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            "Life remembered is a shattering of vignettes trying to fall into a frame."
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​Frame: Shatterings
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We remember life as an accumulation of vignettes. Along our way, we save as many fragments as we can carry while time hauls us along, always forward. 

We are all the selves we’ve been. 

I am old now, and somewhat tired.

I've driven my tattered old-green El Camino down here, to this huge, empty parking lot at the church, where it's quiet and safe. 

Only on Sundays, once at 10 a.m. and once at 6 p.m., the serenity is broken by a crowd of families attending services. I do not attend the services anymore. But I do come to the church often, especially at night, especially on this Monday, when I know I will have every night of this week to sift through my collection of fragments. 

I park furthest away from the street and its lights, at the gate to the graveyard, which is locked at night so the dead can't escape, and the living hooligans can't get in and desecrate the yard of graves by sleeping on the lawn in dirty clothes. 

Inside the parking lot there are no lit lamps because there is no expectation of people, and liability is not an issue when God watches over all who trespass. 

The moon shines bright. At three quarters full it gives enough light for me to see where I am going. I open the door of my car and step onto the pavement. 

I carry a large denim knapsack stuffed almost to bursting with the fragments of my life. It’s heavy and light at the same time. It radiates sadness and joy, anger and occasional forgiveness. Not much love. 

It’s a warm Indian Summer night, and I am sweating under the weight of my memories. In an open space that feels just right, equally away from my car and the church, and with a peripheral view of the shadowy graveyard, I take off the pack. I undo the hasps of my dark cloak and spread it out on the ground, satin lining up, the color of a deep lake. It even reflects the moon. 

I can feel the whisper of a breeze that announces that fog will be rolling in towards morning, over the hills from the ocean. 

I stand in shirt sleeves, ready to get to work, to piece together the shattered pieces of my life into a whole before it’s my turn to sleep—over there. 

I crouch and untie the top flap of my bag. I take out fragments, shards, one handful by another, and scatter them around me. Some fragments are big, some small. All have a brighter side and a dark side, and each single one has at least one sharp edge that nicks the skin of my hands. 

I kneel and look at the sea of stories. Maybe, if I can assemble the mirror, see my reflection in all I have been, I will understand who I am now, and it will be easier to leave.

I take a few calming breaths, pick up a first shard at random, and start to work on my mirror. 
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​Abandoned   
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severed anchor line

dark pit despair fear

the rest of your life
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Geneva, 1962

––––––––
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Sidney loved Geneva. So many people and flowers everywhere. And the lake, blue and endless and wet. Earlier, her mother and father and her had eaten sandwiches at the shore sitting on a low wall. Sidney had taken off her white shoes and socks and placed them next to her mother’s delicate white sandals, more than twice as large. Because she was two, and her mother was old.

She dangled her feet, and if she stretched, they almost touched the water. A small wave licked her toes and she laughed. 

"Don’t fall in," mother said in her habit-voice, in the space between two sentences to her father. And in the next space, "You’ll get wet."

It was hot and the sound of wet was cool and inviting. She wiggled and stretched her leg and the tip of her toe and reached just a little more and, of course, she fell in. 

Her dress felt like a parachute as she sank, and she held onto the sensation for a few seconds. Then she kicked her legs and bopped up and laughed with delight. She moved her arms and feet to swim when the water closed over her head again and wouldn’t let her go. She loved the completeness of being immersed and indulged until she felt her chest get uncomfortably tight.

Two hands gripped her firmly by the arms and pulled her into the air and sat her onto the wall between her parents.

"I said, don’t fall in," mother said without emotion. "It’s no good swimming in clothes. They pull you down. Now, finish your sandwich."

"If you can't behave, we'll have to leave you here," said father. 

Sidney did as told, feeling chilled inside and out. She did not want to be left.

She chewed the ham and cheese, waiting for her clothes to dry. 

"At least she wasn’t wearing her shoes," father said. 

"There is for small blessings," said mother, "I guess we’ll be a bit late."

