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VARDA FISZBEIN

The 
Transparent 

Scarf
—translated from the Spanish by Andrea G. Labinger

S eñora Emilia began going to the park “to get 
a little fresh air” when her routine at home was 
suddenly disrupted.

The two reasons for the changes in her small domes-
tic world, changes whose consequences disturbed her so 
greatly, arose from alterations in the working life of certain 
members of her family.

One reason was that her husband, Esteban, who for the 
thirty-two years of their marriage had spent ten to twelve 
hours away from home every weekday, and six or seven 
hours on Saturday, had taken early retirement. The other 
was that Iris, her younger daughter, who for five years had 
lived with her own family in a distant province up north, 
returned to the city because Emilia’s son-in-law’s employer 
had transferred him there.

While Iris was searching for a house, she and her fam-
ily moved in with her mother. And so, while in the past 
Emilia had seen her at Christmas or welcomed her grand-
children’s visit during Holy Week or for a few days’ vacation, 
she now found herself constantly bumping into all of them, 
including her daughter’s protruding belly, swollen with its 
third pregnancy.

“After all, Mama, Junior’s room and mine are empty, so 
we can stay here and keep you company,” Iris rationalized. 

As if that wasn’t enough, Emilia’s husband hovered 
around her all day long, and she began to realize how 
much that off-key whistling of his annoyed her as he 
breezed through the house, energetically and cheerfully 
tackling the painting and an endless array of other tasks, 
which, though they had gone neglected for years, she 
hadn’t noticed in the slightest because she was used to 
them and liked things the way they were: Old like me, she 
would say to herself, regarding them with affection.

Her son-in-law’s ridiculous habit of having orange juice 
and tea for breakfast instead of café con leche and toast like 
everybody else struck her as very odd. Their teenage daugh-
ter, whom she had so dearly loved and spoiled as a baby, 
now seemed insufferable, with those earphones plugged 
into her head all day long. And yet Emilia had to confess 
that it was a relief, because whenever the girl listened to 
music directly from the device, the din was horrendous. 
Not to mention the disdain she openly expressed for Emil-
ia’s beloved piano and her repertory of sheet music, waltzes, 
and popular tunes that she eventually gave up playing. And, 
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“Why don’t you seem to knit like the other grandmas?”
The child was fond of using the word “seem,” and his 

mother wasn’t sure if that was attributable to a possible 
insecurity on his part or to his recent discovery of the word. 
And so, to him, the soup seemed very hot, or it seemed his 
sister was a dummy, and it seemed that right after 10:00 p.m. 
he had to go to bed, because it also seemed that before she 
left, his mother had ordered him to do so.

“Who?” Emilia asked. “Which grandmas knit?”
Mario’s ears turned red, and in a thin little voice inter-

rupted by coughs between one word and another, he said 
that last week it seemed Rosana had worn a very pretty 
purple-and-green-striped scarf and gloves, which, he em-
phasized, her grandma had knitted for her.

Emilia laughed at this spiel and felt a sudden, mean-
spirited urge to imitate her grandson, but then thought 
better of it. Instead she replied: “Well, just because some 
grandmas like to knit doesn’t mean they all do.”

“All, all, a-a-all of them,” the child intoned, picking up 
a trapezoidal piece of wood as if he was about to hurl it at 
his grandmother’s head. “Toni’s grandma knitted him a red 
sweater, and Javier’s, and I already told you about Rosana.”

Emilia was aware that Rosana was the indisputable 
love interest of the entire second-grade class and that Javier 
Two was her grandson’s adored hero because he was tall 
and was a soccer star, unlike Javier One, who was gross and 
little and the teacher’s snitch, and, besides, he wouldn’t 
share his wonderful, thirty-crayon box with the rest of 
his classmates, she recalled, evoking the exact words her 
daughter relayed to her son-in-law, recapitulating remarks 
made by Mario’s teacher at the parents’ meeting. 

But Emilia, who had a reputation as a good house-
wife, as well as an excellent host, and cook, had never pos-
sessed either the talent or the slightest interest in sewing 
or knitting or embroidery work. The growing popularity 
of ready-to-wear garments available in shops at ever more 
affordable prices had proved to be a relief for her, so un-
like what she experienced in her youth, when clothing was 
sewed at home because buying it off the rack was more or 
less a luxury. 

