mumbling “stand still!” around the straight pins pressed between her lips. But looking back, I am 

grateful for those quiet afternoons. The lessons my mother taught me went far beyond the reach 

of needles and thread. She taught me that some mistakes could be fixed by ripping out stitches 

and starting again, but others can’t be mended. She taught me that shortcuts lead to poor results, 

and that perseverance is key to success. And she showed me the magic of creativity, the power of 

my hands to conjure beauty from a simple square of cloth.  
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*** 

The last time I sewed with my mother, I was twenty-six. The summer air was thick and 

buzzing beyond the window of her large laundry room. We sat on our knees on the cool tiled 

floor with remnants of fabric strewn around us like fallen butterflies.  

 “I had plans for most of these,” Mom said, refolding a floral print and setting it aside. 

I nodded. I had come home for a brief break from my thesis work, and it had been her 

idea to sort through the bins of leftover scraps and someday projects.  

She reached into a plastic tote to retrieve another stack of cloth, and I noticed her pallor 

beneath the bandana that covered her naked scalp. Even in the heat, she’d tried to hide the loss of 

her strawberry waves. Her eyelashes and eyebrows were gone now, too, misplaced on 

pillowcases and in shower drains.  

 “My silk!” I said and pulled a piece from the pile. It fell from its folds in a lustrous 

cascade. Abstract flowers in yellow, fuchsia, and aquamarine splashed over a rich, luminous 

black. “Remember? Dad brought this home for me from Japan.” 

  “It’s gorgeous! I can’t believe we never used it,” she said and took the fabric from me. 

She held it up in front of her body, grasped one edge, and stretched it to the side, measuring its 

length from her nose to her fingertips. It was a trick she’d learned in her high school home 

economics class, and I’d watched her measure yardage that way for years. “Not enough for a 

dress, but maybe a skirt?” 

 We stood, and she wrapped the cloth loosely around my waist, then tipped her head to 

scrutinize my lower half. I watched her pale lips screw into a familiar lopsided pucker. 
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 “Yes,” she said finally. I think we could do an A-line. Maybe with an underskirt, so you 

wouldn’t need a slip?” 

 “I’d love that,” I said. With limited funds, I was thrilled at the thought of something 

swishy and new.  

“It’ll be fun,” she said. “Just like old times.” 

*** 

“We want to be Jedi for Halloween,” my eldest son said. 

We were standing in the seasonal aisle at Target, where my two older boys were 

rummaging through racks of dress-up garb while their baby brother fussed in the cart. I lifted the 

proffered Star Wars costume, fingered the flimsy, nylon cloak, then flipped over the tag to check 

the price—$39.99. I could do so much better, I thought.  

The next day, I found myself at the craft store, wandering through a forest of fabric bolts. 

I trailed my fingers over textiles as I passed, and the feel of the fibers summoned woven 

memories. Near the back of the store, I found the shelves of remnants where rubber-banded 

bundles of discounted fabrics were piled. I picked through the scraps until I found a roll of 

sueded polyester that was the color of melted chocolate. The material was soft, not too heavy or 

too light—perfect for two little Jedi. 

At home, while the big boys were at school and the baby was napping, I spread out the 

yards of cloth on the living room floor, lining up the selvage edges, just like Mom had taught me. 

Using the boys’ sweatshirts as guides, I cut out pieces for two simple, hooded cloaks. Not 

perfect, I thought, but they’ll do.  
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I lifted the white plastic cover from my sewing machine, hoisted it onto the dining room 

table, and fumbled to connect the power cord and presser foot. It was the portable Kenmore 

machine that my mother had given me when I’d left home. For nearly twenty years, it had moved 

with me from apartment to apartment, house to house, living in shadowy corners of closets. Yet, 

in all that time, I could count on one hand the number of times that I’d used it.  

