
A Scarf

Tt r ,o  vE, rRS . rco  I  \ \ 'ROTr  . \  NovEL,  and my pub l isher  senr

mL' on a rhrec-cin '  Lrook rour:  Ncu'  York, Washington and
I lal t i r rrore. , \  r 'crv rno,- lest bir  of  L ' t ronror ion, you might say,

birr  Scr ibancl & Laq'rence scarceiv kneu'u,har co do wirh me.

I hacl ncver u'ritten a novel before. I anr a middle-aged

\\'oman, not ac all remarkable-looking and certainly nor

rnedia-smart.  IFI have anv repurat ion ar al l  i r  is for berng an

editor and scholar, and not for producing, to everyolle'5

arnazernent, a "Fresh, bright, springtime piece oFfiction," or

so ir was described in Publishers Weekly.

M1 Thlme ls Up baffled everyone wirh ics sparky sales. \\.'

had no idea who was buying ir; I didn'r know, and trlr

Scribano didn't know. "Probably young wotking girls," h,:

ventured, "gnawed by loneliness and insecuriry."

These words hurr my feelings slightly, buc rhen rhe revit'u.

good as rhey were, had subrly injured me too. The revir'\\ 'c:.

seemed taken aback that my slim novel (two hundred p.3a. -

exact ly) possessed any weight at al l .  "Oddly appeal in*. '  : : :

New York Times Booh Reuiew said. "Mrs. Win[ers' book is r. :

much For the moment,  though certainly nor for thc eS.,

the New fbrker said. My husband, Tom, advised nrc rt\ i.rr

chis as praise, his posi t ion being that al l  worrh\ '111'r14.r  ; ' -

close a[renrion to the time in which thev are susDr-nrit'.i .-'
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sometimcs, ycars larcr.  dcspirc rhcnrsclr  t 's.  JCtlr .u l . t '  J ' , . t  i i r ' . .1-

nent luster.  I  wasn't  so sure. As a lorrg-t inre edrror of I  )anl . ' , ,c

Westerman's work, I had acquired a near-crippiin* .lcgrr.' o:-

critical appreciarion for che sincerity of her moral srirrct'

and I understood perfecrly well that there was sonrcrhinS
just a little bit darling about my own book.

My tl'rree daughters, Nancy, Chris and Norah, all teenagers.

were happy abour rhe book because rhey were mentioned bv

name in a People magazine interview. ("Mrs. Winters lives on a

farm oucside Lancaster, Pennsylvania, is married to a family

physician, and is the mother of rhree handsome daughters,
Nancy, Chrisrine and Norah.") That was enougl'r for them.

Handsome. Norah, rhe mosr literary of the three both

Nancy and Chris are in rhe advanced science classes ar

General MacArthur High School mumbled rhar it might

have been a better book iF I'd skipped rhe happy ending, iF

Alicia had decided on suicide after all. and if Roman had

denied her his afFecrion. There \\'as. rnv dar.rghtcrs posrulated,

maybe too r-r-ruch over-rhe-rop s\\'crrncss abour rhe thvme

seeds Alicia planred in I'rer u'indorv box. rvirh .\licia's mood

l ist less but squeaking hope. And no one in hcr r ighr mind

would sing out (as Alicia had done) those u'ords thar reached

Roman's ears-he was making filcered coffee in the kitchen-

and bound him to her forever: "My rhyn-re is up."

It won the OFfendenPrize, which, though the money u'as

nice, shackled rhe book ro minor status. Clarence and

Dorothy Offenden had established the prize back in rhe

seventies out of a shared exasperation with the opaqueness

of rhe contemporary novel. "The Offenden Prize recognizes

lirerary qualiry and honors accessibility." These are their

criteria. Dorothy and Clarence are a good-hearted couple,

and rich, but a little jolly and simple in cheir judgments, and

Dorothy in particular is fond of repeating her recipe for
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C A R O L  S H I E L D S

enduring fiction. 'A beginning, a middle and an ending,', she
likes to say. "Is that too much to ask!"