"As usual," said father. 

Sidney started to shiver in the breeze, so mother pulled her dress off over her head and hung it on the warm wall to dry out. She delighted in being almost nekkid. Without the dress, she felt comfortable in her skin. Without clothes she dried quickly. 

She could feel the sun and the breeze, hot and cool all at the same time. 

The sandwich was gone, and she looked around for something to do. Her parents were still talking. But when she wanted to leave and explore the green lawn and tall trees, strong hands held her back. 

"Oh, no, you don’t," said father. "You’ve been enough trouble for one day." 

He handed her a slice of bread saved from his sandwich. 

"You can feed the ducks." 

She didn’t see any ducks. Maybe they would come. She picked tiny pieces from the bread to make it last longer and tossed them into the water. A couple of sparrows sat on the wall nearby. She tossed them some bread, too, missed, and instead landed it in mother’s lap, and that was the end of that. 

She dangled her feet and bounced her heels against the wall. 

She kneaded the rest of the bread into a tight ball and stuffed it into her mouth. 

She moved it around and it became all slippery, and then it got stuck in her throat and she coughed and spit it out into the water. 

At that point, mother declared the dress dry enough and helped her put it back on. 

"We’ll only miss the crowds at the ticket counter," father said. 

A taxi drove up and they got in. Stuck between her parents in the middle of the back seat, she could hardly see anything during the ride. 

When they got out, father lifted her on his shoulders and carried her through a sea of people. It was noisy and crowded and people as far as she could see, and when someone tried to reach and touch her cheek, she buried her face into father’s hair and closed her eyes. Now she could feel the bopping of his steps, and the bumps when he got too close to someone. She blocked it all out, holding on tightly. It would end, because eventually, dinner would come around.

She woke when father lifted her off his shoulders but kept her in his arms. He turned her so she faced him and he said, "Your mother and I are going to look at the historical exhibits for a little while. You would be very bored, so instead, you can stay here at the play group with the other children. They have new toys and a slide, and maybe you’ll even make some friends."

New toys and a slide sounded exciting, so she nodded, and father carried her to a small building with no windows. A plump woman in a black dress and white hood was smiling at them. She was holding out her arms. 

"I’ll take good care of her," she said in the strange sounding English that other people had used with them on this trip. 

Father handed her over before she could protest, and the woman embraced her and pressed her face against the fabric of her dress and into her big soft chest. Then Sidney couldn’t breathe and struggled, and when she turned, she saw mother and father disappear into the people sea. 

"Let’s go play," the woman said. 

Sidney struggled and cried out after mother but to no effect. With every passing moment she felt more lost and alone, like falling in her dreams when there was nothing to hold on to, nothing to stop her from falling forever and ever. She closed her eyes and wailed, and was instantly shocked by a sharp, stinging pain on her cheek. 

"We are having nothing of this here," the woman said. 

Sidney ripped open her eyes and saw a hand raised, as if to strike her again. She struggled, silently now, as she was carried into a house and through a dim corridor, and outside again, and finally, the woman put her down on sandy ground. 

"Now, you go play," she said, and walked away. 

Free of arms and words, Sidney started to run, away, just away. She felt stone, then grass under her feet, almost fell, and now the deepening sand wouldn’t let her run, and she struggled with her feet, stubbed her toe on a buried curb and stepped up, out of the sand and back onto grass, ran again as fast as she could until she got hit hard in the face, scratched her arms on branches. Her whole self bounced back and fell. 

In front of her eyes she saw the leaves of a thick bush. She parted the branches, ignored more scratches, and crawled behind the green wall, squeezed herself between a chain link fence and branches, getting scratched some more, and finally huddled into a space that felt almost safe. 

She curled her knees to her chin and her chin to her chest and shut her eyes to darkness. Her fists stuffed her ears. The sound of her blood rushing covered out all other noises. She drew air, a bit slower with every breath, and her terror subsided. In its place, big lumps of sobbing worked their way up from her stomach and burst through her mouth and eyes. 