She had no appreciation for crafts and had never felt 
ashamed of her lack of aptitude for handiwork. When con-
fronted with the delicate creations that her mother, and 
then her sisters and sisters-in-law, proudly displayed, she 

replied with praise and respect, but she never inquired 
about a particular stitch, asked for instruction or for the 
name of a pattern book because she had no intention of 
imitating all that artistry. If anything horrified her, it was 
the need to repair a pants hem or sew a button on a shirt, 
tasks that she happily paid some neighborhood woman 
who specialized in clothing repair to do. 

Suddenly she grabbed her grandson’s hand and sat 
him down on her lap.

“Here’s what we’re going to do: Grandma will try to 
remember how to knit, and the first scarf she makes will 
be for Mario. How does that sound to you?”

The boy quickly scrambled down, returning to his spot 
and his blocks, not terribly enthused, but he accepted: “It 
seems I want a green-and-gold scarf. You can knit it in the 
park.” Those were the colors of his soccer team.

The key word he had pronounced in defense of the 
league of knitting grandmas had been “park.” His kinder-
garten classmates’ grandmas, it seemed, sat in the park, lov-
ingly knitting for their grandchildren. 

And so the next day Emilia bought a skein of green 
wool—ordering the gold color, which they didn’t have in 
stock—two pairs of knitting needles, and a smaller skein of 
an indescribable color that was on sale, planning to use it to 
practice basic knitting and purling. While she was making 
the purchase, she detected that vague sensation of angst 
and impatience she had felt during those interminable 
(for her) home economics classes at school, or on winter 
afternoons when her mother struggled to teach her to knit 
or embroider until she herself ended up doing the tasks 
the teacher had assigned because, “I’ve never seen a more 
hopeless case, impossible, a fiasco,” her mother would say. 
But later she would console her: “It’s just as well, hija, all 
those embroidered linen tablecloths and sheets are good for 
nothing but washing and ironing and working like a dog; 
it’s better to learn something practical,” though she looked 
at her with a hint of pity. 

By the time she picked up the skein of gold-colored 
wool, Emilia had spent every afternoon, from around three 
thirty on, sitting on a park bench. She chose the spot care-
fully, just opposite the duck pond, a place that greeted 
her with pale, late-winter sunshine. Around an hour later, 
the shadows moved in, and by a few minutes to six, it was 
impossible for her to remain there because it was too cold.

the grandmother thought, those dirty sanitary napkins that 
Elenita invariably left in the only bathroom in the house 
deserved a chapter all to themselves. 

But without a doubt the worst thing was that they were 
all convinced they were doing Emilia a great favor with 
their company.

“You won’t have to spend the whole day alone anymore, 
woman!” Esteban repeated. “What more do you want?” 
And he walked by, patting her cheek absentmindedly, scat-
tering an awful odor of turpentine in his wake and scratch-
ing the floor with the ladder as he dragged it along. 

“We’re having dinner with Mario’s boss, but the kids 
will stay here to keep you company so you won’t get bored,” 
her daughter said.

For someone like Emilia, who had spent her whole life 
anticipating and planning the tiniest details of every day, 
every week, and every event in her life, the situation that 
had taken her so by surprise ended up becoming untenable. 
Then she had something like a revelation: although she 
herself and everyone who knew her considered her pleas-
ant and cordial, she had never been a sociable person and 
didn’t feel uncomfortable about it, nor did she ever feel the 
slightest bit bored when she was alone.

When she was alone she always found an endless num-
ber of things to do: she sang and talked to herself, and 
whenever her husband and children returned home, it 
always seemed too soon, even though she kept careful track 
of their schedules and relied on them.

As she reflected on her memories of domesticity, she 
discovered that she hadn’t shared anything more than 
mealtimes with her family. She’d never allowed them to 
help her set or clear the table, wash dishes, or do any other 
household chores, with a single exception: the agreement 
she had reached with her son, Esteban—who had been 
living abroad for years now—that he would take charge 
of cleaning the upper part of the patio window, which she 
couldn’t have reached even with a ladder. It had been a pact 
between them from the time the boy was seventeen till he 
got married eight years later. And so, even with the family at 
home, Emilia looked for ways to keep busy with chores that 
would keep her apart from the others for most of the day.

She had no close friends; as for neighborhood acquain-
tances and her relationship with relatives, these were lim-
ited to the usual family gatherings that, naturally, were 
never organized through her initiative. It wasn’t for lack of 
affection or indifference. It was something else, a certain 
discomfort that invaded her, a kind of stiffness whenever 
she found herself with other people, even those closest to 
her, something that prevented her from relaxing, being 
aware of herself, which happened only when she was alone. 

