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Chapter  1  

f  Danny  and  Momma  e  
My hands are old now, and gnarled as crooked twigs. On 

frosty Idaho mornings, I can hardly bend them without feeling the 
ache in my knuckles. Or even if I can, a couple of fingers might get 
stuck, curled up and locked like handcuffs snapping shut, and I 
have to soak them in hot water and rub the joints to get them to 
open up again.  
 It’s getting harder to weave. My wrists ache when I throw 
the shuttle between the sheds, and my arm’s too weak to pull the 
string heddle up. I’ve been working on this web for seven years 
now. The going’s slow and the work intricate, the most intricate 
I’ve ever done. Except for this, I pretty much stopped weaving ten 
years ago, when Virgil died. But I’m determined to finish it, my 
last and greatest work.  

I try to weave a couple of hours every day, though some 
days it’s hard to get my old bones down to the floor. So I skip it 
and sit in my rocking chair, watching through my double glass 
doors as the sunrise paints the southern mountains with a golden 
wash. I make a cup of tea and tell over my memories like 
fingering beads on a string. It’s a long string. I’m 84 years old.  

“Why do you still weave on that crazy old loom, Auntie 
Sairy?” Joleen asks me. “Get yourself a real loom, one with a 
bench. It’d be easier on your back than that old thing. Plus, it’s 
faster.” 

Faster. I guess it would be! I weave on a back-strap loom. I 
learned how as a young girl, taught myself out of a book I checked 
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out of the library. I wanted to weave, and we had no money for 
fancy equipment. So I found a few sticks in the woods and learned 
to make a loom out of ‘em and weave the old way. When I can get 
down to my cushion on the floor, and when my hands don’t ache 
too much, I love to weave. I lean forward just a mite to loosen the 
warp, and then move the heddle stick toward me. I thread the 
shuttle through the shed, push the heddle stick away, lean back 
hard and tamp the weft firmly in place with the beater. Then I 
lean forward again, pull up on the string heddle, pass the shuttle 
back through and tamp again. The subtle swaying backward and 
forward, the passing of the weft first this way and then that, 
comfort me with their slow rhythm. After all these years, my 
muscles know of their own accord just how much tension to put 
on the back strap and just how taut to make the weft, though I 
struggled with that when I first started weaving. 

I’ve never used a harness loom myself, but I’ve seen folks 
weave on ‘em. I don’t know how you’d weave a right dream on 
one of those. All that clicking and clacking. All those pedals. 
Weave fabric, sure. But not a dream. Dreams have to unfold over 
time. It’s the minute changes in tension and the tiny threads of 
color, judiciously added in just the right spots, that make a good 
dream. 

All those dreams I wove across the years, I didn’t 
recognize the thread of evil running through them. No matter 
how golden a dream is, there’s a dark thread locked inexorably 
between the sheds that cannot be excised without unraveling the 
whole web.  

The only pure dreams, I’ve come to realize, are the ones 
that never come true. 

*** 

The first thing I ever wove was a strap to hold the loom 
around my back. Before I made the strap, I had to use a piece of 
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old rope I found lying around the house and stuff a pillow down 
behind it to keep it from cutting into my back. I wove the strap 
out of white cotton string and scraps I begged off Momma that 
were left over from her knitting.  

Momma was a knitting fool. We didn’t have a radio, so she 
would sit down in her rocking chair after dinner every night and 
make those knitting needles fly. One year, she knit 14 sweaters 
between August and Christmas to give to our relatives and 
friends. She tried to teach me once, but I’m left-handed and 
couldn’t quite get the hang of it from watching her. Being right 
handed or left doesn’t matter for weaving, so it seemed to me it’d 
be easier to learn. Not that I picked it up right away, mind you!  

I still use that strap I wove for my loom today, and it’s a 
crazy jumble of bare white warps alternating with loose blue and 
yellow weft, and loops at the edges every so often where I didn’t 
pull the weft across evenly. It’s hard to weave a straight piece on a 
back-strap loom, and I wove many before I learned to do it just 
right. 

