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The Commonplace of
Found Objects

LINDA BRISKIN

Emily Sinclair sits at the long wooden table in the library workroom.
As a member of the Guild of Book Workers, she repairs and restores
books. The perfume of old books surrounds her, dusty but fragrant.
She is dressed in layered skirts of eccentric shapes, the uneven textures
trailing, as if she were a book to be carefully unwrapped and revealed.
Her hair, cut asymmetrically, is a river of colours, streaks of red and gold
and brown. She has an odd agelessness, although she has just turned
thirty-three.

When Emily opens The Yellow Book of Fairy Tales to repair some
torn pages, a rainbow of small origami cranes—folded and flat—drift
out and float to the floor. Objects left inside books are her private
passion—the discarded, hidden and lost. Over the years, she has saved
many such artifacts, each a moment of grace. A flower dried and fading,
with a hint of lavender. A library date-due slip with someone’s phone
number. A length of worn red velvet ribbon. A ticket stub from a Chopin
concert. A crinkled bus transfer. A paper folded and refolded so many
times that it’s as soft as cotton; inside, a poem, written in free-flowing
cursive, its title missing. But Emily recognized the word tangles of E. E.
Cummings.

here is the deepest secret nobody knows

(bere is the root of the root and the bud of the bud
and the sky of the sky of a tree called life; which grows
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higher than soul can hope or mind can hide)
and this is the wonder that’s keeping the stars apart

i carry your heart(i carry it in my beart)

Emily picks up the cranes from the floor: eleven in all. She caresses one
crane, then another, her eyes closed. The whimsy. Her fingers imagine
the moment when they were tucked inside the book. She pictures a child,
perhaps she’s eleven, deftly folding the square origami paper, the instant
of wonder when the wings are pulled and the crane emerges. What
possessed that child to tuck almost a dozen of these tiny cranes into the
pages of a single book? For safekeeping? Why this book of fairy tales?
Perhaps she secreted cranes in every forty-seventh book on the library
shelf. In Emily’s numerology text, forty-seven signifies a message of
appreciation sent by the spirit angels.

Perhaps the child knew the Japanese legend which promises that
anyone who folds a thousand cranes will be granted a wish. Perhaps
she read about Sadako Sasaki (f£ % 7K #i¥), who was badly injured by
the bomb in Hiroshima and believed she would get better if she made
a thousand cranes. Perhaps the child was one of the four hundred in
Seattle’s Peace Park who handed out twenty thousand paper cranes to
honour the spirit of peace and the memory of Sadako, who died when she
was twelve, despite making fourteen hundred cranes.

Her co-workers’ laughter interrupts her musings. They’re gathering
for lunch. She’s never joined the group in her twelve years at the library.
Emily has always been more interested in books than people. If she were
a short story, she might have a small epiphany which would impel her
to participate. In such a tale, she would break her determined isolation.
Her colleagues would likely welcome her, although some would look
askance. Thankfully she is not a short story. Emily is tired of intrusive
encouragement to be more sociable. She appreciates, in fact cultivates
silence and the pleasures of solitude.

They have taken to calling her Miss Emily with an odd mixture of
grudging respect and teasing. They say she’s like her namesake, Emily
Dickinson: elusive, solitary, eccentric. She is honoured by the comparison.
ED wrote poems on scraps of chocolate wrappers, and tied up packets
of her writing in ribbons and hid them away. She pressed 424 flower
specimens into a leather-bound Herbarium in the tradition of Luca Ghini
who created the first herbarium during the Italian Renaissance.
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Jansen, the new archivist, walks by, her silky black pants singing a
slight song, her leather boots tapping out a rhythm, her red coral necklace
a counterpoint to her dark skin. She smiles at Emily. Emily looks away,
surprised, but she has noticed Jansen. The air crackles with her presence.

Before she stops working to eat lunch, Emily finishes repairing
The Yellow Book of Fairy Tales. She likes to see herself as the queen
of invisible mending; her mantra for repairs is to leave no trace. At
the same time, she’s fascinated by the traces readers leave in books—
words crossed out, exclamation points, insistent but often mistaken
grammatical corrections. A trail of words between reader and reader, and
between author and reader, sometimes diatribes. The missing captivates
her imagination as much as the found. Puzzled about the twenty pages
clipped neatly from the centre of a novel titled Blood and Bone about
Seattle homicide detective Alice Madison, Emily once set out to locate
another copy. Finding the pages did not solve the mystery of what had
prompted someone to slice them out. Nothing much happened in the
missing interlude. Perhaps the thief used the pages for wrapping paper or
making kites. She was chagrined at her wasted effort.