A possible solution to the diverse ways in which famil-
iarity had taken root in her home was unwittingly provided 
one day by her grandson. It happened one afternoon when 
the two of them were at home alone. Her daughter and 
son-in-law had gone shopping, her granddaughter had gone 
to see a classmate, and her husband was visiting a sick, 
elderly aunt, a commitment she’d freed herself from with 
the excuse that she had to babysit the boy.

Little Mario was playing with some wooden blocks, 
building complicated structures that toppled over every so 
often, startling her, because at the same table, across from 
him, Emilia was arranging photos in an album, preparing 
them to be stored in the drawers of a piece of furniture her 
husband had just finished varnishing.

At first, absorbed in studying those old photos, she 
heard only the last part of the boy’s sentence, which, be-
sides, he pronounced strangely because of the orthodon-
tic device that had recently been inserted in his mouth. 
Maybe that was why he was quieter than usual, for which 
Emilia was grateful.

“. . . like to knit?” she heard the boy say.
“What?”

She had no 
appreciation for 
crafts and had never 
felt ashamed of her 
lack of aptitude 
for handiwork. 
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to glance at his profile. A blue polyester jacket with a hood 
that was stained with chalk or some other white dust. Jeans, 
sturdy rubber-soled boots, longish, messy curls, a tiny ear-
ring. The first time she noticed this last detail, Emilia 
couldn’t avoid shuddering; she, who had never wanted 
to pierce her daughter’s ears and then had been forced 
to endure the child’s complaints when, at age twelve, she 
decided to pierce them herself with the help of a neighbor 
who was supposed to be a nurse. A quack, more likely, 
thought Emilia, who couldn’t even wear the pearl ear-
rings her husband had given her for their twenty-fifth wed-
ding anniversary because any kind of metal irritated her 
delicate skin.

One of those afternoons Emilia was looking at him 
askance, fixing her gaze on the earring for the umpteenth 
time, when she heard his voice: “Hah! I caught you. You 
were looking at me. Don’t say you weren’t.”

Then she felt herself flush with embarrassment be-
cause it was true that for the past three days she had been 
looking at him more and more often. She saw how he 
folded up the newspaper he had been reading and faced 
her as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

“May I ask what it is you’re knitting and who could 
possibly like that color combination?”

Ramón, Emilia had decided two days before. His name 
must be Ramón. It was a name she found especially detest-
able because that was the name of a cousin of hers who 
had made her childhood hellish.

Almost on the defensive, tightly clutching her knitting 
back to her chest, Emilia found herself replying: “A scarf 
for my grandson Mario,” still shaken because the stranger 
had addressed her with the familiar “tú.”

Even though she knew that these days people who 
hardly knew each other used the tú form, it struck her as 
odd: That boy is young enough to be my grandson, for 
God’s sake, she thought.

“They’re the colors of his soccer club,” she explained.
“Your grandson is Mario, and your name is? . . . ” he 

said, holding out his hand. “I’m Pablo.”
Not knowing why, and in a way that contradicted the 

feelings she had experienced a moment earlier, Emilia felt 
grateful for the familiar form of address. Maybe because 
it reminded her of the disappointment she felt—for years 
now—at the gradual but stubborn change that occurred 

when, at the shops she had frequented forever, people 
stopped calling her “tú” and started addressing her increas-
ingly often as “señora,” to the point that the word became 
a title preceding her name everywhere.

At those same shops, the new clerks, or the owners’ 
children, whom she had watched grow up, now had be-
come a reminder of the passage of time, and along with 
that, an idea began to insinuate itself in her consciousness: 
that youth and even middle age had deserted her forever, 
abandoning her face and her body, despite the fact that 
Emilia still felt just as youthful on the inside, or at least 
so it seemed.

Maybe that was why she replied, almost jubilantly, 
“Emilia,” and she returned his greeting. The young man, 
instead of taking her outstretched hand, raised it to a verti-
cal position so he could slap it with his own palm, a gesture 
she had seen only on North American tv shows. When 
she tried to withdraw it, he held her hand fast and, turn-
ing it over with the palm down, said: “You have a pianist’s 
hands, Emilia,” holding on to them and examining them 
up close. “Like me,” and he showed her his hands. “Or 
rather, we have something in common: we both like music,” 
he concluded.