At the award ceremony in New York she embraced Tom
and the girls, and rold rhem how I shone among my peers,
rhose dabblers in convolurion and pretension who wrote
without holding rhe reader in rhe mind, who played games
for rheir own selfish amusemenr, and who rhrew a mask of
noir over every event, u'hether it was appropriate or no[. ,,I[,s

heaven," she sang into Tom's ear, "to find chat sunniness stil l
exisrs in the world." (Show me your farwa, Mrs. Winters.)

I don't consider myself a sunny person. In facr, if I prayed,
I would ask every day ro be spared From rhe shame oF dumb
sunniness. Danielle Wesrerman has raughr me rhat much,
her life, her reflecdon on rhat life. Don'r hide your dark side
from yourself, she always said, ir's whar keeps us going For-
ward, rhat pushing away from rhe unspeakable brilliance.
She wrote, of course, amid che shadows oF the Holocaust.
and no one expected her to struggle Free ro merrinrenr.

Afrer the New York evenr, I said goodbye to the family and
gor on a train and traveled to Washingron, staying in a
Georgetown horel that had on irs top floor, reserved for me
by ̂ y publisher, somerhing called the Wrirer's Suite. A brass
plaque on the door announced rhis asronishing facc. I, rhe
writer in a beige raincoar, Mrs. Reca Winters from Lancaster,
entered this doorway wirh small suiccase in row and looked
around, nor daring ro imagine whar I mighr find. There was
a salon as well as a bedroom, [wo full barhs, avery wide bed,
more sofas rhan I would have rime to sit on in my shorc stay,
and a coffee rable consisring oF a sheer of glass posed on
three immense Faux books lying on rheir sides, sracked one
on the other. A large bookshelf held the romes oFrhe aurhors
who had stayed in the suire. "We like to ask our guesrs ro
contribute a copy of their work," rhe desk clerk had rold me
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A Scarf

and I was obliged ro explain rl 'rar I had only a single reading
copy wirh me, bur rhat I u'ould arrempr ro Find a copy in a
local srore. "Thar would be n-rost appreciated," she almosc
whisrled into rhe sleeve oF mv raincoat.

The books left bchind by previous aurhors were disap-
poinr ing, inspirar ion n-raniFesros or sel f- l - relp manuals,  with a
Few rl-rril le'rs throrvrr irr. I 'nr cercainly nor a snob-l read rhe

Jackie Onassis biorrapl-ry, for example bur my close associa-
t ion with wrirers slrch as Daniel le Wesrernran has condi-
t ioncd l l c  to  hopc  l t ' r ' a  d t 'g ree  oFar r rb igu i ry  o r  nuancc ,  and
r l rc re  was r ro r rc  l re re .

In that grear.  u ' ide bed I  had a disrr-rrbing but nor unfa-
miliar dream-ir is rl-re drean-r I always have when I an'r away
Fronr Lancasrcr. a\\'av Frorn rhe family. I am sranding in tl-re
kitchen at hc'rnrc, producing a complicared meal For guesrs,
bur there is r-ror e nc'rtrgh food ro work wirh. Ir-r rhe Fridge sirs
a sir-rgle egg and n-ravbe a ronaro. How am I going to Feed all
these hungr\ /  I t toLl ths?

I'r-r-r quitc a\\'are oFl'row rhis dreanr mighr be analyzed by a
drearn expe rt, rhar rhe scarciry of food srands l'or a scarciry of
love, that no llarre r how I stretch that egg and tomato, there
will never be enough of l{era Winrers For everyone who needs
her.  This is hou'rnv Fr iend Gwen, whom I am looking for-
ward to seeing in llalrirnore, would be sure ro inrerprer rhe
dream if I were so Foolish as ro rell her. Gwen is an obsessive
keeper of a drear-r-r jor-rrnal-as are quire a number of my
friends-and she also records rhe dreams of orhers if rl 'rey are
offered and found \\'orrhv.