After I finished the strap and Momma realized I was 
serious about weaving, she let me buy my own yarn. We used to 
go to the dime store, and I’d buy the cheapest yarn I could find: 
Red Heart worsted yarn. I’d work my tail off, doing laundry, 
helping with the canning, picking bugs off the string beans, and 
save up my pennies to buy yarn.   

During the day, nobody had time to knit or weave. 
Momma’d root me out of bed early to split kindling for the cook 
stove. Summer and winter she’d be up at 4:30. “Sairy! Sairy! Time 
to get up. We need kindling if we’re going to have breakfast!”  

So I’d stumble out to the back porch and split up sticks to 
start the fire. My brother stayed in bed while me and Momma 
made breakfast. She’d send me out to the pump for water while 
she slammed around the cast-iron skillet and laid out slices of 
bread to toast on the stovetop. Then I’d go to the chicken coop to 
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throw out grain and see if there were any eggs yet. In the winter, 
their water would freeze hard during the night, and I’d chip it out 
of the pan and run in fresh, three times a day during cold spells, 
so the chickens’d have something to drink.  

I still keep chickens. There’s something comforting about 
the sounds they make, even their peevish “wraaaaaaack, 
wraaaaaack” when you bump them off the nest to steal their eggs. 
Those chickens are so stupid they’ve never lost their fear of me 
even though I feed ‘em day in and day out until they keel over 
dead from old age. Oh, they waddle up as soon as I open the gate, 
eager for grain or table scraps, but just try to reach down and 
touch one! They yowl like a cat under a steamroller and scatter in 
a hundred different directions.  

Momma didn’t run an old-age farm for chickens like I do. 
She wasn’t sentimental. When they quit laying, we’d stew them 
up and eat them. In our house, everyone paid their way. Except 
my brother. I don’t know why he got to laze around in bed while I 
fed the chickens and fetched water. He always was Momma’s 
favorite.  

She wanted a boy so bad, she must’ve been disappointed 
when she got me, instead. I guess when he came along two years 
later, it was Hallelujah time. He could do no wrong. After break-
fast was done, when Momma was ready to sit down at the table 
with a cup of mint tea, she’d send me up to roust him out of bed. 
He didn’t wake up easy, either.  

“Get. Up.” I’d say. “Time for breakfast, lazy.” 
“Go ‘way,” he’d say, pulling the blankets over his head. Or 

he’d pretend to be asleep and say nothing at all. 
Sometimes, I’d get so sick of him snuggling back down in 

his blanket after I’d been up in the morning cold for an hour 
already that I’d roll him out onto the floor and grab his blankets 
away.  
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“There.” I’d say. “Let’s see you sleep now. I’m putting 
your blankets out the window.” 

He’d wake up and holler, then. “Mooommaaaaaa! Sairy 
knocked me out of bed!”  

“I did not! Danny wouldn’t get up!” 
We’d both go tumbling down the stairs, clamoring “Did 

too!” and “Did not!” until Momma fixed me with a baleful glare 
and said “Be nice to your brother, Sairy. You’re the oldest; stop 
acting like a baby.” 

Then she’d smooth down his blond cowlick and kiss his 
forehead. “Don’t fret, honey,” she’d say. “Sit down at the table 
and let Momma get you some breakfast.” 

But he’d fret anyway, say the eggs were runny or the toast 
was cold. Runny. Huh. She’d cook those eggs so hard they’d 
bounce off the floor. Never mind that I didn’t like hard eggs. If I’d 
been the one complaining, Momma would’ve said, “We’re not 
running a restaurant here, Sairy.” But for Danny, she just shoveled 
‘em back into the skillet and put down some new bread. She and I 
ate the cold toast while Danny picked at the fresh.  

“He’s delicate, Sairy,” Momma would say. “Your brother 
isn’t sturdy like you.” 

I guess she knew better than me…he was fragile, just like 
she said. He’s been dead a good, long time now, got taken early in 
a road accident. I miss him. Back then, though, I wished he would 
die. Then, maybe Momma would wake up and realize she loved 
me, too.  