Emily turns to the damaged spine of The Orchid Thief. She flips
open the book and sees a dead gnat trapped on a page. Its gauzy wings
lie flat, their map of veins caught in the nanosecond when the book shut.
“The lost orchids,” the line starts. The lost gnat. The lost, she thinks.
She turns the page. More dead gnats interrupt the text, and draw her
attention to these words:

I might lie down
to retreat ... go forward
less terrifying

il i ol in the caves, the
will in my spot on the | [00f 11 the caves, the sills of

rewhere over my . d us, the sound of their bi
my options. To retreat _
. ed through the surroundi
I might lie down $ | [ecided to go Refward, ~

- fferent—Iless terrifying pq

ud just come down the .
1 t malke it anv better. to s¢

The words are almost like a haiku (5-7-5), missing only two syllables.
She challenges herself to add them.

[ might lie down now

to retreat ... no, go forward
less terrifying
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She’s startled by the haiku. Less terrifying to go forward. For Emily, being
anchored in familiar places and careful routines has been her life strategy.
She has no imaginings of going forward. She sloughs it off.

Given her commitment to leave no trace, she should remove the
remnants of the gnats in The Orchid Thief. Instead she closes the book
gently. The mingling of gnats and words seems an instruction and
inspiration for her, and maybe it will be for others.

Emily treats each finding like a palimpsest with mysteries to be uncovered
and investigated, sometimes invented. At nine, she discovered the word
palimpsest while studying ancient Egypt for a school project. She loved
the idea of parchment scraped clean and reused, with the previous text
leaking out. Traces of the past never fully erased. Palimpsest also began
her lifelong dedication to collecting words.

As a young girl, she took pleasure in recording found words in
a small red notebook. Whispering the words and their meanings was
soothing. She particularly liked the quirky and unexpected. Apricity: the
warmth of the sun in winter (first used in 1643). Florilegia: a compilation
of excerpts from other writings (from the Latin flos [flower] and legere
[to gather]—literally a gathering of flowers). Cathexis: the concentration
of mental energy on a particular object. Idioglossia: a secret and private
language. She even found a word to describe herself: logophile, a lover
of words.

She would imagine herself camouflaged in a billowing hunter-
green cloak with words stitched into the cuffs, some written backwards
for safety and secrecy. Words about silence would line the hood and
hopefully calm her busy mind—s#ill, tranquil, quiet. Around the hem
would be the names of trees: birch, sycamore, oak, pine, ash, elm and
walnut, hemlock and hawthorn and hickory, willow and maple. She had
learned that the trees talk to each other, and maybe, just maybe, even the
names of the trees would provoke a dialogue among them. Cloaked in
words, she would feel protected.

Although words were her companions and her comfort, in school,
she rarely spoke. She was punctual, smart and conscientious about
turning in her assignments but she knew her teachers found her difficult.
Shielded by the door of her locker, she overheard an exchange between
two of her teachers, now etched in her memory.
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“That Emily, she’s odd, uncooperative, difficult. Her silence is
almost insolent. So unappealing,” Mrs. Dorian whispered.

Miss Brodeur sighed. “No no, Dory. Just solitary and introspective.
Unusual. Be kind. I think she needs kindness.”

Emily found brodeur in the French-English dictionary: it meant
embroiderer. She imagined the teacher embroidering delicate swirls
of words on large canvases and hanging them from the ceiling of the
classroom. Although Miss B’s attention made Emily uneasy, she was
drawn to the twirl of unkempt blackish braids around the teacher’s
head; the half smile, gentle but inquiring; the brown eyes curious but
tired.

Emily’s small apartment close to the library is a haven. On restless evenings
like this one, she visits her bedroom closet. Deep in the back behind old
shoes and hats are thirty-three red notebooks, each labelled Words. In her
numerology book, she read that three is the number of both perfection
and completion so when she reached thirty-three notebooks, she stopped.
The tidy row of red notebooks is now a satisfaction, an accomplishment.
She picks number twenty-seven and opens it to page twenty-seven and
reads some words aloud. Scopophobia: fear of seeing and being seen, fear
of being stared at; Nefelibata: ortuguese, a daydreamer; from the Greek—
one who walks the clouds; Anbedonia: inability to feel pleasure. The
sounds of the words are rhythmic, hypnotic. The meanings distracting
and reassuring.

She imagines a conversation between the words and the miniature
treasures collected in delicate Japanese bowls scattered around her living
room. Slivers of wood honed smooth by water; small pieces of green glass
washed up on the shore of Newfoundland; tiny shells filled with silky
sand. The words weave together with the murmur of the sea, calming
and meditative. She finds herself returning to the haiku: Less terrifying
to go forward.

After a modest supper of grilled cheese and cream of mushroom
soup, Emily retrieves her Commonplace of Found Objects from her
worn briefcase. She has discovered that keeping a commonplace was
widespread by the early eighteenth century. Like a scrapbook, it was a
repository for recipes, letters, poems, tables of weights and measures,
proverbs, prayers, legal formulas, and wise statements for future
contemplation. In her commonplace, Emily saves objets trouvés and
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clippings about wondrous and often improbable tales. She mulls over
unexplained mysteries, and chronicles the found and the missing. Invention,
narrative and memories fill the pages. Not unlike an archive, she thinks,
and wonders fleetingly whether Jansen knows about commonplaces.

