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To David E. Outerbridge ~ who never relented
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A.H., the simplicity is deceptive, as this bend is difficult to tie correctly. It requires less dexterity, so is often used in stubborn materials and is easy to do with wet hands. The tension keeps this beautiful knot in place. If tied correctly, it will never come undone.
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Preface



It is a beautiful spring day in May, and I am pruning my boxwoods. I planted them seven years ago with the intention of having a major topiary experience, but most years I find myself editing them to their most essential square. When pruning boxwoods, it is recommended that you not cut into the leaf. You must find the “Y” in the twig and cut it from there, otherwise you risk harming the shrub’s growth. I find this small yet precise move, leading to a large overall effect, very familiar.

A dozen years ago the question of where I was going got louder than anything else in my head. My life had taken a certain trajectory into the world of films and stardom when I was quite young, and I hadn’t stopped to question it. But in truth, it was like wanting a pony for your birthday and getting a big shiny merry-go-round instead.

Although I have participated in the odd film project here and there over the last twelve years, I had no real desire to hop back on that merry-go-round. I watched others as they grabbed for the golden ring and felt fine out in the country on my pony. It is a strange experience to be so in a certain world, and then not. I tried to imagine how to start anew.

I collected doors: odd ones from barns, farms, homes, and from my travels. I have dreamed of them in the forest, imagining myself walking through just the right one when I need a boost. I see them as thresholds to newness. Transformations can begin with a start.

Once, my friend and mentor James Bridges found me hiding under the covers, as I often did when I finished a job. I always felt that the roles I accepted must be inextricably linked to my life if I were to keep finding the passion to fuel each job. I had been to the desert making a film, and now everything in my life looked different. He quoted, “She took to her bed to lose her looks.”

Charles Dickens, I think. It always made me smile. I could never quite decide if it was about the way the world looked at me or about the way I looked at the world.

I am always searching for the next door, the next role, the next change.

But right now I am pruning boxwoods, twelve to be exact, and I am wondering just how long it will take my mind to stop chattering and allow me to write. A fat red robin with the most laughably blue eggs in its nest is flying to the mud beneath the mailbox, hunting worms like letters from the earth. I want her to come and write this preface.

This morning in May, I am cutting boxwoods, pre-face and after-words on the threshold of my slender volume, with no instructions, directives, or map—just a sort of pruning of a dozen years to their essential square.










Excerpt from Shadowlands by William Nicholson




INT/EXT. BARN—OVERLOOKING GOLDEN VALLEY—DUSK

In the shadowy barn, JOY and LEWIS collect themselves, wet but unharmed, and start to laugh. Then they become quiet again and look around. They watch the rain as it sweeps across the valley.




LEWIS

I don’t want to be somewhere else anymore. I’m not waiting for anything new to happen. Not looking round the next corner, nor over the next hill.


I’m here, now, and that’s enough.




JOY

That’s your kind of happy, isn’t it? It’s not going to last, Jack.




LEWIS

We don’t need to think of that now. Let’s not spoil the time we have together.




JOY

It doesn’t spoil it. It makes it real. Let me say it, Jack. Before the rain stops, and we go back.




LEWIS

What is there to say?




JOY

That I’m going to die.



LEWIS finds this very hard.



JOY

I want to be with you then, too, Jack. The only way I can do that is to talk to you about it now.




LEWIS

I shall manage. Don’t you worry about me.




JOY

I think it can be better than that. Better than just managing. What I’m trying to say is that the pain then, is part of the happiness, now. That’s the deal.













The Gateway Path

Locustwood gate. Edible nasturtium. Upstate New York.
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Birthday 1999



Forty-four years ago my mama waited in a car.

Maybe the window was down with the first warm night of spring.

A dogwood might have been blossoming when my dad stopped

to buy a pack of Camels

(she was so large with me not wanting to come).

Those were the years when the doctors were scared thieves.

So frightened of a woman’s labor pains that

they gave them the forgetting drug.

Maybe my ma, as she lay on that white hospital bed—needle in her arm

to make it happen—said things.

Maybe that doctor, sitting by her side, reading an article on abortions in China

from the Time magazine he found in the waiting room,

Heard all her secrets.

Maybe I did too.

