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For my mother



If you wish to be loved, show more of your faults than your virtues.

EDWARD BULWER-LYTTON



INTRODUCTION

I first heard mention of Gone with the Wind when I was sixteen years old. My sister and I were in South Carolina visiting my father, and on a drive through a hazy, humid countryside thick with live oak trees, he suddenly stopped the car.

“Look,” he said, pointing to an elegant white house set back from the road, half obscured by a curtain of Spanish moss. “That’s the model for Tara.”

“Huh?” we asked, straining to look from the backseat.

“Tara!” Dad said, bothered that we didn’t immediately get the reference. “The house in Gone with the Wind.”

We didn’t exactly believe him—my father was a pro at making things up—but somehow I’d gotten to be a teenager without ever hearing about Gone with the Wind. That house certainly piqued my interest. What kind of story took place in such a mansion, so different from our six-room apartment in Chicago? What sort of people lived there? What lives did they live?

When we returned to school that fall, I checked Gone with the Wind out of the school library, planning to read it between bouts of homework. I took a peek at the first page and started to read. Three days and no homework later, I finally finished the thousand-plus pages.

The belle of Tara had my heart from the start. Lots of girls have crushes of sorts on their friends, and I certainly had a crush on Scarlett. There was so much to admire. Her raven hair, emerald-green eyes, vast wardrobe of flowered hoopskirted dresses, and, of course, that seventeen-inch waist. How did she get it that way? I wondered as I pulled a tape measure tighter around my waist. That was before I learned that corsets and whalebone stays crushed Scarlett’s waist to a fashionable, yet unnatural, seventeen inches.

I could identify with some of my favorite fictional characters: awkward Francie Nolan in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn; Laura’s Midwestern sensibilities in Little House in the Big Woods. Scarlett and I had nothing in common except dark hair. She was a saucy, confident Southern belle; I was a gawky, shy Northern girl. I adored the first line of the book introducing Scarlett as a girl so charming that men actually forgot that she wasn’t beautiful. The idea that charm could trump beauty was a heady one, especially for a girl who felt she could run naked through a crowded high school cafeteria without catching the eye of a single boy.

Scarlett’s story, though, was what kept me turning those pages. I met her when she was a sixteen-year-old girl most worried about what dress she’d wear to a barbecue. When I left her she was a twenty-eight-year-old woman who had survived the bloodiest war fought on American soil, been married three times and widowed twice, borne three children and buried one, suffered a miscarriage, killed a man, lost her mother to typhoid fever and her father to a terrible accident, and, despite it all, managed to make a fortune and hold on to her sanity.

Scarlett and her story drew me to the book not just once but twenty-two times—and twice more to research Scarlett Rules. I never did return that copy to the school library. It’s still on my bookshelf, there for whenever I hanker for an absorbing, well-written book, lush with color and details.

Each time, I can’t put it down until I finish it.

And each time, I learn something new about Scarlett.

Here’s what I’ve learned so far: Scarlett is street-smart, resourceful, and down-to-earth. She’s impulsive. Instead of whining about what she doesn’t have, she works with what she’s got. She changes with the times. She refuses to admit defeat.

But I find Scarlett fascinating because she’s imperfect. Scarlett is stubborn. She’s charming on the outside and a self-serving go-getter on the inside. She says the wrong thing at the wrong time. She makes friends with all the wrong people. She mistakes lust for love and confuses loyalty with weakness.

Over the years, I’ve come to regard Scarlett as a muse because of that very imperfection. I’ve learned as much from her weaknesses as from her strengths. Finding myself seduced by the idea of a person, just as Scarlett was seduced by her romantic visions of Ashley, I’ll remember Scarlett and how miserable her illusions made her. Finding myself afraid to act, I’ll remember seventeen-year-old Scarlett delivering Melanie’s baby with the Civil War raging just outside her front door.

As much as I enjoy the movie, a beautifully made film that captures many facets of Scarlett and her story, I draw endless inspiration from my dog-eared copy of the book. It explores the essence of Scarlett’s personality; readers, more than viewers, understand what makes Scarlett tick. The novel also portrays some intriguing relationships, among them Scarlett’s friendship with Will Benteen, the soldier who arrived wounded on Tara’s doorstep and rebuilt the plantation into a prosperous farm; Scarlett’s relationship with Archie, the one-eyed ex-convict she hired to drive her around Atlanta; and Rhett’s connection to Belle Watling, the brothel owner who may or may not have been the mother of Rhett’s son.