I resist che theory of rnsufFicienr love. My dream, I like co
think, points only ro rhe abrupr cessarion, or inrerruprion, oF
daily obligarion. For nvenry years I've been responsible for
producing chree meals a day for rhe several individuals I live
with. I may nor be conscious of rhis obligarion, bur surely
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C A R O L  S H I E L D S

I must always, at some level, be calculating the amount of

food in che house and the number of bodies ro be fed: Tom

and the girls, the girls' flriends, my morher-in-law next door,

passing acquaintances. Away from home, liberated From my

responsibiliry for meals, my unexecured calculations sreal

inro my dreams and leave me blithering wirh this diminished

store of nourishrnent and rhe fact oF my unpreparedness.

Such a small dream crisis, but I always wake with a sense of

terror.

Since M-y Tblme ls Up rs a first novel, and since mine is an

unknou'n name, rhere was very litrle for me ro do in

\ \ 'ashinsron. N{r.  Scr ibano had been afraid this would hap-

pen. Thc tc lcvision stat ions \ \ 'eren' t  interested, and the racl io

stat ions avordr 'd novcls unless rhev had a "topic" l ike cancer

or chi ld aL- ' r-rse.

I  nrana{cd ro f i r l r l l l  a l l  mv obl igat ions in a mere two hours

thr rr ' r . rrnrnt airrr  rnv arr ival ,  raking a cab to a bookstore

cal led Pol i r ics & Prose. u 'herc I  s igned books for three rather

baf f led- looking cusroners and then a few more srock copies

t l ' rar thr staff  u 'as kind enough to produce. I  handled rhe

u'hole thing badlv, u,as overly ebullienc with the book buyers,

too chatn', \\ 'anting rhem ro love me as much as they said

rher' lovcd nl' book, rvanting chem for besr friends, you

would rhink. ("Please jr,rst call me Reta, everyone does.") My

impulse \\'as to apologize for not being younger and more

Fetching, l ike Al ic ia in m1'novel,  and for not having her br ighr

ingenue voice and manner. I was ashamed of my red pantsuit,

catalog-issue. and rvondered if I 'd remembered, waking up in

the Writer's Sr-rire, to apply deodorant.

From Politics & Prose I took a cab to a store called Pages,

where there u'ere no buying customers at all, but where the

two young proprierors took me for a splendid lunch at an
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Icalian biscro and also insisred on giving me a free copy of mv

book to leave in the Writer's Suice. Then it was aFternoon, a

whole afternoon, and I l-rad notl'ring to do until che nexr

morning, when I was to rake my train to Balrimore. Mr.

Scribano had warned nre I n-right find rouring lonely.

I returned to rhe hott--I, fr-eshened up and placed rny book

on the booksl'relF. Bur g'hv had I rerurned to rhe hotel? Wl'rat

homing instincr had bror,rgl-rt nre here when I rnigl-rc be our

visiting museurrs or perhaps taking a roLrr rhrough the

Senate chambers? The rc was a wide springtimc afternoon to

fil l, and an evening too, since no one had suggested raking

rrre to dinner.

I decided to go shopping in the Georgetown area, having

spotted from rhe rani a number oFtiny bouriques. My daugh-

tc r  Norah 's  b i r thdav  rvas  coming up  in  a  wcek 's  t ime,  and shc

longed to have a bear-rriltul and serious scarf-. She had never

had a scarF in all her sevenreen years, not unless you count

rhe woolen muf'f^lers she wears on thc school bus, but since

her senior class tr ip to Paris,  she had been ralktng abour the

scarves rhat t'r'trv chic Frenchwoman wears as part of her

rvardrobe. These scar\/es, so artfully draped, were silk, noth-

ing else u,ould do. and their colors shocked and awakened

t l-re dreariest of  c lothes, the wi l ted navy blazers that

Frenchr.r,omen \\'ear or those cheap black cardigans rhey try

ro get arvay witl'r.

I never have rime ro shop in Lancaster, and, in Fact, there

would be little xl,li ixlrle chere. But coday I had time, plenty

oF time, and so I pur on my low-heeled walking shoes and

srarted out.