Maybe it made me want to get out to give her something to hold on to.

Maybe.

May baby.










A Moment



There is a moment in every day where some piercing clarity overwhelms the chatter of thoughts accompanying my body down the street and one, just one idea, wants so badly to become the seed of something written. Perhaps alone, or sometimes connected to a thought that was born in yesterday’s bath, or one that sprang forth as a surprise ingredient while cooking. But it is written in magic disappearing ink. It slips away in the shadows. I occasionally get the haunting feeling that these ideas are all together somewhere, perhaps taking a mutant form of their own, from lack of nurturing. They need limits set, like a child does, to help them form. Now, released into a dark, mysterious place of the memory, they must find a truth that cannot live with the rest of the story. They are orphan chairs without a dinner table. My days will turn into a search for these lost connections—words to mobilize the world of thought. I am reminded of my childhood. There are not many actual memories, but one that surfaces has to do with language itself. Perhaps it is part of the plan to recover all the other missing words—somehow through moments in life, art as a verb, language can be a vehicle for vision and clarity.

I am a young girl, perhaps six years old, walking down the street. I am on my way to synagogue with my grandmother and grandfather. They are each holding one of my hands, and it is the Sabbath. We are walking through the big park, Cane Park, where I greet the policeman who can tip his hat without touching it. A sufficient enough mystery for a six-year-old. All the way to the old red-brick building that holds the services (about a three mile walk), my grandmother is sending secret coded messages by squeezing my hand at different intervals and for different lengths of time. I am entrusted to relay the exact same number and pattern of squeezes to my grandfather’s hand. I am the conductor of a mysterious and important current. Perhaps this language was related to the sounds that I would soon hear in the service that represented a conversation with God; the thought occurred to me that the two were related, since I could understand neither.

It was not until years later that I learned (or perhaps just figured out) that these coded messages had no real meaning to my grandmother and grandfather. Isn’t it strange that in some way they are still being interpreted years after both grandparents are gone?

In the place where this memory lives is perhaps the key to open all the other places that hold the stored words and stories that slip away. I am thinking this once again, walking down the street, writing in invisible ink. Will the thought of how to unlock the other words and live the memories for the second time (perhaps on paper this time) disappear into that other world of shadows and distant perfume? My mind seems to remember it but cannot actually smell the aroma. It is like the memory of a scent. Perhaps this memory can transport me to another state. Is that not as real? Is a coded message sent through a young girl still a message, even though the transmitters had no words attached?

Perhaps our initial contact with language actually has nothing to do with words. Much later in my life, I was told by a woman who had a lot of experience with babies, never to pick up your crying infant when you are angry and coo soft words to reassure; better to leave the infant to cry for a little longer than to pick up a being whose whole understanding of the world is sensorial and give it this mixed message. What you are saying (I love you, please don’t cry, everything’s all right) is the antithesis of what is going on in your body (you are angry, defeated, and at wit’s end). These dueling realities can only lead to more confusion later on.

So now, when I sit to write, the first thing that is considered is the unspoken, the place where all fear of the unknown and exhilaration at the thought of the exploration exist together. My desire, as I walk on down the street, chasing the elusive idea written in invisible ink, is to find a piece of blank paper, light up the shadowy places, translate the unspoken, and allow it all to live together on the same page.

The nature of language is in its associations, its connection to events, or its ability to evoke. Sometimes the words on the page appear fleetingly, like they are floating in an old plastic 8 ball. I reach for the dictionary—a veritable orphanage of words, all ripe for adoption. Episode: “any event or series of events complete in itself but forming part of a larger one.”

A part is played in a script. Lines are spoken—words written by an author but carried by an actor to their final destination. I try to remember being that conduit. There was the time in Shadowlands when I felt a terrible sadness at the end of each day—it came when I realized that I would never be saying those words just like that again.










Nothing Can Fill a Day



When I was sixteen, I wrote to a boy who had hurt me:


The warmth of your friendship

Has melted the snow

But now I stand alone in a

Great pool of icy water.



 

Nothing can fill a day.

Almost immediately nothingness comes in like light when the door to a dark room is opened. I count on things to dawn on me, the way shapes appear before the clear picture on an old television screen.
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