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   Sewing Patterns
Don’t let anyone tell you Home Economics was a waste. 

In seventh-grade, I learned to use a sewing machine. The sleeveless turquoise shift I made looked like a regular dress from the store, which meant I could pass for a girl from a normal family. 

I had long ago figured out how to replace buttons and repair torn seams by hand, although my thread got tangled and dirty and made the inside of my brothers’ button-down shirts an ugly mess. Also, the needle often came through a button’s tiny holes straight into my finger. Then I’d have to keep track of the little blood drops so they wouldn’t show up on the shirt. We lacked most basic supplies – thimbles, scissors, Band-Aids – but I always held on to my needle and tried to keep my spool of white thread clean. Even as the promise of a new job for my mother or a new house or a new town ended in disappointment, mending had remained my favorite chore; I felt better when I fixed torn and broken things, even though I couldn’t prevent more brokenness.

But the ability to make new clothes was entirely different. It seemed magical.

Soon after Home Ec ended, I spotted an ancient black Singer in a grimy pawnshop window. For $50, I could take it home. I saved my money from cleaning a neighbor’s house and working on our family’s newspaper route. I brought payments in to the smoky shop whenever I could, the short pencil in the man’s thick fingers writing down my numbers for more than six months.

From my friends’ mothers, I had already borrowed Simplicity patterns with their wonderful, fragile paper pieces in unlikely shapes. As I went through the many steps, the instructions didn’t seem to make sense, but they led—reliably, amazingly—to a completed, elastic-waisted skirt or a raglan-sleeved blouse I could wear the next day. I made cute, bright-colored shift dresses with the cheapest fabric I could find, teaching myself to set in sleeves and collars. 
Nice clothes became my invisibility cloak, hiding the disorder in the rest of my life.  As it turned out, they didn’t protect me, but at least I could control the clothes that covered me. Soon I began to tackle the extensive, thin pleats, plackets, and pockets of Gator and Villager skirts (in solid colors) and blouses (in tiny, one-color prints that coordinated with the skirts), so I looked like the girls who could afford them. Sometimes girls would ask me where they could get that skirt. I didn’t tell them.


The summer after junior high, 1969, I had a real job as a carhop at the local root beer drive-in, the kind where I hooked a tray onto someone’s car and then brought them burgers and shakes. At first, I wore stretch pants, because they were comfortable, but I hadn’t anticipated the way men stared at me from behind. Or, worse, called me “baby” or “darlin’”—not in the way of talking to a child, but in the oily way of talking to a woman. I replaced the tight pants with baggy shorts and skirts. 

It hadn’t fully penetrated my consciousness that I had entered a new realm of risk and attention. In the steamy Florida summer, I worked as many shifts as I could, sweating through whatever I wore: t-shirts or cotton, sleeveless tops I’d wash out and hang on the line at night. The drawback of men’s interest didn’t deter me from the job; I didn’t think about it much and, moreover, I wanted my tiny tips. They added up and funded the fabric I needed for my cover in high school. Whenever I wasn’t at the drive-in that summer, I sewed at home, sweating. I cut out flowered or plaid cotton, earth-toned linen or bright-striped jersey material on the floor and leaned over my sewing machine on the dining room table, assembling a dress gathered at a yoke or with an A-line shape, culottes and skirts. The only thing all my designs had in common was that they were short. It was still the ‘60s.   

Walking home from my first day of high school, I stopped by the apartment of Dave, a nineteen-year-old folk singer who had been a regular at the drive-in. At a recent gig, he had played “Ruby, Don’t Take Your Love to Town” (about a veteran who is crippled in the war and is afraid he can’t satisfy his woman), which made me cry. He sang it for his friend Ted, who had come home from Vietnam in a wheelchair. That afternoon after school, I felt pretty in the dress I’d made for the first day and wanted Dave to see it. I had sewn an unusual, shiny magenta and steel-gray flowered fabric into a short A-line dress with big patch pockets. The Peter Pan collar had been a challenge and had taken hours to figure out. When I knocked on Dave’s apartment door, he and Ted were sitting around the shabby living room smoking pot. I knew Ted, too, from the drive-in, but I noticed only Dave’s poetic eyes and long, dark hair. When offered the joint, I said, “No thanks, I’m not old enough.” Dave suggested we have sex, which I similarly turned down because I wasn’t old enough for that, either. 

I couldn’t look directly at him when I said, “Someday, when I’m ready, I would like it to be with you.”

After a little while, he asked me, “Do you want to just make out?”

I followed him into the bedroom, where his rumpled bedclothes smelled stale.  The thought crossed my mind that he had kissed other girls here, but I was happy to be the one he was kissing now—until he pinned me down with his forearm hard across my chest and yanked my new dress up and my underpants aside so he could enter me, fast. I hadn’t known anything could hurt like that: the burning and tearing, the feeling of being wounded so far inside. When the hurting movement kept going, I asked him how much longer it would be. He turned his head away, disgusted with me. 

