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To the Reader

In 1991 I lived on the outskirts of Detroit with my husband and two children in an old stone house set by a canal that emptied into Lake Saint Clair. Ivy and morning glory climbed the deteriorating walls. A profusion of grapevines and wild roses draped the balcony, where doves nested in their tangles. The yard was a bit overgrown, much to our neighbors’ consternation, and they would often try to tame it while we were away. Our unruly patch boasted an abundance of wildflowers, lilacs, two ancient willows, and a single pear tree. I truly loved my family and our home, yet that spring I experienced a terrible and inexpressible melancholy. I would sit for hours, when my chores were done and the children at school, beneath the willows, lost in thought. That was the atmosphere of my life as I began to compose Woolgathering.

I had received a letter from Raymond Foye, who cofounded Hanuman Books with Francesco Clemente, requesting a manuscript. A Hanuman Book was only 3 by 4 inches in size, like a tiny Indian prayer book that one could carry in one’s pocket. Charmed by the prospect, I began my task in early fall, just as the pears were forming. I wrote slowly at first and Raymond would call every so often to encourage me. One afternoon he called to relay a request from William Burroughs. All Hanuman Books were numbered on the spine and mine was to be 46, the year of my birth. But William desired it, as his favorite number was 23, which doubled to mine. For the love of William I traded with him.
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I wrote by hand on sheets of graph paper, and on December 30, 1991, on my forty-fifth birthday, I completed the manuscript. I sent it off to Raymond, who typed it out for me and sent it to Madras to be published. As it turned out 45 was the perfect number for me.

I gave my father the first copy of Woolgathering, but as time passed he said nothing. My father was a beautiful man but difficult to impress and I only halfheartedly hoped he would read it. Yet some years later, shortly before his death, he said to me, “Patricia, I have read your book.” I prepared myself for certain criticism, but was struck that he called such a small offering a book. “You’re a good writer,” he said, and he made me a cup of coffee. It was the only such compliment he ever gave me.

Someone asked if I would consider Woolgathering a fairy tale. I have always adored such tales but I am afraid it does not qualify. Everything contained in this little book is true, and written just like it was. The writing of it drew me from my strange torpor and I hope that in some measure it will fill the reader with a vague and curious joy.

PALM SUNDAY, 2011, BARCELONA
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A Bidding

I always imagined I would write a book, if only a small one, that would carry one away, into a realm that could not be measured nor even remembered.

I imagined a lot of things. That I would shine. That I’d be good. I’d dwell bareheaded on a summit turning a wheel that would turn the earth and undetected, amongst the clouds, I would have some influence; be of some avail.

Curious wishes feathered the air making light the limbs of a somber, spindle-legged child barely able to keep her anklets from disappearing into her heavy shoes.

All my socks were out of shape. Possibly because I often filled them with marbles. I’d load them with aggies and steelies and head out. It was the one thing I was good at and I could beat anyone around.

At night I’d pour my booty upon my bed and wipe them with a chamois. I’d arrange them by color, by order of merit, and they’d rearrange themselves — small glowing planets, each with its own history, its own will of gold.

I never had a sense that the ability to win came from me. I always felt it was in the object itself. Some piece of magic that was animated through my touch. In this manner I found magic in everything, as if all things, all of nature bore the imprint of a jinn.

You had to be careful, you had to be wise. For the discerning might catch something far away and draw it close.

And the wind caught the edges of the cloth that covered my window. There I kept vigil, alert to the small, easily becoming, through an open eye, monstrous and beautiful.

I would gaze, gauge and just like that, be gone — vane avion, flitting from earth to earth, unconscious of my awkward arms or wayward socks.

I was off and not a soul was aware. For it appeared to all that I was still among them, upon my little bed, rapt in child’s play.


The Woolgatherers

There was a field. There was a hedge composed of great bushes framing my view. The hedge I regarded as sacred — the stronghold of the spirit. The field I revered as well, with its high, beckoning grass and powerful bend.

Beyond, to the right, was an orchard, and to the left a whitewashed barn with the words HOEDOWN HALL above the double doors. Here, on Sunday evenings, we all would meet and dance to the fiddler and the fiddler’s call.

Later, after my bath, my mother would comb my hair and I’d say my prayers and she’d tuck me in. I’d wait till all was quiet. Then I’d rise, mount a chair, push aside the cloth that covered my window and continue my prayers, wandering, to greet my God.

On clear, peculiar nights I sometimes saw movement in the grasses. At first I thought it to be the swipe of the white owl or the great pale wings of a luna moth spreading and folding like a medieval habit. But it came to me one night that they were people like none I had ever seen, in strange archaic cap and dress. I used to think I could see the white of their bonnets and, at times, a hand, in the act of grasping, illuminated by the moon and stars or the light from a passing car.

[image: image]

Morning found the field bright, abundant with a thousand wildflowers we often gathered and wove into crowns. But the center-piece was the old black barn inhabited by bats. It has long since burned, But at that time it stood like a battered top hat that only the courageous or forlorn might wear.

We’d pass it on our walks, my brother, sister and I. I was the eldest, the youngest not yet born. We’d walk to the center of town and scale the stone wall that protected, like a mother’s arms, the Cemetery of Friends. Beneath the great walnut trees the brethren came to rest, and it seemed to us, even by day, to be the most discreet and silent place on earth. Here, enveloped by an air both solemn and sweet, we puffed on the punks we cut from the swamp, communing for hours yet not saying a word. These times filled us with joy. Volumes of joy that still pleasure me in the reading.

Skipping home we’d salute all that charmed us. The old man who sold minnows. The creek that seemed so wide it might have opened into the mouth of the Delaware. The armory, the hall, and then Thomas’ Field greeting us, seeming to call us by name.

We raced through the grass, meeting up with our friends. Sometimes I’d just plop deep within it and stare up at the sky.

It seemed like all of creation was mapped out above and I was drawn from the laughter of the other children into a stillness I aspired to master. Here
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