She let them go and her tears flowed as rivers over her cheeks, waterfalls dripping from her chin. It felt good, abandoning herself to having been abandoned in this place with no help. 

Sidney huddled and sobbed for a long time, and maybe she slept a little, because she startled to someone touching her shoulder. She turned her head and came face to face with a bent over nurse whose brown curls were spilling from under her white cap. The nurse made sounds, and Sidney realized she was speaking to her in a singsong language she didn’t understand. 

The nurse put her face closer to hers, until it was all Sidney could see. She kept talking, and her teeth were huge and stained brown, and one of them in front was crooked and sharp, and her breath smelled of rotting meat. 

Sidney tried to scoot deeper into her hideout. The brush scratched her knees, the fence pushed against her back. She wished for her rough corduroy pants, the ones that made her strong and wild and would have let her escape through the bushes as a wild thing. But in her pretty dress she was vulnerable and light, a thing for her parents, not to herself, and so she huddled, hoping the woman would leave.

The nurse groped for her hand, found it and pulled hard, and her body had no choice but to follow along with her arm and was forced out of hiding, to get up onto her feet, in the open, unprotected.

The woman pulled her hand high, so now Sidney stood only on her toes, unable to resist, and she dragged her across the grass, and then the sand, towards a group of children and a pile of blocks. 

The nurse grabbed Sidney under the armpits and sat her down firmly, held her down with both hands on her shoulders, and left her no choice. 

The nurse spoke more and pointed at the children and the blocks and kept holding her down until she gave in and sat, subdued. 

She grasped the meaning of the foreign words, that she was to stay and play with the children and the blocks. And the wagging finger in her face, and the slightly raised hand demanded mandatory uncompromising obedience.

The nurse left, the children ignored her and kept talking among each other in that same singsong language, and then they laughed and grabbed each other’s hands and ran away across the sand to chase a squirrel up a tree. 

Sidney sat and didn’t dare to move. She tried to become like a tree, an invisible tree that nobody would notice. Emptiness grew inside her and spread into an ever larger pool of darkness that swallowed her whole self. She started to cry again until she drowned, and she knew this was what she would feel like for the rest of her life.
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​Frame: From the Beginning
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I look at my first perfectly placed fragment on the vast sea defined by the dark blue coat lining. 

All beginnings are perfect because there is nothing to compare them to. 

All beginnings are hope. 

You can only go forward from hope. 

I hover my hand over this first piece. The top of the hand is lit by the moon, the underside is dark in shadow. I immediately want to assign this significance, meaning, gravitas. It’s the human way. But sometimes a hand is just a hand, a tool to do a job. 

I close my eyes and pick another fragment from my pack at random. 

It is the color of dried blood.
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​Corrida
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charge the waving cape

horns hit air miss hidden death

sword slash blood soaks sand

––––––––
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Barcelona, 1963

––––––––
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The bull is beautiful and proud. Huge, black, and sweating, he stands in the middle of the arena, waiting, uncertain. I sit on a hard wooden bench, up from the arena, but not too far to see his eyes glint. Around me are men and women with hats, and their ribbons play in the slight wind. Their sea of voices ebbs and flows like the ocean where I had been swimming earlier today. My parents are talking, too, their words floating back and forth over my head like darting fish. 

The sun is burning down on my face and the skin underneath my cropped hair. I would like to grow it long, like my cousins, but my mother says that is not practical. I hate the frilly dress I am wearing, because it's scratchy, and every time I move, the waistband cuts into my side. And it's white to show every bit of spilled food. 

And it's a dress.

My mother laughs. I turn my head left and see her radiant smile, but she is not looking at me. 

She is so beautiful! 

My father is sitting on my right, but I don't look at him, I just feel the fabric of his trousers against my right leg.

I love my white leather sandals. They let me wiggle my toes. I dangle my legs back and forth and let my toes tease the dust on the ground and am promptly reprimanded into sitting quietly. 

