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Praise for Collected Stories

“A magisterial compilation. . . . Shields has left us with an
intricate literary map of human relationships and with cer-
tain proof that the radiant strangeness of ordinary people is
always hidden within plain sight.”

—Washington Post Book World

“A joyride. . .. One delightful turn after another.”
—Boston Globe

“[Collected Stories] reveals [Shields’s| quiet, marvelous talent
for probing the hearts of her characters. . . . This big, beau-
tiful collection should win Shields . . . the devoted reader-
ship she deserves.” —O, The Oprah Magazine

“Sublime. ... Original. . .. Superb. . .. These surprising, effer-
vescent stories can only help to ensure the power of
[Shields’s] legacy.” —Miami Herald

“Genius. . . [Shields] is one of our strongest voices in litera-
ture.” —Charlotte Observer

“Transcendent. . . . Shields’s stories are made of the fresh air
and sunshine of comfortable daily life.” —New York Sun

“Shields writes about whimsy, happenstance, and serendip-
ity, tragedies that really aren’t, and clean, cutting prose
about things that really hurt. . . . Amazing.” —Denver Post

“Surprising, daring, and varied. . . . Shields’s Collected Stories
makes you feel more keenly about the premature loss of her
tremendous talent.” —Rocky Mountain News



“Full of wonder. . . . The stories are truly remarkable, com-
bining great good humor with poignant observation.”
—Seattle Times

“A master storyteller of complex and surprisingly nuanced
life stories.” —Providence Journal

“Her stories have given me happiness, not just pleasure. They
delight me at first by the clear and simple elegance with
which they’re made. Then there’s something so bountiful
and surprising about them, like the beautiful broken light
of a prism.” : —Alice Munro

“Shields writes with an almost painfully attuned ear for the
nuances of language and the way they attach to feelings and
probe the most delicate layers of human consciousness. . . .
She reminds us again why literature matters.”

—New York Times Book Review
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Something has occurred to her—something transparently
simple, something she’s always known, it seems, but never
articulated. Which is that the moment of death occurs while
we are still alive. Life marches right up to the wall of that
final darkness, one extreme state of being butting against the
other. Not even a breath separates them. Not even a blink of
the eye. A person can go on and on tuned in to the daily
music of food and work and weather and speech right up to
the last minute, so that not a single thing gets lost.

—From The Stone Diaries



Introduction

I BEGAN READING CAROL SHIELDS’ BOOKS many years ago,
with The Box Garden. In that novel there’s a passage that
made me laugh so hard I thought I would do myself an
injury. It’s the chapter describing a mother with scant taste
but a lot of energy, who spends her time like a down-market
and rather crazed Martha Stewart, relentlessly decorating her
modest house—papering and re-papering its walls, hand-
painting its lampshades, dyeing its scatter rugs—much to the
alarm of her adolescent daughter, who never knows what
new, ferocious colour the house will be when she gets home
from school.

This, I thought, was not only terrific satire, but fine com-
edy as well. Yet when I recently read the passage again, it no
longer struck me as all that funny. Now, years later, and with
several demented decorating episodes of my own behind me,
I found it poignant, even faintly tragic. The mother is defeat-
ed by her house, in the end. She abandons her doomed
attempts to make it into a work of art. She recognizes the
futility of her efforts. Time claims her. She sinks down. She
gives up.

This ability to strike two such different chords at once is
not only high art, it’s also the essence of Carol Shields’ writ-
ing—the iridescent, often hilarious surfaces of things, but
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also their ominous depths. The shimmering pleasure boat,
all sails set, skimming giddily across the River Styx.

Carol Shields died on July 16, 2003 at her home in
Victoria, British Columbia, after a long battle with cancer.
She was sixty-eight. The enormous media coverage given to
her and the sadness expressed by her many readers paid trib-
ute to the high esteem in which she was held in her own
country, but her death made the news all around the world.

Conscious as she was of the vagaries of fame and the ele-
ment of chance in any fortune, she would have viewed that
with a certain irony, but she would also have found it deeply
pleasing. She knew about the darkness, but, both as an
author and as a person, she held on to the light. “She was
just a luminous person, and that would be important and
persist even if she hadn’t written anything,” said her friend
and fellow author Alice Munro.

Earlier in her writing career, some critics mistook this
quality of light in her for lightness, light-mindedness, on the
general principle that comedy—a form that turns on misun-
derstanding and confusion, but ends in reconciliation, of
however tenuous a kind—is less serious than tragedy, and
that the personal life is of lesser importance than the public
one. Carol Shields knew better. Human life is a mass of sta-
tistics only for statisticians: the rest of us live in a world of
individuals, and most of them are not prominent. Their joys
however are fully joyful, and their griefs are real. It was the
extraordinariness of ordinary people that was Shields’ forte.
She gave her material the full benefit of her large intelligence,
her powers of observation, her humane wit, and her wide
reading. Her books are delightful, in the original sense of the
word: they are full of delights.