I threaded the machine with clumsy fingers, careful not to miss a hook or lever. My toes 

stepped lightly on the presser foot, and I stitched the first seams slowly. But as my confidence 

grew, my speed increased, and the table shook with the vibration. Soon, the carpet around my 

feet was strewn with the familiar detritus of creation—tangled threads, fallen pins, and unused 

bits of cloth. 

 When the costumes were finished, the boys leaped and whirled in their Jedi robes, 

swiping at each other with plastic lightsabers. I took pictures, and they posed for me with their 

fiercest hero expressions. “Mom, these costumes are way better than the Target ones,” they said, 

and my heart puffed with pride. 

 

Since then, I’ve sewed Dumbledore’s robes, a quidditch uniform, and a fluffy Hedwig 

suit. I’ve made spider costumes with dangling legs, a narwhal, and a googly-eyed squid. Every 

Halloween, the boys dream up something new, and I do my best to bring it to life. My stitching is 

far from perfect—there are unfinished edges and crooked hems, but the kids don’t seem to mind.  

My mother died a few years before the birth of my eldest son. I was never able to show 

her my best creations, my children. But like the patterns she once crafted from bits and pieces, 

they are stitched together with scraps of her. And while the boys won’t ever know my mother, I 
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hope they’ll find a connection to her through the items I sew—a thread that stretches from past to 

future, binding the generations.  

As my mother taught me, I’ve tried to teach my sons that love is a tangible thing. It has a 

texture to it, a warp, and a weft. Love can be made with your own two hands. 
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Broken Blue 

Would I be better at this if Mom were here?  

The thought surprises me. These thoughts always do. They are unsought and fickle, 

triggered by trivial things —a loose button, a fevered face, a snarl in my middle son’s curls.  

I survey the fractured rainbow of crayons spilled across the dining room table. One by 

one, I jam them back into the box. Rounded yellow. Broken blue. The air hangs heavy with the 

scent of scorched butter and clotting syrup. I glance around at my checklist of little failures. 

Sticky plates on the counter. Grubby spots on the floor. Twin towers of laundry, one dirty and 

one clean. The big boys are at school, and Walter, my two-year-old, is sprawled slack-jawed on 

the couch while Sesame Street force-feeds him the letter of the day.  

Before my mother’s death, I had assumed there was a statute of limitations on grief—a 

point at which pain was restricted to birthdays and holidays. I hadn’t known that it would persist 

for years, lingering like cobwebs in the corners, visible only when the light shifted just so.  

I swallow the ache and look out at the backyard. Beyond the fingerprinted glass, the day 

is bright and buzzing. The dew-damp lawn is shaggy, and the shrubs could use a trim. There 

seems to be a rivalry among the roses; each overgrown bush blooms brighter than the last. But 

outside, I see perfection in the color and chaos. Inside, the walls are closing in.  

“Walter, let’s go on an adventure,” I say and silence Elmo with my thumb.  

 

 The nature preserve is a short drive from our house. I unclip Walter from his seat, and we 

step from the car into the brilliant day. Crayola’s Sky Blue doesn’t live up to its name. There 
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isn’t a crayon in the box that could match the deep, luminous blue scrawled over our heads. I 

adjust Walter’s sun hat, and we head down the paved trail that encircles a small lake. 

The morning feels like an elixir, blended and steeped just for me. Fragrant wildflowers 

crowd the sides of the path in a pollinator’s banquet. Indian paintbrushes drip with red, and 

coneflowers fling back purple petals, heads bared to the sun. Queen Anne’s lace joins the 

revelry, lifting frilly skirts to flaunt their slim, green stems. I drink it all down and feel the 

warmth spread through my veins, an antidote to the gloom. 

 We find a gap in the tangle of grass and flowers and wander to the water’s edge. “Look 

carefully,” I say, “you might see a fish or a frog.” Walter squats down and peers into the murk. 

“Yuck, slime,” he says. The surface reflects his wrinkled nose. I crouch beside him to 

study the swaying clumps of algae.  