Georgerown's boutiques are set an-rid tiny fronted houses,

impeccably genrrified q'irh shuttered bay windows and

framed by minuscule gardens, enchanring to rhe eye. My orvn

sprawling, untidy house outside Lancaster, if dropped into

- 4 0 9 -
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rhis landscape, would destroy half a dozen or more of rhese
meticulous brick facades. The placement of flowerpots was
so ardently pursued here, so caring, so solemn, and the clay

pots thernselves had been rubbed, I could tell, wirh sand-

paper, to give them a country look.

These bouriques held sr-rch a minimum of stock rhar I
wondered l-row they were able to compe[e with one another.
There mighr be six or seven blouses on a rod, a few cashmere

pullovers, a table casually strewn ri' ith shells or stones or Arr

Nouveau picture Frames or racks oF antique postcards. A
squadron oFvery slender salesu'ornen presided over this spare
mcrchandise, which rhey fir-rsercd in such a loving way thar I
suddenly wanted to Lruv everything in sigl-rr. Tl're scarves-
every shop had a good halFdozen-were knotted on dowels,
and there was not one that was not pure silk with hand-

rolled edgcs.

I took my rime. I realized I would be able, given enough
shopping tir-ne, to buy Norah the perfect scarf, not the near-

perFecr and certainly not the impulse purchase we usually
sett led for ar home. She had mentioned wanting something
in a brigl'rt blue with perhaps some yellow dashes. I would

find that very scarf in one oF these many boutiques. The

tl-ror-rghr of myself as a careFul and deliberate shopper

Lrroushr me a bolr  oF happiness. I  took a deep brearh and
srni led {enuinelv ar rhe anorexic saleswomen, who seemed
to sense and respond to my new consumer eagerness.
"That 's not quire her."  I  quicklv learned to say) and they nod-

ded u'itl 'r svnrparhr', lvlosr of rhem rvore scarves themselves

around thcir  angr-r lar necks, and I  admired, ro myself ,  che
intr icare knotr i r-rg and colors of rhese scarves. I  admired,
roo, rhe \ \ 'orncl l  s f t ' t r rhconrirrg involvement in my mission.
"Oh, the scarf  absolurelv r-nust be sui ted to the person," they

said, or rvords to thar efFecc-as though chey knew Norah
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personally and understood rhat she was a young woman oF

highly defined tastes and requirements rhat they were anx-

ious to satisfy.

She isn't really. She is, Ton-r and I alrvays think, too easily

sar isf ied and someone rvho too seldom considers herself

deserving. When she u'as a very smal l  chi ld,  two or three,

eat ing lunch in I ' rer high ci ' rair ,  she heard an airplane go

overhead and looked up at me and said, "The pi lor doesn't

know I 'm eat ing an eeg." She seemed shocked at chis per-

cept ion, bur wi l l ing to register r l ' re shock calmly so as not to

alarm me. Sl-re u'ould be grateful For any scarf I brought her,

pleased I  had raken che t ime, but for once I  wanred, and

had an opportunirv to procure, a scarf  thar would gladden

her heart .

As I moved From one boutique to the next, I began to form

a very definitc idea of rhe scarf I wanted for Norah, and

began, [oo, to see hou' impossible i t  might be to accomplish

this cask. The scarf became an idea; it musr be brill ianr and

subdued ac che sanle cin-re, Finely made, but wich a secure

sense of its own shape. A wisp was not what I wanted, not for

Norah. Solidiry, presence, was what I wanted, but in sinuous,

epherneral Forr-n. This u,as what Norah ac seventeen, almosr

eighteen, was ou'ed. She had always been a bravely unde-

manding child. Once, ',r'hen she was four or five, she told me

how she concrolled her bad dreams at nighc. "I jusc rurn my

head around on the pillow," she said marter-oFfacrly, "and

that changes the channel." She performed chis act instead of

calling out [o us or crvingi she solved her own nightmares

and candidly exposed her original solution-which Tom and I

took some comfort in but also, I confess, some amusement.

I remember, wirh shame now, celling this story co friends,

over coffee, over dinner, my brave little soldier daughrer,

shaping her soldierly life.