After breakfast, I’d take Danny upstairs and stuff him into 
his school clothes. Or, if it was summer, he’d clean his room, or 
read, or Momma would make me ride him downtown on my 
handlebars for Scouts or 4-H or baseball. I don’t know why she 
bothered. He was horrible at baseball, and he hated Scouts and 
4-H. He missed half the games and most of the camping trips 
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anyway, what with earaches and colds and stomach flu, all of 
which plagued him constantly. 

“Do I hafta go?” he’d whine, and dawdle around getting 
his glove or his cap.  

Momma, though usually so indulgent, would insist. “Yes. 
It’s good for you to get outdoors. You need some healthy fresh air 
and sunshine.” 

“He could get some fresh air and sunshine splitting 
wood,” I’d mumble, but I never said it loud enough for Momma 
to hear. 

Once Danny was dressed, I’d wash up the breakfast 
dishes. In the summer, washing up was a worse chore because it 
was uncomfortable standing by the hot stove. I’d throw a couple 
more sticks on the fire and walk outside to wait until the water got 
good and hot.  

The sun comes up early in the summer. By the time we fin-
ished breakfast it would be full daylight and threatening to get 
hot. I’d try to catch sight of the woodpecker I heard rapping on a 
dead tree outside the back door, or walk through the woods to see 
what’d happened there since yesterday. I hated doing housework. 
I still hate it. I do as little as possible. I try to keep the floor clean 
near the post I tie my loom to. Other than that, I just let the dust 
bunnies multiply. 

On the days I didn’t have to take Danny somewhere, I’d 
try to disappear so Momma wouldn’t find something else for me 
to do, making bread or scrubbing the floor or washing eggs. 
Except for Danny, Momma didn’t approve of people sitting 
around gathering wool. She thought they ought to keep busy 
doing something useful. When there was nothing left for me to do 
in the house, she’d send me out to the garden with a hoe. I didn’t 
mind that job. I’d pick idly at the weeds and daydream, stopping 
frequently to estimate how much snow was left on the mountains 
or slap at a hornet. If Danny’d annoyed me particularly, I’d grum-
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ble about it, punctuating each word with a vicious hack at the 
ground. 

“You – spoiled – old – baby,” I’d mutter. “I’d – like – to – 
fix – your – eggs – for – you.” 

The worst job Momma gave me was mucking out the 
chicken coop. Chickens’re dirty animals, don’t have enough sense 
not to foul their own nests. I’d have to scrape crusted droppings 
off their perches with a putty knife and dig out the 
half-composted, stinking straw on the floor. After cleaning the 
chicken coop, I always changed my dress, couldn’t stand the feel-
ing their mess might still be clinging to my clothes. 

During the rest of the year, Danny and I would go to 
school after breakfast. Momma always worried about Danny 
catching cold. She swathed him in layers of wool from head to toe. 
I’d put on the mittens she knit me and the hat with earflaps, and, 
if it was winter, my long underwear, which hung down in baggy 
folds below my dress, and we’d hike down to the bus stop to-
gether. I had to sit with him on the bus, which I hated, because 
Momma didn’t want him getting ragged on by the other kids.  

I’d deliver Danny to his class and then go off to mine. I 
hated school. It bored me, and I wasn’t any good at it. Danny was 
a good student, always brought his report card home proudly, 
eager to show off his good grades. One time, I stole it out of his 
coat pocket while we were on the bus and threw it out the win-
dow. I figured if he didn’t bring his home, she wouldn’t get mad 
at me for not having mine.  I didn’t want to show her my Cs and 
Ds, especially not beside Danny’s As. Of course, he told her it was 
report card day, and when neither one of us could produce a re-
port card, she went to the neighbor’s house to call the school office 
and found out what our grades were. I got in trouble for losing 
the card, and also for being a bad example for Danny. 

When it was recess time at school, I’d slink around the 
playground trying to stay out of the other kids’ way. The younger 
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kids had recess on a different schedule, so at least I didn’t have 
Danny hanging around my neck making me look like a fool. But I 
didn’t have any friends, either.  

