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    To my sister Connie, without whose digital skills this enlightening story might never have seen the light of day. Let it lighten yours. 
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“The Magic Cardigan”

by Chris St Germain
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Winnie dreaded public transportation, but her car was in for routine maintenance. All those normal people to encounter. Winnie rarely saw ordinary people these days, now that she was Managing Partner at her advertising agency and running a leading women’s clothing designer label. 

On the subway to work downtown in one of the skyscrapers of NYC’s advertising district, Winnie noticed an older woman in a cardigan. Something familiar about the woman made her scoff derisively, almost fearfully.  Sometimes she wished she could help them all. Other times she wondered why they didn’t just help themselves? 

Winnie peeked back at the old woman. She was standing as tall as she could, trying to hold onto the hand strap. Winnie’s seat was perfectly stable. She motioned to the old woman and gave up her seat. The old woman smiled up at her, crinkling at the eyes.  Winnie stood up in her black and red power suit and black power pumps, holding onto the hand strap, and glanced down at the old woman periodically. The cardigan she wore had a subtle gray background and large pink flowers with light green splotches where the leaves would be. Roses maybe. The fabric was worn and bare and, in some parts, nearly see through. 

One time the woman caught her staring and smiled up at her.

“My feet were really hurting” she said. And she smiled broadly. 

Winnie nodded, careful not to speak. Her state of mind wasn’t right to make friends with strangers.  After a few stops, Winnie forgot about the old woman and fell deep into thought about an unfinished project at work. 

As the subway arrived at her station, the old woman got up to leave. She got up slowly as if in some pain. Winnie looked away to avoid eye contact.

Someone touched her sleeve. It was the old woman standing right in front of her, gazing into her eyes and smiling. She was like a large elf, not even 5’ tall, the tips of her ears covered with a light gray headscarf, a heavy tan canvas bag slung over her shoulder. Both matched the cardigan in a way that Winnie thought she recognized but couldn’t recall.  

“Bless you,” she said. She hobbled to the subway door. 

Winnie grimaced and took back her seat. The old woman stepped carefully out onto the train platform and giggled. The door closed on her. Winnie took a few steps towards the door to look after her but she had disappeared. 

The subway platform was rank that morning, the steps full of trash, and the front of her office building smelled like stale cigarette smoke. Winnie sniffed and held her nose. Up the elevator to the 35th floor, then around the corner on a carpeted trail past the secretaries and associates to her corner office with a view overlooking the city. She took off her jacket and draped it over the back of her executive leather chair. When she looked up, there was a cardigan exactly like the old woman on the subway had worn, draped across the Louis IV white and ebony loveseat on the wall across from her executive desk.

At first she hesitated. But after her Magic Shorts episode, and the Magic Scarf episode, she was not quick to judge. She gazed around the room as she approached the loveseat. Gray, pink flowers, and soft green leaves. There might be an owner’s label. She reached for it but didn’t touch it. She leaned back, took a picture with her phone and texted it to her secretary, Carla. “Whose? In my office.” 

She went to her desk and began working. After awhile she forgot about the cardigan and finished her project. Then her phone chimed. 

“Whose what?” It was her secretary, Carla. The picture of the white loveseat was there but it was empty. Winnie looked up. The cardigan was gone! 

No one had been in the office. Did she imagine it? She was stressed out from her car being in the shop and having to take public transit and the old woman was so strange. Winnie made herself a cup of Keurig caramel macchiato. She took a long sip and a long look at the loveseat. Her mother had given it to her. She had an older dog and the snow-white loveseat was not safe in the house. Winnie didn’t have pets, but the loveseat wasn’t safe at her home either, so it had ended up in the office. 

She had quite an attachment to the classy white designer piece and kept it cleaned and cared for. She gazed around the room. Whenever something magic came into her life there was a lesson attached to it. She tried to imagine what it was this time. The synchronicity in her life was better than most. It had brought her courage, success, creativity and more life lessons than she could count. Gratitude. Courage. Self-reliance. Self-acceptance. Forgiveness. She knew more than to think she had learned all there was to learn. 

Carla the secretary stopped by. “Couch still here?” she quipped. 

Winnie laughed a fake laugh. “What’s up?’

“Office grapevine, Ted, Junior Partner, is in the hospital. Could be serious.”

“Oh, sorry. Let’s get him a big basket for his hospital room and...”

“Win, do you know what serious is a euphemism for?” She took a few steps inside the doorjamb. “Stroke. He’s likely not coming back.”

“Why, he’s been here forever.”

“39 years.” 

“That makes him...”

“Over 60. A stroke at that age and you give up doubles tennis.” Carla gave Winnie a sideways look. “Where did that cardigan come from?” 

Winnie glanced at the loveseat, but she knew what she would see. The same cardigan the old woman had worn. There it was. “Someone left it.” Winnie fibbed. “Can you get it to lost and found?”

“Sure.” Carla scooped it up. “Wow, Its really soft, so comfortable, like a baby blanket.”

“Treat it ...gently.” Winnie said, hushed. 
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After she finished work at about 9 pm, Winnie wandered over to Ted’s office. His coat was laid over his burgundy executive leather chair. Pictures of his kids scattered over his desk and credenza. Flowers and get well soon cards and gifts lay on the coffee table and the windowsill. If he didn’t come back, someone was going to move up into a great office. At one time Winnie had wanted this office, but now as Managing Partner, she had the corner office, windows on two walls of a downtown skyscraper.  But were it not for the magic in her life, could it have been her in the hospital today?  She said a little affirmation of gratitude. She ordered flowers for Ted, but when she called the hospital for his room number, they said he was already gone. 

Gone? Just like that? She barely knew Ted. Hard worker. Long hours. Family man. She let herself fall onto the loveseat on his far wall, tan and grey with little pink flowers and leaves...wait. She looked at the picture on her phone. There was the cardigan, the same pattern as the couch in Ted’s office. She quicky stood up and went to the door. 

She looked up reverently, said a quiet good-bye to Ted, promising to finish all his projects, and not to work the associates too hard. Blessed herself and grabbed her stuff and went home. 
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“What do you think it’s all about
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