_ 4 I I -



C A R O L  S H I E L D S

I seldom wear scarves myself; I can't be bothered, and

besides, whatever I pur around my neck takes on the config-

ura[ion of a Girl Scout kerchief, the knot working irs way

straight to rhe rhroac, and the points sticking out rather than

draping grace[ullv dou'nrvard. I rvas not clever with acces-

sories, I kneu' rhat about myself, and I was most deFinicely

nor a shopper. I had ner.er understood, in Fact, what ic is that

dr ives orher u'omen to leats of shopping perFect ion, bur now

I had a suspicion. It u'as the desire co please someone fully,

even oneselF. Ir seer-r'red to n1e that my daughter Norah's

furure happiness norv balanced r-ror on acceptance at Smith

or the acquisirron of a handsome ne\\ ,bovfr iend, but on che

simple ownership of a parr icular arr ic le of apparel ,  which

only I could supply. I l-rad no power over Smith or the

boyfriend or, in facr, any real part of her happiness, but I

could provide sorneching temporary and necessary: this

dream of cransformation, this scrap oFsilk.

And there it was, relaxed over a fac silver hook in what

must have been the twentieth shop I entered. The little bell

rang; the updraft of potpourri rose ro my nostrils, and che

sight of Norah's scarFflowed into view. Ir was patterned from

end to end wirl-r recrangles, each subtly our of alignment:

blue, yellowr greerr) a kind oF pleasing violec. And each of

rhese shapes was ourlined by a band of black, colored in

roughly as chough with an arr isr 's brush. I  found irs shimmer

dazzling and its touch icv and sensuous. Sixry dollars. Was

that all? I u'hipped out m)/ Visa card withour a thought. My

day had been rveli spenr. I felc full of inroxicacing power.

In rhe morning I took rhe train ro Balcimore. I couldn't

read on che train because of the jolting berween one urban

landscape and rhe next. Two men seated in fronr of me were

talking loudly about Christianiry, its sad decline, and they

ran rhe words Jesus Cbrist together as rhough they were some
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A Scarf

person's first and second names-Mr. Chrisr, Jesus ro the in-
group.

In Baltimore, once again, rhere was little for me ro do, but
since I was going to see Gwen at lunch, I didn't mind. A

young male radio hosr wearing a black T-shirr and gold
chains around his neck asked me how I was going ro spend
the Offenden prizc nloney. He also asked what my husband
thought of the Fact tl 'rat I'd written a novel. (This is a ques-
tion I've been asked beFore and for which I really musr find

an answer.) Then I visited the Book Plare (combinarion cafe
and bookstore) and signed six books, and then, at nor quire
eleven in the morning, there was nothing more For me to do
until ir was rime to meet Gwen.

Gwen and I I'rad been in the same women's wriring group
back in Lancaster. ln fact, she had been the informal bur

acknowledged leader for those of us who met u'eekly to share

and "workshop" our writing. Poerry, memoirs, Fiction; we

brought phorocopics of our work ro rhese morning sessions,
where over col'f'ee and muffins-this was the age of muffins,

the lasc days of the sevenries-we kindly encouraged each

other and oFFered tentarive suggestions, such as "I think

you're one draft from being finished" or "Doesn't character

X enter the scene a lirtle too lare?" These critical crumbs were

taken for what [hey were, rhe fumblings of amateurs. Bur
when Gwen spoke, u,e lisrened. Once she thrilled me by say-
ing of somerhing I'd rvritten, "That's a fantastic image, that

thing about the u'halebone. I wish I'd rhoughr of ir myself."

Her short fiction had actually been published in a number of

literary quarterlies, and rhere had even been one near-

mythical sale, years earlier, to Harper's. When she moved to
Baltimore five years ago to become writer-in-residence for a
small women's college, our writers'group first fell into irregu-

Iarity, and then siowly died arvay.
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We'd kept in touch, though, rhe rwo of us. I wroce ecstati-

cally when I happened to come across a piece of hers inThree

Spoons thac was advertised as being part of a novel-in-progress.