Most of the other kids lived in town. They didn’t wear 
hand-knit sweaters or long johns hanging out the bottom of their 
dresses. The girls had store-bought clothes and shiny, patent 
leather shoes and tights in pretty colors. The boys wore corduroys 
or stiff, new jeans and flannel shirts. I was the only one with 
homemade dresses made out of cut-down old lady clothes and 
worn-out shoes from the second-hand store.  I don’t guess it was 
my clothes that made me a pariah, though. I wasn’t the only poor 
kid in school. I just had a hard time warming up to people; I was 
nervous of ‘em. I’ve always been shy that way.  

So I’d stand on the sidelines while the other kids played 
kick-ball or four square or hopscotch, hoping they’d see me there 
and invite me to join in.  

“Hey, Sairy, you come play on my team,” I imagined them 
saying. “You can play shortstop.” But they never did.  

After the first few years, I knew they wouldn’t notice me 
and I didn’t bother to watch any more. Instead, I roamed around 
the fence that held in the schoolyard from spilling out into the 
street. I looked at the ground, mostly, hopeful to find a piece of 
jewelry someone had dropped, or maybe a toy, and had pretend 
conversations with my best friend. 

“Never mind about that old hopscotch. We don’t need all 
those other girls. Let’s play house,” my best friend would say.  

“No, let’s play neighbors. You be Mrs. Colitch and I’ll be 
Mrs. Perdy.” 

Mrs. Colitch was a formidable lady who went to our 
church. She wore white gloves and a hat with a veil on it and 
stared hard down her nose at any children who happened to 
squirm during the service, like Danny and me.  



	  

	   11	  

My best friend would stare down her nose like Mrs. 
Colitch. “Good morning, Mrs. Perdy. My, what a lovely day it is.” 

“Yes, indeed, it certainly is, Mrs. Colitch. Shall we have 
some coffee?” 

“Coffee would be lovely. Goodness sakes, who are all 
those rowdy children over there? Don’t their parents teach them 
any manners?” 

“Tsk tsk,” I would say, shaking my head. “I don’t know 
what’s gotten into young people these days.  

“I know your children are beautifully behaved, Mrs. 
Perdy.” 

“Yes, they are. I have a problem with Danny every now 
and again, of course, being a boy and all, but my Sairy is just a de-
light. And talented. My, oh my. There isn’t anything my Sairy 
can’t do.” 

Then, my best friend would pat her face delicately with a 
handkerchief and say, “Well, I don’t like to mention it to you, Mrs. 
Perdy. But your Danny was just the teeniest bit rude to me the last 
week. I had stepped in a little bit of mud on my way into the 
church, and I got a smear of it on the floor. Well, little Danny was 
standing in the foyer, fiddling with the guest book, which I must 
say, Mrs. Perdy, I cannot approve of children playing with the 
church’s guest book. But anyway, I told Danny that if he didn’t 
have anything better to do than play with the guest book, he 
should get a towel from the kitchen and wipe up the mud so 
nobody else would step in it. So Danny said, looking right in my 
face, which I do think is a little disrespectful, if you don’t mind 
my saying so, and said he certainly did have something better to 
do, ma’am, and slunk off into the sanctuary without ever wiping 
up the mud. And even though he said ‘ma’am’, I thought he was 
quite sassy. And do you know, not two minutes later, Mr. Bal-
ridge and his wife came into the foyer and stepped right in that 
mud. They tracked it halfway to the fellowship hall before Mrs. 
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Balridge realized what was happening. I thought to myself: Mrs. 
Perdy would never approve of this type of behavior; I know she 
wouldn’t. Her Sairy is as good as gold.” 

“I couldn’t agree with you more, Mrs. Colitch,” I would 
sigh and shake my head. “It’s all I can do to raise that boy right.” 

Of course, I didn’t have a real best friend. The one I had 
was just in my head. I had to be careful not to talk to her out loud, 
or the other kids would think I was crazy. 

*** 
I took up weaving as a way to look busy when I was really 

just daydreaming. The second thing I wove, after the strap, was a 
scarf for Momma. I did extra chores and saved up my nickels for 
weeks to buy two skeins of Red Heart, one dark green and one 
indigo blue. I strung the loom with white cotton string, and 
started in to make a striped muffler. As I wove, I envisioned 
Momma’s face beaming with pride and heard her voice saying, 
“You turned out to be the special one after all, Sairy.” 