And I must admit that, as much as I enjoy the story, certain aspects of it bother me deeply. Even casual readers of Gone with the Wind might wonder why I have chosen to present a slave owner as a role model. While Scarlett O’Hara is a fascinating, multifaceted woman—there aren’t many female characters like her in literature—author Margaret Mitchell took a curiously cavalier attitude toward slavery. Mitchell used the n-word casually and wrote the slaves’ dialogue in condescending dialect; she chose not to use dialect to give her white characters Southern accents. Mitchell described Gerald’s purchase of Dilcey, his slave Pork’s wife, as a magnanimous and gentlemanly action; she portrays Tara’s slaves as happy and well cared for. Still, readers often make allowances for works of literature that are products of their times: The anti-Semitism in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice and the casual use of the n-word in Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn come to mind. I ask readers of Scarlett Rules to make allowances for Gone with the Wind as the product of a Southern-born-and-bred author and her time and place, the Jim Crow South.

 

Women around the world know Scarlett. But they don’t know Scarlett like I know Scarlett. And I want to share the wealth. So, based on my careful readings of Gone with the Wind, I’ve created twenty-four Scarlett Rules that can help women handle any area of life—romance, work, friendships, family—a little more effectively.

I’m hardly the only woman who seems to have taken a page or two out of Scarlett’s book. Marry for strategy as Scarlett did, not once but three times? Consider Pamela Harriman, who, by virtue of her three marriages—to Winston Churchill’s son, a Broadway producer, and a railroad magnate—vaulted from being a country nobody to becoming the U.S. ambassador to France and a Democratic Party powerhouse. Clearly, there’s Scarlett in her blood.

Scarlett must run in Hillary Rodham Clinton’s veins, too. Would Scarlett have been content to hold White House soirees and bake cookies? Not the Scarlett I know. Like Senator Clinton, Scarlett would have made herself a valuable—and visible—adviser to her powerful husband and then gone on to forge her own political career.

Just as Scarlett peddled her lumber through the streets of postwar Atlanta, Josephine Esther Mentzer pounded the pavement of post–World War II New York, pushing her handmade skin creams until Saks Fifth Avenue agreed to give her counter space. Mentzer became better known as Estée Lauder, and the company that bears her name is now worth billions.

I’m not sure if Madonna’s ever read Gone with the Wind, but the singer certainly has an aura of Scarlett about her. Just as Scarlett broke new ground when she became Atlanta’s first businesswoman, Madonna broke new ground for female pop stars when she took control of her own career and launched her own record label. (Just as Scarlett married for strategic purposes, Madonna made boyfriends of many high-placed musicians early in her career, the better to learn from them.) Madonna, like Scarlett, became her own boss and now reaps the benefits: She’s a millionaire many times over, a pop icon with millions of fans, and, best of all, she still calls the shots.

Scarlett O’Hara would be 161 years old as this book goes to press, in the year that marks the seventieth anniversary of the publication of Gone with the Wind. Big numbers, both, but to Scarlett fans, they don’t mean a thing. Scarlett remains fresh, her life and experiences still meaningful.

There’s no shortage of women in today’s media-saturated world who have captured our collective attention, and fictional and real characters from Carrie Bradshaw to Paris Hilton keep us entertained and amused. Yet true role models are scarce; for that we need more than entertainment and amusement.

My dear, we need Scarlett.*
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“Tomorrow, I’ll think of some way to get him back.”

—Scarlett, Gone with the Wind

Never put off until tomorrow what you can do the day after tomorrow.

—Mark Twain

So much happened to Scarlett—from the day she perched on Tara’s front steps, flirting with the Tarleton twins, to the day she sat dejectedly on her red-carpeted staircase, watching Rhett leave, perhaps forever. She married three times and buried two husbands; she bore three children and lost one. She committed murder. She lied, stole, and cheated. She gained love and lost it. Through it all, she didn’t do what many women would be sorely tempted to do: get drunk, retreat under the covers, jump off a high bridge. Not Scarlett. When life became too much for her to handle, and it often did, Scarlett trotted out the philosophy that has become as iconic as that green velvet dress.

As handily as her just-do-it attitude and as crucially as her velvet-curtain resourcefulness, Scarlett’s ability to invoke tomorrow helped her survive ordeals that very likely would break an ordinary woman. Oh, yes, occasionally Scarlett invoked tomorrow for the same reason an ostrich sticks its head in the sand: to avoid unpleasant truths.

Far more usefully, Scarlett summoned tomorrow as a temporary escape from life. When she was too tired to take another step, to think another thought, to make a productive move, Scarlett called for tomorrow and called it quits. She knew herself well enough to know when to say when. When the responsibility of caring for Tara and her family grew overwhelming, Scarlett said enough. When she was near tears, thinking about her dead mother or feeble father, Scarlett said enough. And when she came even close to considering that Ashley might never return from the war, she quickly stuffed that notion into her tomorrow file.