In libraries around the country, Emily has discovered commonplaces
with tiny handwriting (likely out of respect for the cost of paper)
interspersed with bits of newspaper clippings and pencil drawings. She
loves the fancies of Mrs. Jameson who published A Commonplace Book
of Thoughts, Memories, and Fancies—Original and Selected in 1885. In
her preface, Mrs. Jameson puzzled about what to do with the notes and
jottings she had accrued.

What was to be done with the fragments ... links of a hidden
or a broken chain? ... In allowing a portion of them to go
forth to the world in their original form, as unconnected
fragments, 1 have been guided by the wishes of others, who
deemed it not wholly uninteresting or profitless to trace the
path, sometimes devious enough, of an ‘inquiring spirit,” even
by the little pebbles dropped as vestiges by the way side.

Emily appreciates her own commonplace as part of this long historical
tradition. She strokes its green leather cover and opens it randomly to a
page displaying a blue airmail envelope. She remembers finding the sealed
envelope tucked in a thin book by Rupert Brooke—1914 & Other Poems.
Addressed to Martina, it had a return address in the upper left corner:
24 Oakdale Road, Bakersfield, England. No postcode. Maybe from the
1940s. Inside a single sheet had just two words: “Please Come” underlined
and signed with the letter J.

She has recorded many possible scenarios. Perhaps Martina refused
to open the letter but couldn’t bear to throw it away. If Martina never
acknowledged it, did J find another way to contact her? Perhaps together
they aged gracefully in a small town in England. Or perhaps J never knew
that his letter didn’t reach Martina and spent a lifetime brooding about it.
A lost opportunity. An unrequited desire.

Emily whispers to herself: “hbere is the root of the root and the bud of
the bud and the sky of the sky of a tree called life.” She has discovered that
the E. E. Cummings poem was published in volume 80 of Poetry in 1952.
She likes to imagine that Martina and ] read it to each other, marvelling at
the wordplay.
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Turning to a fresh page in her commonplace, she uncaps her
calligraphy fountain pen and writes: “27 May 2008 @ Gnats & Cranes.”
Gnats and cranes: the first once living now dead; the second not alive but
rich with history and meaning. She spreads the cranes from The Yellow
Book of Fairy Tales across the page, shifting their placement until a dance
of cranes head toward the sun. She slits the page delicately to insert each
one.

The next day at work the origami cranes are still on her mind. Emily once
knew how to fold them but the details are murky. In the library, she finds
a reproduction of the 1797 book Sen Bazuru Orikata by Akisato Rito.
Apparently the Japanese believed the crane to be a mystical creature who
lived for a thousand years. She cuts a perfectly square piece of paper and
then follows the instructions, folding and folding. When she pulls the
wings and the crane emerges, it is indeed a wonder. She slips the crane
into her commonplace.

Aware of time passing, she reaches for one of the damaged books
stacked on the corner of her desk, a large square volume of Emily Carr
reproductions, its pages falling out. In that moment, she hears boots
tapping and then Jansen is standing in front of her desk, holding out a
book.

“I think you’ll like this,” she says. She doesn’t stay to chat. Emily
fingers the cover of The Book Woman of Troublesome Creek. She’s taken
by the title and speechless at the gift. Mostly she assumes she is invisible
to others. Not that she minds.

Later during her lunch break, the workroom is in splendid silence.
She looks more closely at The Book Woman. It’s about the packhorse
librarians in eastern Kentucky who, during the Depression, brought
books and reading (the greatest gift, Emily thinks) to those isolated
deep in the blue mountains. Cannibalizing from ragged magazines and
deconstructing dilapidated books, they made extraordinary scrapbooks
to circulate. By 1940 there were 2,582 such volumes. Almost like a
commonplace, Emily thinks.

A vivid memory surfaces. Decades ago, she had cut up squares of
coloured paper and on each, written a compelling word and its meaning;:
dyspathy, a lack of sympathy; sanguine, hopeful; eudaemonic, conducive
to happiness. She remembers leaving the squares on bus seats and park
benches, on a counter at Woolworths, in a bouquet of flowers at the
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grocery store, inside a library book. Although she always insists she
wants to leave no trace, those word gifts were an odd invitation of sorts.

She opens her drawer and finds a red square of paper. She writes:
“Tsundoku: the practice of acquiring books and letting them pile up,
unread (Japanese).” She adds a question: “Why did you give me The
Book Woman?” Impulsively, she retrieves the commonplace from her
briefcase and takes out the crane she had folded. She carries the crane
and the word gift over to Jansen’s desk. Thankfully, she’s still at lunch.
Emily puts them on the closest pile of papers where she will be sure to
see them.

Emily returns to her own worktable. A small newspaper clipping
has fallen out of her commonplace: “Apple trees that also produce pears
perplex orchardist” (The Star, 1998). She has scribbled on the side of the
newspaper clipping “What about bananas growing on oak trees?” Rather
than putting it back in her commonplace, she reaches for a book she has
repaired and tucks the clipping safely in the middle. Less terrifying to go
forward.
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