For some reason his observations calmed her down, 
but almost immediately the meaning of the word “music” 
was transformed, since the boy, she calculated, must have 

The first time she went to the park, studying the flecks 
that the sun cast on the grass here and there, she recalled 
what her father used to say: “a chicken hop”—after Christ-
mas, every day the sunlight moves forward “a chicken hop.” 
In two months, she thought, I’m going to have to find some-
place else because it’ll be very hot here. And, faithful to 
her characteristic farsightedness, she resolved to check out 
other locations within the same circle that surrounded the 
park, so as to have the right spot lined up when the sun beat 
down too strongly on the one she had selected.

There were no flowers in the gazebo, but the deep-
green leaves and a lovely nearby magnolia tree restored the 
peaceful feeling she no longer enjoyed at home. The two, 
or rather nearly three, hours she had begun spending in the 
park were the balm she had been looking for. The muffled 
rumbling from an adjacent school was a pleasant coun-
terpoint for her thoughts, which were the same as usual: 
memories, old songs she hummed softly, flights of fancy . . .

Of course she would rather have been at home, and 
she longed to have a cup of coffee and some cookies close 
at hand in the kitchen, which stirred up the grudge she 
held for the situation in which her family had put her, but 
for this, too, she found a solution by carrying a thermos of 
coffee and some sweets in a bag along with her knitting.

At the public park, which ironically had become a ref-
uge of privacy for her, Emilia started talking to herself 
again as she had always done, and little by little, she be-
came so adept at knitting that she was able to work with-
out thinking about it. Her hands moved back and forth, 
connecting needles and wool, and her mind moved, too, 
connecting thoughts.

The comfort she began to feel in that place may well 
have been responsible for her indignation one afternoon 
on discovering an unfamiliar man sitting on what she had 
come to regard as part of her property. She felt as if she 
were the victim of an injustice, and a sensation of fear hov-
ered over her. For God’s sake, she thought, with so many 
empty benches around, why didn’t it occur to him to sit 
somewhere else, not on my bench? And she glanced at her 
watch, thinking that maybe she was late and that was why 
he had occupied her place. But no, it was the same time she 
arrived every day. Maybe it’s just for today, a coincidence, 
she attempted to reason with herself, and plucking up what 
she thought was a trace of courage to defend herself from 

the alien presence that had invaded her gazebo, as well as 
to confirm that the bench belonged to her, she sat down 
next to the stranger without saying hello.

But what had been an unpleasant surprise and a vague 
uneasiness the day before became clear displeasure when, 
the next afternoon, she realized that the same young man 
was there, and, in addition, had insisted on sitting in the 
same place. Either he didn’t realize what he was doing or 
else he hadn’t gotten the message Emilia had thought was 
unmistakably clear from her unyielding attitude when she 
had sat down beside him the previous afternoon. She felt 
the impulse to change spots, thus avoiding his unwanted 
company. Thoughts of robbery and sexual assault crossed 
her mind, but she almost burst out laughing when she re-
covered her mental self-image of a harmless-looking sixty-
something woman with glasses that hid what had been her 
best feature, her large, almond-shaped eyes. She thought of 
her wrinkles, unconcealed by creams or makeup.

Why don’t you fix yourself up a little? she thought she 
heard her daughter’s voice pronounce. Bah, nobody gave 
me these wrinkles: I earned them from life all by myself, 
she replied scornfully.

I don’t look wealthy, either; I’m not desirable anymore, 
she reassured herself, and sitting down, she felt a delayed 
relief from the tortured fears of the unknown that she had 
experienced in her now-distant adolescence and youth. 
Winter afternoons when darkness fell so early, when foot-
steps echoed behind her down shadowy streets, filled her 
mind. Her anguish, her frantically beating heart, her 
sweaty skin, fears instilled by her mother and her aunts. 
Old age must have some advantages, she consoled herself. 

And stubbornly, faithful to her aversion to any change 
in routine, she said aloud, like a rebellious little girl: “This 
is my bench; I saw it first,” glaring defiantly at the intruder 
from behind her glasses, only to discover that he didn’t bat 
an eye, absorbed in the book he was reading.

For several days the situation remained unchanged. 
When Emilia arrived, the young man was already there. 
They didn’t say hello. He read and she devoted herself to 
her labors. At a given moment, he stood up and left, and 
Emilia stayed till the hour she had determined was her 
limit for her visit to the park.