Trumpets sound and the crowd erupts into cheers. Two men on horses and wearing colorful uniforms storm out of the gate at the far end of the arena.

"Picadores," says my father close to my ear.

"Picadores," I repeat, and the sounds feel sharp in my mouth, like the tips of their spears.

The riders race around the sand a few times, then poke and tease the bull until he charges at them, again and again. 

The horses kick up so much dust. 

Once, the bull changes direction in mid-charge and catches one of the horses with his horns and rams it into the wooden barrier that separates the arena from the spectators. The rider jumps into the audience while the horse collapses, exposing its unarmored belly. The bull butts and twists his horns into the horse until large long guts spill from its gored belly. 

The audience roars. 

I want to throw up from a sickening smell that wafts by. Instead I clamp my nose shut and breathe through my mouth.

Some people stand up and I can’t see, until my father commands them to sit, which they do. People usually do what my father tells them to. 

He tells me to sit straight and keep my hands out of my face. 

Three beautifully dressed men come running into the arena. They look like I imagine princes. They shout and run to attract the attention of the bull. They dance with large red capes and make him charge while a new rider plants sticks with ribbons into his neck. 

"Banderillas," my father says, and I can hear the excitement in his voice.

The bull doesn't like the dangling sticks and stops and stomps and shakes and scrapes the sand with his hooves.

There is more dust, and whirling riding, and running, and screaming, and a growing bouquet of sticks in the bull's shoulder. 

The bull must have charged many times, and there must have been boos and cheers and more smells, but I don't remember it all. I was only three.

The men stop harassing the bull, and the bull stops in the middle of the arena, his head hanging. He doesn't look proud anymore, just tired. 

The picadores and the banderilleros move to the edge of the arena, galloping and running. They wave at the cheering crowd. 

I am not cheering. I feel sad for the unhappy bull.

Trumpets blow a fanfare. The gate opens again.

A tall, skinny man with a small cape on a stick steps into the arena.

"Matador," says my father, and I repeat the word.

He approaches the bull, swinging and waiving the red cape.

"Muleta." A beautiful word that rolls and fills my mouth like a piece of candy. "Muleta," I say, and again, louder, "Muleta!"

The bull charges, but the matador escapes by a hair and a swerve of his hips. The bull turns, snorts, hesitates. The matador dances, playing with the muleta. And the bull storms. And the thousands of people around me cheer in time with each passing of the muleta. 

Doesn't the bull realize it's a trick? Can’t he see that it's a man playing with him?

Finally, the matador leaves the arena with dancing steps and bows that trigger showers of flowers and fluttering handkerchiefs from the crowd. 

The bull stands still. Patches of sand stick to the blood on his black skin. He breathes heavily. I imagine hearing the air swoosh through his nostrils, just as I imagine him hearing me say, "I am very sad now."

The matador returns. He waves an even smaller cape and teases the tired bull until the animal finally charges again—at the man. 

The matador pulls a long, shiny blade from the little cape and raises it high above his head. Standing on the tips of his toes, he drives the blade to the hilt into the bull's neck while dancing away from the horns.

The animal collapses instantly. The crowd roars so loud, I slap my hands over my ears. Everybody stands. My father grabs me and seats me on his shoulders. I see the matador pose proudly and bow.

My father lets go of my feet to clap enthusiastically, and I hold on to his head as he stomps his feet. My mother tosses a small bouquet of flowers that lands on a lady's hat a few rows down, and she throws it further down towards the arena.

Workers come out from the gates leading a pair of yoked mules, and they attach chains to the dead bull. The mules drag the corpse around the edge of the arena. The crowd keeps cheering.

I cry because there is no beauty left.

