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I've always looked at birds. This is likely because my father looks at
birds. One favorite family story is that on my parents’ first official date,
as my father was walking my mother home, he saw an unusual-look-
ing bird in a neighbor’s yard. Wanting to impress her, he pointed out
the chunky, speckled animal hopping through the grass. Some kind of
thrush, perhaps? A towhee? After 15 minutes of observation, running
through all of his amateur-birder criteria, my father determined that
he had spotted a juvenile American robin—the second most-abundant
land bird in North America.

Asafreelance theatre director, my bird-looking has often been done in
transit: great blue herons glimpsed through the scratched window of
a New Jersey Transit train, rising with dignity from the marshy muck
of Secaucus—snow-white egrets fishing in the shallows by a runway
at Logan, ignoring my taxiing aircraft—watchful redtailed hawks
staring imperviously into interstate traffic as I drive towards my artist
housing, spice kit and hypoallergenic pillows in tow.

When quarantine began in mid-March, I suspected I would not be on
the road again for some time. One of the first things I did was buy a
bird feeder. It was a small, unassuming, clear plastic object—a little
trough with a roof over it, and suction cups to hold it to the window.
The packaging warned that it can take birds up to a month to discover
and adopt a new feeder. I attached it to a window near the couch, filled
it with black oil sunflower seeds, and waited.

Perhaps six weeks later (though who knows, pandemic time is slip-
pery) I'd almost given up. Then one day at dusk, a tufted titmouse
perched for a microsecond on the feeder’s edge, snatched a seed, and
flew off with it. I was delighted by the titmice, with their expressive
darkly-lined eyes and adorable mohawks. They had a disarming
tendency to bungle the grab-and-go operation—accidentally drop-
ping the seed over the edge or bumping their tails into the window,
chirpingloudly at their mistake, and starting over. I knew titmice were
common backyard birds, but I'd never seen one in our neighborhood
before. Next to arrive were sweet-faced mourning doves, who, before
or after eating, would sit on the small plastic roof of the feeder and
stare contemplatively at us through the window.

All spring and into the summer, instead of looking at scenic design
research and audition tapes, Ilooked at birds.

Ilooked at tiny black-capped chickadees and brilliant bluejays so large
they had to fold themselves in half to get a seed from the tray. Downy
woodpeckers came to the feeder, sweeter and smaller than I thought
they’d be judging by the sound they made when they hammered away
at the side of our house. I took walks in the park, looking at noisy



mallards and wild turkeys; I took bike rides to the bay, looking at hun-
dreds of gulls and a pair of nesting ospreys. But mostly I stayed home.
My little plastic feeder was like a fantastic novel with a dozen equally
good sequels. I laughed. I cried. I got bored. I got interested again. I'd
been looking for birds since I was a child. But during this time, this
strange, slippery, agitating, devastating time, I started looking at birds.

I learned the difference between sparrows and finches by watching
the chunkier, more aggressive sparrows bully the sinewy, nervous
finches away from the seeds. The house finches looked like tiny dino-
saurs, their strangely long necks and prehistoric little faces startling
up into the window in agitation, waiting for the sparrows to leave so
they could have their turn. In late summer, a pair of cardinals brought
their offspring to the feeder. The babies were comically fuzzy, ted-
dy-bear brown, and could not initially hop up to eat, so their parents
had to fetch a seed and then hop down to put it in their mouths. The
fledglings demanded food incessantly with a call that sounded exactly
like my old Casio digital watch alarm—beep-beep-beep-beep! beep-
beep-beep-beep!

Alothappened while Iwas looking at birds. Ilooked at birds on the day
in May when George Floyd was killed and on the day in August when
former officer Tou Thau’s body cam footage was released, showing
an Asian man trying to control the growing crowd while his fellow
officers conducted the arrest-turned-murder. I looked at birds as Isa-
belle Wilkerson’s new book, Caste—which describes how the Nazis,
impressed by the Americans’ “knack for maintaining an air of robust
innocence in the wake of mass death,” modeled their policies after US
laws—climbed the New York Times bestseller list. I looked at birds on
the September afternoon a grand jury declined to find the men who
killed Breonna Taylor guilty of murder.

There were periods of just looking—strange, numb days and weeks
when the birds just passed through my field of vision while I sat on the
couch, inert and aching, reminding myself to breathe. Other times,
the fog lifted, and I found myself wondering: how long does it take for
ajuvenile to acquire adult plumage? And why don’t robins ever come to
the feeder? As I sought out answers, I acquired more questions. What
is the difference between “altricial” and “precocial”? Why are there so
many nesting platforms built specifically for osprey? And where do all
these birds go at night?

My dad answered the second question in one of our Sunday-night phone calls.
In the 1960s, he told me, wide use of the pesticide DDT worked its way up the
food chain, causing raptors to lay eggs with shells so thin they cracked before
hatching. The chemical was eventually banned, but the osprey population was
decimated; the platforms were part of a plan to help the species recover.
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One day in early October I was riding my bike through the neighbor-
hood and passed a titmouse, perched on a low branch near the road.