She understood the life of the obscure and the overlooked
partly because she had lived it: her work reveals a deep sym-

— X1V —
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pathy with the plight of the women novelist toiling incogni-
to, appreciated only by an immediate circle but longing for
her due. Born in 1935 in the United States, Shields was at the
tail end of the post-war generation of North American col-
lege-educated women who were convinced by the mores of
their time that their destiny was to get married and have five
children. This Carol did; she remained a devoted mother and
a constant wife throughout her life. Her husband Don was a
civil engineer; they moved to Canada, beginning with
Toronto in the ’60s, a time of poetic ferment in that city.
Carol was already writing then, and attended some readings,
said of that time, “I knew no writers.” Undoubtedly she felt
relegated to that nebulous category, “just a housewife,” like
Daisy in The Stone Diaries and like Mary Swann, the epony-
mous poet who is murdered by her husband when her talent
begins to show.

After obtaining an M.A. at the University of Ottawa,
Shields taught for years at the University of Manitoba, in
Winnipeg, where she began publishing in the *70s. But this
was the decade of rampant feminism, in the arts at least. Her
early books, including Others, Intersect, Small Ceremonies, and
The Box Garden, which examined the vagaries of domestic life
without torpedoing it, did not make a large stir, although
some of their early readers found them both highly accom-
plished and hilarious. She had her first literary break-
through—not in terms of quality of writing, but in terms of
audience size—in Britain rather than in North America, with
her 1992 novel The Republic of Love.

Her glory book was The Stone Diaries, which was short-list-
ed for the Booker Prize and won the Canadian Governor
General’s Award, and then, in 1995, the Pulitzer Prize, a feat
her dual citizenship made possible. Her next novel, Larry’s
Party, won the Orange Prize in 1998. To say that she was not
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thrilled by success would be to do her an injustice. She knew
what it was worth. She’d waited a long time for it. She wore
her newfound prominence with graciousness and used it
with largesse.

Unless, her last novel, was written in the small space of time
she spent in England and France, after beating cancer the
first time and before it came back. It’s a hymn to the provi-
sional: the sense of happin‘ess and security as temporary and
fragile is stronger than ever. Those who had heard Carol
Shields interviewed earlier were probably surprised by a
frankly feminist strain in the novel—particularly the angry
letters her protagonist, writer Reta Winters, addressed to
male pundits dismissive of woman writers—because in con-
versation she was discreet and allusive. The little frown, the
shake of the head, said it all. Possibly feminism was some-
thing she worked into, as she published more widely and
came up against more commentators who thought excellent
pastry was a facile creation compared with raw meat on skew-
ers, and who in any case could not recognize the thread of
blood in her work, though it was always there. The problem
of the luminous is that its very luminosity obscures the shad-
ows it depends on for its brilliance.

Unless was published in 2002; although it was short-listed
for just about every major English-language prize, the Munro
Doctrine, informally named after Alice Munro, had set in by
then—after a certain number of prizes you are shot into the
stratosphere, where you circulate in radiant mists, far beyond
the ken of juries.

I last saw Carol Shields at the end of April. Her new house
was spacious, filled with light; outside the windows the tulips
in her much-loved garden were in bloom. Typically for her, she
claimed she couldn’t quite believe she deserved to live in such
a big and beautiful house. She felt so lucky, she said.

— XVi —
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Although she was very ill, she didn’t seem it. She was as
alert, as interested in books of all kinds, and as curious as
ever. She’d recently been reading nonfiction works on biolo-
gy, she told me: something new for her, a new source of
amazement and wonder. We did not speak of her illness. She
preferred to be treated as a person who was living, not one
who was dying.

And live she did, and live she does; for as John Keats
remarked, every writer has two souls, an earthly one and one
that lives on in the world of writing as a voice in the writing
itself. It’s this voice—astute, compassionate, observant, and
deeply human—that will continue to speak to her readers
everywhere. For who is better at delineating happiness, espe-
cially the sudden, unlooked-for, unearned kind of happiness,
than Carol Shields? It’s easier to kill than to give birth, eas-
ier to destroy than to create, and easier for a writer to
describe gloom than to evoke joy. Carol Shields can do both
supremely well, but it’s her descriptions of joy that leave you
open-mouthed. The world may be a soap bubble hovering
over a void, but look, what astonishing colours it has, and
isn’t it amazing that such a thing exists at all?

Such a world—various, ordinary, shimmering, evanescent
but miraculous—is a gift; and it’s the vision of this gift that
Carol Shields has presented us with in her extraordinary
books. We give thanks for it—and for her.

—MARGARET ATWOOD
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Segue

SOMETHING IS ALWAYS SAYING TO ME: Be plain. Be clear.
But then something else interferes and unjoints my good
intentions.

Max and I were out yesterday morning, Sunday, a simple
enough errand in our neighborhood. We “sallied forth” to
buy a loaf of good seed bread and a potted plant, chrysan-
themums in our case, with the smashed little faces that our
daughter so admires, that bitter bronze color, matching the
tablecloth she was sure to be laying right that moment out
there in Oak Park. Eleven o’clock; my husband Max and I
would be expected at half past twelve. We always arrive carry-
ing a modest gift of some sort.

There, at the market, stimulated, probably, by the hint of
frost in the air, I felt a longing to register the contained, iso-
lated instant we had manufactured and entered, the pur-
chase of the delicious hard-crusted bread, the decision over
the potted plant—this was what I wanted to preserve. But an
intrusive overview camera (completely imaginary, needless to
say) bumped against me, so that instead of feeling the purity
of the coins leaving my hand, I found myself watching the
two of us, a man and a woman of similar height, both in their
middle sixties, both slightly stooped—you’d hardly notice
unless you were looking—and dressed in bright colors, making