She'd used my whalebone metaphor; I couldn't help noticing

and. in fact. Felt flarcered. I knew abour that novel oFGwen's-

she'd been working on it for years-crying to bring a feminisr

strucrure to what was really a scraightForward account of an

early Failed marriage. Gwen had made sacriFices for her young

srudenc husband, and he had betrayed her with his infideli-

cies. In rhe early seventies, in the throes of love and anxious co

sacisfr his everv demand, she had had her navel closed by a

plasric surgeon because her husband complained rhat it

smelled "oFf." The conrplaint, apparently, had been made only

once, a sour, momentary whim, buc our of some need to

please or punish she became a woman without a navel, lefr

with a flattish indentation in the n-riddle of her belly, and this

navel-less stare, more rhan anything, became her symbol of

regret and anger. She spoke of erasure, how her relationship

to her mother-with whom she was on bad terms arryway-

had been erased along with che primal mark of connection.

She was looking into a navel reconstruction, she'd said in her

last lerrer, bur the cost was criminal. In the meantime, she'd

retaken her unmarried name, Reidman, and had gone back ro

her full name, Gwendolyn.

She'd changed her sryie of dress too. I noriced that right

away when I saw her seated at the Caft Pierre. Her jeans and

sweater had been craded in for what looked like large Folds of

unsrirched, unstructured cloth, skirts and overskirrs and

capes and shawls; it was hard co tell precisely what rhey were.

This cloth wrapping, in a salmon color, excended to her head,

complecely covering her hair, and I wondered for an awful

moment if she'd been ill, undergoing chemotherapy and

sufFering hair loss. Buc no, there was a fresh, healthy, rich

_  A I  A  -.+-.+
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face. Instead oFa purse she had only a lumpy plastic bag with

a supermarket logo; rhat did worry me, especially because

she put i r  on the rable instead of sett ing i r  on rhe f loor as I

would have expected. It bor-rnced slighdy on the sticky wooden

surface, and I remembered char she alwavs carried an apple

with her, a paperback or rwo and her small bottle oF cold-

sore medicat ion.

Of course I'd r.vritten co her when Iv41 Thytme Is Up was

accepted For publication, and she'd sent back a postcard say-

ing, "Wel l  done, i t  sounds l ike a hoot."

I  u 'as a l i t t lc surpr ised rhar she hadn'r  broughr a copy For

me to sign, and wondered at some point, halFwav rhrough

my oyster soup, if she'd even read it. The college pays lrer

shamefully, of course, and I know she doesn't have money for

new books. Why hadn't I had Mr. Scribano send her a com-

pl imentary copv?

It  wasn'r  unr i l  u,e'd f  in ished our salads and ordered our

coFfee tl 'rat I noticed shc hadn't menrioned rhe book ar all.

nor had she congrarulated rne on the OFFenden Prize. But

perhaps she didn't know. The notice in the New York Times

had been tiny. Anyone could have missed it.

It became suddenly importanr that I lec her knorv about

the prize. It was as strong as the need to urinate or swallow.

How could I work it into the conversation?-maybe say some-

thing about Tom and hou'l-re was thinking of putting a new

roof on our barn, and that the Offenden money would come

in handy. Drop it in casually. Easily done.

"Right!" she said heartily, leming me know she already

knew. "Beginning, middle, end." She grinned chen.

She ralked abour her "stuff," by u,hich she meant her

writing. She made ir sound like a sack of kapok. A ma.gazine

editor had commented on how much he liked hs1"5tuff " xnd
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how her kind oF "stuff" contained the rub of auchenticiry.

There rvere always little linguistic surprises in her work, but

more interest ing ro me were the bi ts oF the world she brought

to what she wroce, observacions or incongruiries or some

sideways conjecture. She understood rheir value. "He likes

rhe facr rhat my stuFF is oFf-center and steers a random

course," sl're said oFa Fellorv rvrirer.
"No beginnings, r l iddles and ends," I  suppl ied.

"Right,"  she said. "Rishr."  She regarded me fondly,  as

though l r.r,ere a prize pr,rpil. Her eves looked slighrly pink at

the corners. Lrr-rr it rlav have Lreen a reflecrion from the cloth

[hat c lrr  a sharp l inc across her Forchead.