It was a fast moment. My eye fell on the branch. My eye, habituated
now to titmice, recognized it even in passing. The crested silhouette,
the palm size, the pale breast, the tell-tale rusty splash on the flank.
I realized with a start that it was likely—more than likely, it was cer-
tain—that T had passed titmice in this park hundreds of times.

There were titmice in our neighborhood. It was not the feeder that
drew them. They were everywhere. I just hadn’t been looking.

Or—no, that isn’t true. I had been looking. I have always looked for
birds. But it turned out that my looking had a lot of room for improve-
ment.

There are many things that, like birds, are all around us, present
whether or not we choose to look at them. Violence is present. Also,
grace is present. Compassion is present. The best advice I was ever
given about how to read a play was to stop asking questions like, “Is
this play racist? Is this play sexist?” and ask, “How does racism show
up in this play? How does misogyny show up in this play?”

Maybe instead of asking “Is this moment just?,” I can ask “How does
justice show up in this moment? How does injustice show up in this
moment?” Both things are very likely there, whether or not I am able
to see them.

There are times when the seeing feels easy—like the certainty of my
eye as I rode past the titmouse. There is no doubt. I know. “Just.” It
has a clarion, righteous feel, doesn’t it? As an adjective, the word is
very solid. It is about fairness—what is morally correct (“a just pun-
ishment”) or factual ("a just reason”). But the word becomes more
slippery as an adverb. “I've just read,” people say. “It’s just a scratch.”
Depending on usage, the word might mean recently, only, barely,
exactly, possibly, or absolutely. It is a word about time and about quan-
tity, a traveling, all-purpose word, a word that can hold both certainty
(“It’s just terrible”) and uncertainty (“It just might work.”). Like a
juvenile robin, “just” looks different from different angles.

It is not a coincidence that my father is a theatre director and a writer.
I followed his gaze to more than just birds—to the stage, to the page, to
the inner lives of other humans. My mother is a molecular biologist, a
profession she often saysisjust as creative as theatre-making. She isn’t
asdrawn to birds as we are (Ithink she prefers mammals), but she, too,
looks—at the colors and layers of rocks, at ants carrying leaves across
the path, at rhododendrons and tulips. Another thing I am learning



during quarantine is how lucky I was to grow up around people who
spent so much time in curious observation, so much time looking at
things and directing me to look at things.

It occurs to me that both of my parents, over the course of their long
and impressive careers, have also always been curious about justice.
Both have been mentors, advocates, and activists. Both have thought
and spoken out about equity and representation. In this, too, I am
looking where they have looked.

Later I did more research and found out my dad’s information on the
osprey was true, but incomplete. It turns out that a combination of a
very successful osprey recovery program and the effects of develop-
ment on traditional osprey nesting sites (tall trees and dead snags)
resulted in the newly numerous osprey choosing to build their nests
atop utility poles, often tragically resulting in electrocuted ospreys
(and electrical outages). Power companies had joined conservation-
ists in building osprey nesting platforms in order to save both birds
and money.

When you get curious about birds, you quickly realize that everything
is interconnected. I suspect this is true, actually, if you get really curi-
ous about anything.

For my birthday this month, my wife gifted me a pair of binoculars:
Nikon Monarchs, which, she said, are the gold standard for beginning
but serious birders. I was extremely excited about the binoculars—and
immediately focused them on a pair of bluejays across the street—but,
Itold her, T am not a birder. I don’t count species, or memorize calls, or
know about migration patterns. I'm just someone who looks at birds.

It’s hard to explain why this distinction matters to me.

It has something to do with spaciousness, with not becoming rigid, not
believing there is a right way and a wrong way. It has to do with build-
ing the muscles of humility and curiosity, which help me expand and
not contract. I can feel that this practice of looking is transformative,
but I don’t want to become self-righteous about it. I don’t want to make
the mistake of thinking that I understand what I am seeing, or even
that the point of looking is to understand. If I can hold enough space
around it, this looking-practice will transform my capacity for seeing.
I can become a person who moves through the world seeing more. I
think this will change everything I do.

Not all of us are birders, but all of us can look at birds. Not all of us
are activists or politicians or Isabelle Wilkerson, but we all can look at
race. We canlook at gender. We can look at justice. We can spend time
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simply looking at it. We can ask questions and look for answers, and
then later on wonder about those answers and look for more questions.
We can look early in the morning or in the lull after lunch, through
migraines and insomnia and fall sunshine and birthdays. When the
time comes to go back into rooms together, we can come together
transformed by this habit of looking.

What will happen then? How will justice show up in that moment?
How will injustice show up in that moment?

I imagine lifting up my Nikon Monarchs and aiming them at that
future moment—the one that feels impossible now but that I know
must come, will come—when we return to the rehearsal room, to the
audience, to the physical institutions of the American theatre. I slide
out the eye cups and press them to my brow, scrolling the focus ring
with my index finger. For a moment, it is fuzzy. Then, slowly, the edges
sharpen. I can see that it is just terrible. And it just might work.
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