In fact, her curiosity about her benchmate grew stron-
ger every day. Every so often she plucked up the courage 

In fact, her curiosity 
about her benchmate 

grew stronger every 
day. Every so often 
she plucked up the 
courage to glance 

at his profile. 
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“Why?” Emilia was surprised at her own sudden interest.
“You can hear it. It’s the time when classes end at the 

academy. Exactly five forty-five. At this exact time, he re-
peated, they close their books and notebooks. And I can’t 
be late.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” She felt more disillusioned as 
she realized that the boy surely must have a girlfriend 
who studied at the academy and that she was the one he 
waited for every afternoon. Maybe he lived far away and 
had a  job around here, and that was why he waited for 
her in this park.

“But don’t kid yourself. I intend to collect. Gambling 
debts are sacred. Tomorrow without fail you’re going to 
have to start working on my scarf. Till then, partner,” he 
said, saluting with two fingers to his forehead. And he 
turned around to leave.

Emilia followed his back with her eyes, and she stayed 
in the park for nearly an hour longer, not knitting. Then 
she slowly walked home, making a  detour to visit the 
fabric store.

At the second store she entered, she found they showed 
her the exact shade of purple she had in mind, though she 
didn’t realize it till she saw the skein in the saleswoman’s 
hands. I’ll buy it tomorrow, she decided, asking the woman 
to hold it for her.

When she got to the park the next afternoon, she spied 
Pablo as soon as she entered the broad circle of the gazebo. 
He was already there, sitting but not reading, with one 
hand in his pocket and in the other holding something he 
was nibbling on, wrapped in a paper napkin.

In a ridiculous, almost childish way, she pulled the 
skein of yarn from her bag and held it aloft to show it to 
him. He leaped up and walked toward her. Both of them, 
standing, admired the color of the wool in the sunlight and 
also in the shade, praising its quality.

She sat down on the bench, as did he, his legs crossed 
above the gravel at Emilia’s feet, and he stretched out his 
arms, forming two parallel lines, the backs of his hands 
facing the outside, so that she could wind the skein and 
prepare the ball of yarn. The gesture was so natural, his 
movements so precise, making a swift gesture with his 
hands whenever she reached either end with the yarn, 
that Emilia thought: He’s done this many times, with his 
mother or his grandmother, maybe.

When it was time to go, because they heard the bell 
from the academy, Emilia realized they had hardly spoken. 
Pablo just whistled nearly the whole time, which didn’t 
bother her at all. She listened as she thought about her own 
matters, as usual. When he stood up, the ball was ready. It 
took her a while to knot the ends on the needle, thinking 
that she knew nothing about the book he had wagered, and 
she felt a certain curiosity. Even though I didn’t win, I can 
ask him to lend it to me, she thought.

And she went home to make dinner.
From the elevator she could already hear voices com-

ing from the tv. As she inserted her key in the lock, she 
sighed. It was Friday, and all week long her husband had 
been planning an excursion to the country that Sunday, 
something she found especially unpleasant: it was a  lot 
of work to prepare the food to bring along; they’d have to 
carry heavy bundles and eat uncomfortably, with the ants 
lying in wait. And two days without going to the park, she 
lamented to herself.

That whole weekend and that Sunday in the country, 
she devoted herself to scrupulously observing everything 
she saw going on around her. And instead of letting her 
mind wander while thinking of other things, she went 
around describing everything to herself as if she were 
telling it to Pablo, as if he had become a sort of internal 
conversation partner.

But what a person imagines doesn’t always happen 
later on, she said to herself skeptically, so as to stop the 
parade of her thoughts, without quite owning up to her 
fear that one day the young man might not show up in 
the park, on her bench.

Suddenly, unable to repress a burst of excitement and 
curiosity, she allowed herself to ask her daughter, who 
boasted of being an avid reader: “Have you read Leaves 
of Grass?”

“What’s that? Iris asked in turn. “A gardening book or 
something like that?”

She had to admit she didn’t know. But she thought: 
Maybe it is, maybe that boy is studying agronomy or some-
thing of the kind. But then she remembered the cover 
image she had half-seen. She didn’t remember the au-
thor’s name. And she said to herself, No, it must have been 
a novel or short stories. And as though a movie were passing 
before her eyes, she once more could see the spine of the 

been just a few years older than her granddaughter. Only 
with someone like Elenita could he possibly share tastes 
in music and noise.

At the same time, she realized how pleasant her con-
versational partner’s face was. Until now she had seen him 
only in profile, and as usual, she couldn’t quite connect all 
the features in a person’s face till she saw them straight on. 
As a whole, it was nearly a handsome face, whereas seen 
from the side it lacked definition, strength; it was fuzzy.

“Go ahead and look, look at me; don’t hesitate—it’s 
free!” And he laughed.