I thought, this is what sex is like. Something must be really wrong with me that I don’t like it. I could feel my shiny dress bunching up around my waist. I focused my will on not crying, so I wouldn’t annoy him even more.  

When he finally stopped and climbed off, I slid up on the bed to get away from the wet mess under me. I pulled down my dress and tried to smooth out the wrinkles. It had taken careful, low-temperature ironing to set the wide hem because the fabric was a new synthetic material. I tried not to look at the dingy sheet, where a patch of dull red now bruised the bed. My underwear stuck to me as I stood up, and I was glad my dress’s colors would hide stains. Walking home, I stayed in the alleys and buried my underpants in someone’s garbage can. 

I couldn’t show my face to Dave again. Instead, I redoubled my sewing efforts. The comfort of following a pattern’s steps and the pleasure of pinning and cutting clean, new material helped me stop thinking about how ashamed I felt. I had more reason than ever to hide. I lowered my hems and didn’t make any more sleeveless dresses.  In photographs from that year of high school, I practically glow with success and pride. My new clothes look great. 

As high school progressed, tailored separates gave way to long peasant dresses, paisley jumpsuits and muslin shirts with madras trim. The maxi dress began to eclipse the mini skirt. Although the political zeitgeist ignited in me some mistrust of conventionality, I was too worried about my appearance to allow any fledging doubts to show in my clothes. I especially liked granny dresses, which didn’t stand out, even if I made them in pretty, unique prints. 
I went to college when everyone’s clothes were a-changin’, like the times. I graduated from trying to match people’s perfect clothes to trying to match (but not too obviously) their studied shabbiness. Even the rich kids who brought turntables and speakers to their dorm rooms wore baggy dresses and jeans. Or loose Indian clothes. Or tie-dyed or spatter-bleached anything. A bonanza for me lay in the custom of buying used, worn clothes – the older, the better. 

Holes and tears in clothes could be left un-mended. But they could also be stitched with bright purple or red embroidery thread or, better yet, patches of loud, fabulous fabric from other garments. The main difference from my earlier mending days was that the repairs were celebrated; they were supposed to show. This I could pull off. Already, I never threw anything away. 

Except my bras. I threw away my bras.

At my college, dope-smoking and tea-drinking were the norm. The vibe was mellow but the political conversations were fervent. We came of age with the bloom of pacifism, feminism and a new personal honesty infusing our sensibilities. My friend Sarah and I shared a copy of the brand-new book Our Bodies Ourselves. We discovered crucial information about our anatomy. Everything was revealed, nothing hidden. 

One late, stargazing night Sarah and I sat on the seawall overlooking the southern end of Tampa Bay talking about boyfriends. She described a Georgia summer night in the back of her older boyfriend’s car, when he had made her have sex with him. She had been fourteen. Her lip trembled as she said, “I’ve never told anyone this before. At the time I just thought it was supposed to happen like that. But he actually forced me to, against my will.” My consciousness sort of spasmed: I felt sick about the violence visited on her tender self. I hugged her and we rocked back and forth for a little while in the gentle, salty air. I had put that afternoon with Dave’s shaggy-haired face above me and his arm heavy on my chest out of my mind. Slowly, then, to Sarah, I described how much that first intercourse had hurt. Together we realized that we both had been raped.

What a word, rape. 

What a discovery. We knew we couldn’t be the only ones. So we opened the first Women’s Center on our campus, collecting materials about women’s rights, rape recovery and self-defense. We staffed drop-in hours. We wore t-shirts with meaningful logos like “Take your hands off my rights.” We replaced our secrecy with uniforms of strength and solidarity. 

It was a powerful time for wearing one’s identity. I envied the black kids because they could wear dashikis.

Despite my growing awareness of identity and equality, I still found ways to hide: I wore big glasses, I slouched, I spoke very quietly. Most tellingly, I always had a boyfriend. I was protected, unavailable. Even now, I am a little surprised that I wanted to be part of that traditional pattern, when I’d cut my intellectual teeth on The Feminine Mystique and been a charter subscriber to Ms. Magazine. But strong longings – the need for cover, the wish to belong—outweighed reason. Well into adulthood, these same desires led me, again and again, to take mystifying steps, ones that didn’t follow discernible patterns.
Graduate school and career-building left little time for sewing. Eventually, I was always shorter of time than of money. And by then, I had a legitimate role in the world. I bought clothes. I got married.

As soon as I had children, though, I was stunned to realize that all bets about security were off. I began to sew again. Even when the children wore carefully assembled outfits, I worried incessantly that they would be hurt. I mended the broken zippers and torn knees of their little clothes, sewing patches on a Brownie sash, making a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle costume for Halloween, and stitching pale pink ribbons on pointe shoes. 
I didn’t make clothes for myself during those working-mother years. Now that my children are grown – so much stronger than I was – I suppose I have time again to sew. Instead, I find myself sitting at my desk, searching for words and watching squirrels climb the aging swing set in the backyard while my dusty sewing machine waits in the corner. I don’t need that clothes magic anymore. I am stitching a different way today, with words and memories, slowly piecing together bits of patch and story.
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