A diamond-patterned snake, as thick as a garden hose, slides by in the water, inches from 

our toes. I grab Walter and hold him close as the snake slips into the reeds.  

“Mama, did you see that?” he whispers. 

 “He was a big one, wasn’t he!” I relax my grip on his body and fight the urge to ask Siri 

if rattlesnakes can swim.  

Hand in hand, we amble down the path. Time stretches around us, loose and elastic. We 

search the ground for rocks, toss them into the water, and watch the ripples spread. Walter runs 

in zigzags, chasing butterflies from bloom to bloom. My own hands itch to touch the energy of 

the day, to hold it, fragile and fluttering, in my palm.  
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We see several red-eared sliders sunning on the rocks. With painted heads and polished 

shells, they look like figurines on display. As we pass, each turtle comes to life and topples from 

its shelf, breaking the surface with a splash.  

I point out a white egret standing in the water about ten yards down the bank. The bird is 

frozen on black stick legs; his neck bent in a calligrapher’s elegant S.   

“Be very quiet,” I say and fold Walter’s hand into mine. We duck behind the tall grass 

and creep slowly toward the bird. The egret must sense the vibration of our presence, but he 

waits, teasing us until we are just feet away. Then, he stretches his downy wings, flaps once, and 

lifts into the air. The effortless transition from earth to sky seems like a magic trick. Walter 

stands, mouth agape, watching the great bird as it loops over the water.  

By the time we reach the far side of the lake, the sun has climbed higher overhead, and its 

comforting rays have turned oppressive. Walter’s cheeks are pink, and I can feel the first sting of 

a sunburn on my own.   

“I’m tired, Mama,” Walter says and squats down as if his legs have given out. I study his 

face for signs of a gathering tantrum.  

“Let’s head back for lunch,” I say, though I’m not ready to leave the morning. I pull 

Walter to his feet, and he shuffles along at my side.  

We cross a bridge, and I spot an orb weaver’s web strung between the metal guardrails. 

The sun is caught, shimmering, in the delicate array.  

“Where’s the spider?” Walter asks.  
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I scan the gossamer expanse and then search along the rails. “She must be hiding,” I say.  

“Spiders are nocturnal. I’m sure that she’ll be back tonight.” I picture the painted spider, 

mending her web by moonlight. Walter only frowns.  

I want to run my fingers through the sticky silk and test the strength of the strands. I want 

to feel the subtle resistance as the symmetry collapses. Instead, I turn away and reach again for 

Walter’s hand. 

I look up to see a woman walking towards us. She is fifty-something with close-cropped 

gray hair. Her golden retriever noses in the grass beside the trail, testing the limits of his long 

leash. The woman is talking loudly on a cellphone, and I prickle at the intrusion. 

 “Mama, I’m thirsty,” Walter says. I stop to pull our water bottles out of my backpack. 

He takes a long drink from his Spiderman cup. The woman comes closer and drags me into her 

conversation.  

“Mom,” she says, “I just wanted to say goodbye.” 

“Mama,” Walter whines, “I’m hungry.”  

“Just a minute,” I say and kneel on the pavement to dig deeper into my pack. Sharp 

pebbles press into my knees. 

 I glance up at the woman. She has paused to look out over the water. “I want you to know 

that it’s okay for you to go now,” she says. 

Unease blossoms in my stomach. I pull out a plastic baggie of half-crushed goldfish and 

hand it to Walter. “Let’s go,” I say and zip up my bag. 
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“Mom, you know how much I’ll miss you,” the woman continues, oblivious to our 

presence.  

“Walter, come on!” I pull his hand, but he resists.  

“I don’t want you to be in pain any longer,” she says.  

I want to run away. I want to vanish like a turtle in the water, leaving no more than a 

wrinkle in my wake. I study the woman’s face. It is lined with the same grief that will forever 

mar my own. I grasp at the edges of our perfect morning, but they slip through my fingers.  