Emilia turned back to her knitting, embarrassed once 
more for having been caught in the act.

“La-di-da-di-da-di-da-di-daaa . . .” He hummed the first 
notes of “Für Elise” while Emilia folded up her knitting 
and looked at him again. “What did you think I meant?”

“Well,” she replied honestly, “when you said ‘music,’ 
I thought of percussion, of the syn—synthesizer,” she said, 
stumbling over the word. “I don’t know,” genuinely flustered.

“No way!” and he pointed to himself. “Piano, theory, 
and sight-reading. I’ll bet I  studied music longer than 
you did.”

She recalled her husband’s maxim: Never make bets. 
Gamblers are poor fools, leaves blowing in the wind, 
prisoners of chance. That inflamed her: sinister-looking 
gamblers from old movies paraded through her mind, 
but also pleasant, righteous scoundrels who helped the 
poor with the winnings they collected at the expense of 
evil rich guys. 

“It’s a deal,” she agreed, not knowing why she said it 
with such conviction.

“Just a second,” Pablo lifted his finger. “You might be 
a cheater. What should we bet?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and although it was clear from 
his tone that he was joking, she felt disheartened and once 
more a little afraid. That’s it, then: he wants to get mon-
ey out of me. You mustn’t talk to strangers, she recalled; 
I sound like my own grandmother and I’m my own grand-
daughter, she thought, not noticing the incoherence. We 
old folks are vulnerable, helpless.

“Well, if you don’t know, I do. If I went to the conserva-
tory for less time than you, I’ll give you this book”—and 
he showed her the cover, which Emilia couldn’t altogether 
see. She could just make out the word “grass.” “And what 
about you?” he insisted.

Emilia rose to the challenge. 
“I’ll knit you a scarf,” was the first thing that came to 

mind. “Any color you want,” she quickly added.
And suddenly she felt a  wave of happiness. She 

was gambling.
“Okay.” And now he did shake her hand. “Purple.”
“Purple?”
“I want the scarf to be purple, because I plan to win, 

you know? Let’s see”—and he counted on his fingers—“I’m 
almost twenty-one; last year I graduated from the conserva-
tory and I started going there when I was seven. So that 
makes a little more than twelve years.”

Suddenly very serious, he said: “I can see you’re about 
to lie to me. Tell the truth: did I win?”

“Yes,” admitted Emilia, who had only studied music for 
eight years, elementary and intermediate.

A solemn bell began to ring in the distance. Pointing 
behind him, Pablo said, “And now I’m leaving.”

She sat down on the 
bench, as did he, his 
legs crossed above the 
gravel at Emilia’s feet, 
and he stretched out 
his arms, forming two 
parallel lines, the backs 
of his hands facing the 
outside, so that she 
could wind the skein and 
prepare the ball of yarn. 
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book when Pablo stuck it back in his duffel coat pocket. 
A poetry collection, she recalled. That was it! Verses.

A disagreeable association came to mind. Her sister-
in-law, the teacher, reciting some Amado Nervo verses 
before the apparently admiring eyes of the entire family. 
And the jokes she was the object of the moment her head 
was turned. The young folks imitating her. One thing you 
had to admit, though: her sister-in-law had an exceptional 
memory. She, on the other hand, had only once made an 
effort to memorize “The Pirate’s Song,” which, in turn, 
reminded her of her cousin Ramón’s reciting that poem 
and challenging her because it was a poem “for guys.” 

And then her, making fun of him, triumphant, because 
having learned and recited the entire poem, with gestures, 
she asked him, what? “‘Asia to one side, Europe to the other, 
and there, in front of him, Istanbul.’ Where was the pirate?” 
Humiliated because he didn’t know how to answer, her 
cousin Ramón never teased her again.

As the scarf grew longer and longer, dangling more 
and more heavily from the needles between Emilia’s 
arms, Pablo helped out by providing conversation, cof-
fee from the thermos, and company. They talked about 
music, places they both knew, corners of the city that had 
a different meaning for each of them, something that had 
always fascinated both of them. And they talked about trips, 
about those Emilia would have liked to take but couldn’t. 
She had only traveled on her honeymoon and to some 
popular beach or to the mountains on summer vacations. 
They talked of the trips Pablo wanted to take: to different 
lands, exotic, solitary, and remote.

On one occasion they spoke of books, and Emilia 
seized the opportunity to ask to borrow Leaves of Grass, 
since she hadn’t won the bet. But Pablo didn’t have it with 
him because he’d finished reading it. He said: “Besides, 
I won’t lend it to you because you’re not old enough to 
read certain things.”