But tomorrow didn’t always work. Lying in the Twelve Oaks garden with the house’s ruins in plain view, just after her aching stomach heaved up a radish, Scarlett tried but failed to push away thoughts of the war’s death and devastation. By the end of her story, her tomorrow charm completely lost its potency. Melanie died just when Scarlett discovered how much she loved and needed her. Ashley was hers when she no longer wanted him, and all the tomorrows in the world would change neither fact. Yet hours later Scarlett was back to her old self, summoning tomorrow to give herself time to lure Rhett back to their marriage and back in love with her.

On the one hand, Scarlett used tomorrow as an excuse for ethically dicey behavior: Marrying Frank, offering to be Rhett’s mistress, lusting for Ashley, and leasing the convicts were among her favorite tomorrow topics. On the other hand, tomorrow let Scarlett concentrate on her formidable challenges: surviving after the war, scratching an existence out of almost nothing for herself and nine other people, and living with adversity when she was accustomed to living in comfort.

Tomorrow let Scarlett be Scarlett: a warts-and-all survivor and one of the most fascinating and believable characters in American literature.

 

Tomorrow is a tricky business. How do you decide when to postpone a decision or a thought and when it’s time to soldier on? When does tomorrow save time and sanity, and at what point does it become old-fashioned procrastination? When will you applaud your wise decision to invoke tomorrow, and when will you regret it forever?

Some actions and decisions simply can’t wait until morning. Tomorrow won’t do when a contract or offer is ready to expire. (How many hesitant buyers have lost their dream house because they stalled?) A need-it-now work project with a complicated time line involving several departments shouldn’t wait until the next day, if for no other reason than to give you the right to say “don’t blame me” (but you wouldn’t) when the project runs into overtime. On April 15, tomorrow is not a good idea.

Many health matters can’t wait. That lump, unexplained stomachache, or persistent headache? Get it looked at today, not tomorrow, even if it means an expensive and unpleasant trip to the emergency room. A sickening crack when you fall off your bike and hit the pavement? Today, gentle reader, not tomorrow.

Certain love matters can’t wait. On February 14, tomorrow is a bad idea indeed, especially if your partner is the romantic sort who sets great store by flowers, candlelit dinners, and big boxes of chocolates. Today is also infinitely better when it comes to anniversaries and birthdays; such occasions can lose sparkle when they’re celebrated early or late. Sometimes relationships can’t wait until tomorrow. If he wants to take things to the next level and makes a reasonable offer, a mature person can’t cry tomorrow for very long. Certain discussions can’t wait, including ones involving lipstick on a collar or a suspicious note found in a pants pocket; such discoveries should spark a right-here, right-now conversation, not a slow smoldering of anger and mistrust. And whoever dreamed up the marriage rule Never go to bed angry knew what she was talking about.

Tomorrow or today might depend on your personality. Some types save nothing for morning. They’re up past midnight paying bills, doing dishes, grooming dogs, and answering e-mails until every last item on their to-do list has a check mark next to it. Other types delay chores, bills, and e-mails until the last second and then tackle them all in one frantic swoop. Or they wait until a deadline is too close to ignore; some feel the muse sitting on their shoulder only under intense pressure.

Scarlett used the present to do what she had to; she used the future as a filing cabinet for less tangible projects. She rarely opened that filing cabinet to retrieve those projects; most gathered dust as Scarlett went about the business of becoming rich. The
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EFFECTIVE PROCRASTINATION

Never put off till tomorrow what you can do today. That’s what well-meaning mothers counsel, but Scarlett thought differently: Always put off whatever you can till tomorrow. Scarlett was a fan of putting off thinking until morning, but plenty of tasks can wait till morning as well. Here are a few.



Dishes or housework. The dishes won’t sneak out the back door in the middle of the night; unless you have a very special dog, she won’t vacuum the living room while you’re asleep.



Financial work. Leave it until morning, especially if you’re tired or jet-lagged. A weary mind makes mistakes.



A major decision. Spinning your wheels? Sleep on it. Who knows, a dream might provide a solution.



An argument. Go to bed and cuddle instead. You can revisit your disagreement in the morning.



A criticism. Plan your verbal attack but wait twenty-four hours before launching it. At the very least, walk the dog first.



Watching TV. Invest in TiVo or simply let yourself miss an episode of Desperate Housewives. It’s not tough to catch up.



Whatever you’re about to do when a better offer comes along. Step away from the ironing board. Put down that paring knife. Get dressed, grab your bag, and dash out the door. Save the housework—for tomorrow.
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