The memories come like an eclipse, blotting out the blue. 

 

It was late evening, and we were stranded in a sea of taillights. My cell phone rang from 

the bag at my feet, and I bent over to fish it out.  

 “Hi honey, it’s Mom.” 

 “Hey, how are you feeling?” 

 “I’m alright. Is this a good time to talk?”  

 “Sure. Bill is driving me home from work.” I glanced at my husband behind the wheel. 

He turned towards me, eyebrows raised. “It’s my mom,” I mouthed.  

 “How’s the new job going?” she asked.  

 “Not great. It’s really just retail, nothing like I’d hoped. And there are rumors that the 

company is about to go belly up. I may lose the one crappy job I could find.” I knew that I had 

jumped into a pool of self-pity, but it had been a long day, and the water was fine.  
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 “I’m sorry it isn’t working out. Just hang in there, okay?” 

 “I know, I’m trying.” 

“Sweetie, I have some news.” 

 I registered the fatigue in her voice, and fear sparked like flint against my ribs.  

 “You know how we had to take a little break from chemo because my white blood cell 

counts were too low?” 

 “Yes,” I said, feeling a quickening thud in my chest. 

 “My white blood cell counts are up, which is good, but the thing is, it no longer matters.” 

 “What? Why doesn’t it matter?” 

 “Honey, we’ve decided to stop treatment. It’s just not doing any good.” 

 “Oh,” I said and stared through the windshield. The lights blurred and swirled like shards 

in a kaleidoscope. Bill turned to look at me. I just shook my head. 

“What’s the plan now?” I asked, trying to quell the tremor in my voice.  

 “There isn’t one. We’ve done everything we can at this point, and I’m just so tired. The 

past couple of years have been such a struggle. I’m ready to be done.” 

 My heart became a fist, pounding in protest, but the fight died on its way to my lips. It 

wasn’t my choice to make.  

 “I’m so sorry,” I said, numb and wanting for words. 
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“I know, honey, but it’s okay. Really, it is. I made my peace with this a long time ago.” 

Her voice was fragile but did not break. She wouldn’t add the weight of tears to the heavy 

burden of her words.  

“What happens next?” I swallowed hard and forced down the dread that rose like bile in 

my throat. “I mean, how long?”  

 “We just don’t know. I’m weak, and the cancer is taking over quickly, but it could still be 

several weeks.”  

“I should come home.” 

 “Your father is making a schedule of times for family to come and stay with us. He’ll 

book your flight once we figure out the dates.” 

 “Okay,” I said, inhaling the small comfort of my parents’ pragmatism.      

 “Honey, I’m going to let you go now. We’ll be in touch soon.” I heard the deep weariness 

in her voice. “I love you.”  

 “I love you too, Mom.” I hesitated and then pressed “End.” 

 

“Walter, hurry up!” I plead and try to blink back the images. I feel the familiar 

hollowness in my stomach and taste the stale regret on my tongue. If only I had known that call 

would be my last lucid conversation with my mother. If only I’d said more. I toss my useless 

wishes like pennies into the lake. 

  Walter finally begins to walk, dragging his feet as he fishes another cracker from the 

bag. 
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 The gray-haired woman still hasn’t moved. “Mom, I know I’ll see you again someday. 

When it’s my time to go, we’ll be together.” 

 I hoist Walter onto my hip and hurry past the woman. We step through the cool, gray 

shadow of her grief. The only kindness I can offer is to pretend that we aren’t there. 

Walter rests his sweaty head on my shoulder. His body is heavy in my arms as I trudge 

up the hill to the parking lot. Now, I want nothing more than to go home.  

When I reach the top, I turn to look back at the lake. It still glistens under the nameless 

blue. The flowers are just pinpoints of color now, shifting slightly in the whispered breeze. I see 

a flash of white at the edge of the water.  

The egret rises, wings spread wide. 

 

 

 

 

 