Emilia blushed, thinking that the book’s contents 
might be smutty, one of those with stories of sex that young 
people often read eagerly and with delight, she imagined. 
And so she didn’t dare probe further, much less ask about 
it in her neighborhood library, lest they take her for some-
thing she wasn’t.

Spring was advancing with great strides now, not ex-
actly chicken hops; the sun beat down warmer every day 

and afternoons grew longer, though in Pablo’s case, his 
time in the park was ruled by the school bell. For her part, 
Emilia no longer felt like lingering once he had gone, so 
she left too, taking the long way home. Gradually she had 
changed the rhythm of her task.

In the first place, because when they chatted about 
some subject that really interested him, she laid her knitting 
aside so as to give her complete attention to the young man’s 
words. And in the second place, there were afternoons when 
she never even took it out of the bag. One night she awoke 
from a dream in which she had waited hours and hours in 
the park with the scarf finished, and Pablo never came. So 
she involuntarily slowed her pace as though the end of the 
knitting would also mean the end of his friendship.

There were times, of course, when Pablo himself 
caused delays in the completion of the scarf, like the day 
when Emilia arrived at the park and found him with a wor-
ried expression. When she asked him what was wrong, he 
said tersely: “Problems.” She felt an urge to say, Tell me 
about it; can I help you? or something like that, but her 
shyness overcame her and she didn’t say a word, though 
she didn’t take out her knitting either, as if she was waiting 
for something.

She acted wisely, because after a while he said, as suc-
cinctly as before: “I have to go to a wedding.”

“Oh,” Emilia replied, not knowing if she should ask 
who was getting married or what the wedding had to do 
with the young man’s problem.

“Emilia,” he suddenly said, “how are you at dancing? 
I mean the old-fashioned kind, slow dancing, waltzes, and 
all that,” and for once it was he who seemed uncomfortable.

For the first time in ages she felt authentically needed 
by someone, and with a dash of pride and an insouciant air 
that she emphasized by sticking her hand in her bag and 
pulling out a package of cookies to offer him, she said: “I 
won a few dance contests at neighborhood festivals—well, 
my husband and I won.”

“Then that’s that,” said Pablo, standing up. “Teach me 
to waltz. My sister’s getting married, and my parents are 
bugging me and telling me I have to dance a waltz with 
her and all that stuff. You know, I’m the oldest, and I’m 
her only brother.”

Emilia looked at him as if she couldn’t understand what 
she was hearing, but of course she understood, because she 
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woman, she thought mercilessly, and when she lowered her 
eyes to look for the handkerchief she always carried in her 
knitting bag, she saw a copy of Leaves of Grass between 
her hands. She kissed the book and then wiped her lips 
with a touch of apprehension. Stupid, stupid, she chastised 
herself again.

And, to console herself, she thought: He’s going north—
winters are longer there. He won’t have to wait to wear 
the scarf. This thought helped her get over her shock and 
sadness at the sudden goodbye, and she stood to go. Before 
leaving the gazebo, she looked behind her, like someone 
bidding farewell to a house they’re leaving and to which 
they’ll never return.

She was walking absentmindedly along the sidewalk 
when a piercing sound made her look up. She imagined 
the traffic light had turned red and that an impatient driver 
was alerting her by honking.

But it wasn’t that. In the second or third car that 
passed her by, slowly picking up speed, was Pablo. Another 
young man sat at the wheel, and through the window on 
the driver’s side flapped the long fringes of the purple 
scarf. The roof rack, filled with luggage and packages, 
stood out among the other vehicles. Mechanically she 
thought, He must be a student or a teacher. But, what’s it 
to you, anyway?

At that moment her breathing became labored and 
her thoughts began to link together, juxtaposed one after 
another: I never would have thought that that would be 
enough to make the the ideas of an entire lifetime come 
tumbling down and I didn’t know anything about him . . . 
but that’s not true, they weren’t my ideas and I didn’t have 
any, no one does, they’re what people shove into your head, 
I don’t care, what matters is the person, everyone can do 
what they like, that’s my motto, it always has been, as long 
as they don’t bother others  .  .  . and Emilia brought her 
hand to her chest as if to keep warm, but her hand slipped 
with the furious beating of her agitated heart. 

The light turned green. She crossed the street deter-
minedly, uttering a deep sigh.