One day, after a whole, rainy afternoon at the loom, I 
looked down at my web to see a tiny, glowing thread of sky blue 
entwined subtly with the deep hues of blue and green. I wasn’t 
sure how that happened. Maybe Red Heart mixed up the machin-
ery that twisted the strands together, got the wrong color into the 
skein. I thought maybe I should pull it out, but I’d been so caught 
up in my fantasy I was an inch past it by the time I saw. I didn’t 
want to go all the way back. I looked closely at the weft yarn I’d 
wound up on the stick I was using for a shuttle, though, to make 
sure there weren’t any more odd colors there.  

The scarf took a long time to finish. It was misshapen, with 
warps close together and then far apart, and big loops at the 
selvedge where I’d gotten the tension messed up. It started out fat, 
then got skinny, then fattened out again, back and forth, back and 
forth like a stream of clotted milk pouring from a pitcher. It was 
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kind of short, too. Still, I’d been planning to give it to Momma for 
Christmas and I’d spent all my money on it. I didn’t have any-
thing else to give her, so I figured I’d go ahead and wrap it up.  

First, though, I carried it outside and wrapped it around 
my neck to see how warm it was. It happened to be one of those 
December days, rare in Idaho, when the sun was actually shining, 
but it was cold, down near zero. The scarf felt pretty good. I 
thought Momma would like it. As I took it off and folded it up, it 
took on a stiff, shiny look like I’d woven it out of aluminum wires. 
When I looked at it up close though, all I could see was regular 
Red Heart yarn, fat and a little bit fuzzy. I moved it in and out a 
few times trying to figure out why it looked so different from far 
away and up close, but at the time, I couldn’t make out anything 
unusual. Later, I found out that’s what dreams always look like 
when you weave them. They’re never the same from two different 
vantage points.  

But at this time, I didn’t know anything about dream 
weaving. I just took the scarf back into the house and wrapped it 
in a paper grocery sack that I cut and laid flat on the kitchen table. 
Then I took the leftover yarn and made a bow out of it. I put it 
under the tree along with the Matchbox car I’d bought for Danny. 
There were two other presents already there. Those were from 
Danny to me and Momma. He’d wrapped his in real Christmas 
paper that Momma saved from when Aunt Doris sent her a 
present in the mail last year. The paper was printed with little 
Christmas lights in red and green, and it had ‘Merry Christmas!’ 
printed on it in gold letters. I thought it looked real festive. But my 
bow was better. His bows were just made out of old twine.  

Momma always said Christmas was too commercialized; 
she didn’t approve of turning the Christ Child’s birthday into an 
excuse to waste money. But she let us celebrate anyway as long as 
we didn’t go overboard. Not that we could afford to do that. She’d 
cut a little tree down out of the back field, some scrubby little pine 
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with gaps where there were branches missing, and let Danny and 
me decorate it with construction paper ornaments and popcorn 
strings. Across the front, she draped letters cut out of tinfoil that 
said “Happy Birthday Jesus” instead of “Merry Christmas”. And 
before we opened our gifts, we had a story from the Bible and a 
prayer.  

We put the tree up by the front window, as far away from 
the woodstove as we could get. Momma didn’t want to celebrate 
Christmas by burning the house down, she said. On Christmas 
Eve, after we came home from church, Danny and I would rattle 
our presents from each other and try to guess what they were. We 
always knew, but we’d always guess something outlandish to 
make it seem like they were a surprise.  

“It looks like a box of erasers,” Danny would say, shaking 
the Matchbox car and looking curious like he didn’t get the same 
darn thing from me every Christmas and birthday of the year.  

“It looks like a dead rat,” I’d say, squeezing the roll of 
socks he always put under the tree for me. 

“I don’t know why you’re bothering to guess,” Momma 
would say. “Nobody’s getting anything but coal this year. The 
way you two behaved at Christmas Eve service. I thought Mrs. 
Colitch was going to have a stroke.” 

“Oh Momma, Mrs. Colitch always looks like that.” And 
Danny made a Mrs. Colitch face at me, but he was so much 
shorter that in order to look down his nose, he had to tip his head 
so far back he almost fell over.  