I  adrrr i rc her rvr i r ins. She clainred she had l i r t le imagina-

r ion, rhat shc \ \ ' rore our oF rhe marerial  of  her own l i fe,  but

that sl-re rvas fbrevcr on rhe lookout for whar she called
"purr\ ' . "  I lv rhis she rneant the arbi trary,  the odd, the ordi-

narr ' .  thc rruci lage o[ dai ly l i fe that cemenrs our genuine

nrolrents of being. I've seen her do wonderFul riffs on

burtonl-roles, For instance , the way they shred over time, espe-

ciallv or-r cl'reap cloches. And a brill iant piece on bevelled mir-

rors.  and anocher on the smel l  of  a cerrain sec of wooden

srairs lrom her childhood, wax and rvood and reassuring

cleanl iness accumulat ing at the side of the srory but nor

clain-ring an1, ir-nportance for itselF.

Sl-re looked sad over her cofFee, older than I'd remem-

bered-bur weren't we all?-and I could cell she was disap-

pornred in me For sorre reason. I t  occurred to me I  might

ofFer her a piece of purry by relling her about the discovery I

had nrade che day before, thac shopping was nor whac I'd

thoughr, that ir could become a mission, even an art if one

persevered. I had had a shopping item in mind; I had been

presenred rvirh an unasked-for block of time; ir mighr be

possible noc only ro imagine this arcifact, but to realize it.
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"How many bouciques did you say you u'ent into?" she

asked, and I knew I had interesred her ar last.

"Twenry" I said. "Or thereabouts."

" Incredible."

"But it was \r'orth it. It wasn't when I started out, but it

became more and more worth it as the aFternoon wenr on."

"Why?" she asked slowly. I could rell she was trying

to twinkle a gram oF gratitude at me, but she u,as closer co

crying.

"To see iFir  existed, this thing I  had in mind."
'And i t  did."
"Yes,"

To prove my poinr I reached into my tote bag and pulled

out the pale, puffy boutique bag. I r-rnrolled rhe pink tissue

paper on the table and showed her the scarf.

She lifted it against her face. Tears glinted in her eyes. "It's

just that i t 's so beaut i ful ,"  she said. And then she said,

"Finding it, it 's almost like you made it. You invenred it, cre-

ated it out oFyour in-ragination."

I almost cried myself. I hadn't expected anyone to under-

scand how I felt.

I warched her roll the scarf back into the fragile paper. She

took her time, tucking in the edges with her Fingertips. Then

sl're slipped the parcel into her plastic bag, tears spill ing n-rore

freely now. "Thank you, darling Reta, thank you. You don't

know whac you've given me today."

B u t I d i d ,  l d i d .

But what does it amount to? A scarf, half an ounce of silk,

maybe less, f loacing free in the world.  I  looked at

Gwen/Gwendolyn, my old friend, and then down at rny

hands, my wedding band, my engagemenc ring, a lirtle dia-

mond thingamajig from rhe sixties. I chought of my chree

daughters and my mother-in-law and my own dead mother
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with her slack charms and rhe need she had to relax by paint-

ing china. Not one of us was going ro get what we wanted.

Imagine someone rvriring a play called Death of a Saleswoman.

What a joke. We're so transparently in need oFsl'roring up our

l i t t le preciosi t ies and our l isping pronouns, her,  she. We ask

ourselves qLlesf ions. endlessly,  bur nor nearly sternly enough.

The u'orld isn't reacly Fclr us vet; it hurts me ro say tl-rat. We're

too soFt in our t issucs. cven vou, Daniel le Westerman,

Ho locaus t  surv ivor ,  cv r r i c  anc l  gen ius .  Even you,  Mrs .

Winters, u'irh vour ncu', old useless knowledge. We are too

kind, too rvi l l ing, too unr.r ' i l l ing roo. reaching out bl indly

with a graspir-rg hand, but net knou,ir-rg horv to ask For whar

we don't even know we want.
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