“That boy,” she said aloud in a resolute tone, “is a good 
person, sensitive and with great feeling. He’s the only friend 
I had”—and, correcting herself—“the only friend I chose 
and wanted to have. He gave me a book when I had only 
asked him to lend it to me.”

And, pressing the knitting bag with Leaves of Grass 
inside against her chest, she realized uneasily that the 
people passing by might be able to hear her. She adjusted 
her posture.

She continued walking and silently confirmed: Yes, 
Pablo is fond of me. She turned around, her hand sketch-
ing a goodbye gesture in the now-darkened air, toward the 
street down which the car had disappeared, with its over-
loaded roof rack and the purple scarf that she had knitted 
with such care poking out the window on the driver’s side.

While she searched for her keys at the door to her 
house, she was still thinking, but calmly now: People’s 
private lives have never mattered to me. Everyone is what 
he is, and I never liked people prying into my personal life, 
either. That scarf will bring him luck. Pablo was my friend, 
is my friend, she repeated.

As the elevator rose, Emilia was beaming. Like a bride.

was trying to find a reasonable excuse to reject Pablo’s idea 
when it started to drizzle very lightly, though at the same 
time the sun was still shining.

She used that excuse to improvise: “Impossible—it’s 
raining. We have to go, we’ll get wet, the knitting . . .” talk-
ing faster and faster.

“What’s that got to do with it?” asked Pablo. “Today it 
rains, tomorrow it doesn’t . . . Besides,” he added, and tug-
ging on her, he began to whistle “Singin’ in the Rain,” as he 
slipped his arm around her waist and danced clumsily, his 
body limp. The two of them laughed, till Emilia escaped 
because the rain was getting heavy. He persisted, shouting: 

“But tomorrow you’ll teach me, okay?”
And for the next three afternoons that week, Emilia 

taught Pablo the waltz and added the paso doble when 
he asked her which dance she had won prizes for at the 
neighborhood festivals, but she avoided telling him that 
the tango was what she and her husband had danced best, 
because she thought he was enjoying himself so much that 
he’d ask her to teach him the tango as well, and it would’ve 
felt too ridiculous to dance a tango in the park on a sunny 
afternoon with a boy who could have been her grandson.

She also enjoyed the dancing, as she confessed to Pablo 
when he asked her what kind of student he was, because 
she didn’t want to tell him that, in her opinion, he would 
never be a great dancer. There was something about his 

stance, his movements, something Emilia had noticed in 
his gait, that became much more obvious when he danced. 
He seemed stiff to her, as if he was deliberately holding 
back and economizing on certain gestures, like some very 
young girls do, or maybe he just gave the impression of 
deploying an assortment of unnecessary, useless gestures, 
like those affected ladies who keep their forearms straight 
and their pinkies raised when holding a cup of tea. 

The day finally came when the scarf was done. The 
next morning, at home, she finished off and snipped the 
stitches and cut pieces of wool for the fringes that she then 
sewed to both ends. She wrapped it up in white tissue 
paper. It was too warm now; he would wear it next winter, 
she thought.

When she arrived at the park that afternoon, she 
sat down next to Pablo and offered him coffee from 
the thermos.

He said, “Listen, I’ve got a surprise.”
“Me too,” and she rummaged in the bag to give him 

the package containing the scarf.
“Do you remember I told you about a trip up north?”
Emilia noticed that her hands were quiet inside the bag.

“Well, I’m going!” Pablo said. And his eyes sparkled 
with excitement.

Suddenly Emilia felt as happy as if she were the one 
going on a trip. She asked: “Are you going alone?”

“No, classes end today.”
She interrupted by handing him the scarf.

“Of course, I imagined you were waiting for someone 
from the school all these afternoons. Isn’t that right? You’re 
going with a girl from there.”

“Hey, what a little snoop you’ve turned out to be, huh?” 
And he tapped her gently on the cheek while his hands 
received the scarf, which in the light of that hour of the 
day had a transparent quality.

Emilia blushed uncomfortably, but she thought: He’s 
right—who am I to poke my nose into his life?

The boy kissed her on the forehead as a gesture of 
thanks and put the scarf into a bag he was carrying, one 
he had never before brought to the park. Then he stood, as 
always, pointing behind him, even though the bell hadn’t 
rung yet.

She gestured to keep him from leaving, but remained 
sitting with something trembling in her eyes. Stupid old 

And, to console  
herself, she thought:  
He’s going north—
winters are longer 
there. He won’t 
have to wait to 
wear the scarf. 
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