“It’s hard to sit still on Christmas,” he said. And to prove 
it, we both jumped up and down chanting “Jingle Bells, Jingle 
Bells, Jingle Jingle Jingle Jingle,” stomping on the floor with each 
“Jingle.” 

“You children go to bed,” Momma said. “Quit your 
nonsense. Sairy, make sure your brother brushes his teeth.” 
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We never knew when Momma put her presents under the 
tree. We knew it was Momma, though, and not Santa Claus 
because Momma didn’t hold with secular Christmas traditions, 
and she told us when we were babies there was no such thing as 
Santa Claus. In the morning, we’d stay in bed until the sun came 
up. It was the only day of the year Momma didn’t make me get up 
when she did. We’d lay in bed upstairs and listen to the ‘whack!’ 
of her chopping kindling, then hear the draft scrape open, the 
creak of the stove door and ‘thump! Thump!’ as she loaded in the 
wood. After a while, it’d start to warm up, and we’d start 
punching each other and giggling, throwing our blankets on the 
floor and wondering what Momma was giving us. 

Then, the aroma of sweet rolls would drift upstairs and we 
would know it was just about time to get up. On Christmas Eve, 
Momma made a special batch of bread dough, which she rolled up 
with brown sugar and raisins, and some years, walnuts. She set it 
down in a cold corner to raise slowly all night, and as soon as the 
oven heated up, she’d bake those sweet rolls for Christmas breakfast.  

It was the one day of the year, also, that Danny wasn’t picky 
about breakfast. Boy, he could wolf down those sweet rolls! They’d 
come out of the oven simmering in a bath of deep brown caramel goo. 
We’d eat all the soft rolls from the far side, the colder side, of the oven 
first, and then eat the ones that were crispy on top from sitting right 
next to the firebox. One Christmas morning, as I swiped the brown 
sugar syrup off my plate with one finger, I sang out “Lord Jesus, I 
wish we could have sweet rolls every day. Thank you God, for your 
birthday.” And Momma glared at me for sacrilege. Momma never 
raised a hand to punish me. She would just look at me with a stern 
glance that said “watch it, young lady,” and I knew I’d backslid 
again. It was hard work trying to earn Momma’s love. 

After breakfast, when I’d done the dishes (there were some 
chores that didn’t get canceled for Christmas), we’d sit down and 
open our presents. The year I gave Momma the scarf, she gave me a 
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new dress she’d sewed out of thin, shiny fabric with little purple and 
yellow flowers all over it. I was with her when she bought it at the 
second-hand store. She was about to put it back, thought it was too 
thin to be practical, but I loved the slinky feeling of it. I imagined it 
was real silk, and I badgered her to get it. Well, she’d gotten it, and 
cut it down into a Christmas dress for me. I stroked the smooth fabric 
against my cheek and imagined I was Cinderella in the ballroom 
waiting for my Prince Charming.  

She gave Danny a box of school stuff: ruler, pencils, and even 
a miniature stapler with a box of itty-bitty staples that really worked. 
I envied him that stapler. He carried it around all morning, stapling 
together the paper the Christmas presents had been wrapped in until 
Momma told him he better not use up all his staples because she 
wasn’t buying him any more.  

“Now, Momma,” I cried, “open your presents!” 
Momma opened Danny’s gift first. It was a tin ring from the 

dime store, painted gold. It didn’t fit on any of her fingers, but she 
slipped it halfway over one knuckle and oooed and aaaahed over it 
like it was real gold and diamonds. Then, she opened mine.  

“It’s beautiful Sairy,” she said, and wrapped it around her 
neck. She tucked in the too-short ends so it wouldn’t fall off. When 
she put it on, it seemed to transform from a misshapen snarl of cheap 
yarn into a web of translucent glass glistening on her shoulders like 
sunlight playing on water. 

“I wove it for you, Momma,” I said. 
“I know you did, sweetheart. It’s the most beautiful scarf in 

the whole, wide world.” Then she smoothed down my dark hair and 
kissed me on the forehead. Well! I thought I would float right off the 
floor, just like those children in the Mary Poppins book who got 
laughing gas and had a tea party on the ceiling.  
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