"He has only gone to sleep," my mother lies as she reaches up and folds me into her arms.
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​The Chewing Gum Chewing Monster


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


old gum grey and squashed

snippets of silver wrapping

outline monstrous face

––––––––
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Stoney Creek, 1967

––––––––
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Sidney was walking to school. This was after she had stolen a piece of mint gum from the hallway shelf where her father kept his wallet and odds and ends from his pockets, including the gum. She could have asked, and probably been denied, or told she could have some on the weekend, never for school. Instead, she had teased a piece from the pack. Now it contained three sticks instead of four. She had almost convinced herself that father would not notice. 

Mother had made sure her shoes were tied and her socks pulled up straight. She had brushed her stubbly hair, which was mowed by the hairdresser every three months because it was more practical that way. The other girls had beautiful long hair that flowed when they jumped rope. Sidney’s hair did not catch sticks while crawling through underbrush, and it dried faster than she could put her clothes on after dipping in the creek. 

Her boyish short hair made her feel right. It also made her feel ugly. This morning, when she had said to her mother, "I am ugly," Mother had shrugged and said, "Only monsters are ugly. You are smart," and hustled her out the door, admonishing her to go straight to school.

She walked down the street and all she remembered of mother's words were"monsters are ugly." She counted to the rhythm of her shoes on the pavement, "One monster, two monsters..."

She reached the first intersection, still inside their development of same-looking little houses with same-looking little lawns in front. It was the only place where she remembered living. Drawn along by the rhythm of her chant, instead of turning right and going on for half a mile to arrive at school on time, she kept walking on straight.

She counted monsters past the construction site, where yesterday they had played hide and seek, and Frankie needed to pee. The boys made big arcs, and she had wet her pants attempting. The pants her mother had sewn for her from an old pair of corduroys that her father had worn out, because she had refused to try on the tight pink and flower print girl pants at the store. 

Of course, to school she had to wear a dress, and over it an apron with pockets for a handkerchief, and in the left pocket was her stolen gum. 

"Stealing is a sin," Father Mark had said in catechism class, "And sin makes you ugly in the eyes of God and everyone that looks at you." In her imagination, he was staring straight at her.

Past the construction site was a field, and in the field were new trenches, dug over the last two days by young soldiers with machine guns on their backs and shovels in their hands. 

Now it seemed they were done digging, and some soldiers were hanging out in the trench. She heard voices, and a military car came driving across the stubble where wheat had been cut earlier in the week. She negotiated her way over the uneven ground. Clumps of mud stuck to the soles of her shoes and squished out to the side adding much weight. She'd have to wipe it off on the wet grass before going inside the schoolhouse, otherwise she’d get in trouble for dirtying the floor.

One of the soldiers peeked over the rim of the trench, saw her, and waved her over. 

"Hey, pretty girl, shouldn’t you be in school?"

"I am not a girl!"

"Course you’re not," he said, laughing. "And you’re not pretty either!"

"Can I come down?" she said.

He reached up and offered his hands. She let herself drop, and he caught her deftly around the waist and put her down in the trench. There were three clean-shaven young men in uniforms and smart caps. Their shovels and guns were stacked in a corner. One of the men handed out cigarettes. He offered her one but she declined and said she liked the candy ones better.

"What are you doing here?" she said, meaning their specific game, because, of course she knew they were here for military practice, like every year, just not the same soldiers. 

"Some enemy soldiers have taken the village. They will be coming up Main Street, and we are supposed to protect your houses."

Well, what they said was more complicated, but that’s what she understood. 

She sat with them for a bit, then remembered that she was late for school and asked to be lifted out and sent on her way. She ran and stumbled across the muddy field back to Main Street. The clumps of dirt on her shoes felt like walking on a carpet of snails. They deflated as she left dark tracks on the sidewalk. 

A car with soldiers playing enemies came up the road, some shots were fired, and they jumped out of the car. Then one of them screamed, and a megaphoned command to "STOP" thundred. Suddenly they were just people crowding around one of the men, one of them an officer, since he was wearing a proper hat. 

The group of soldiers blocked her way down the sidewalk, so Sidney walked up to them. She saw that blood was dripping from one soldier’s fingers, and there was a hole in his hand. He cringed from pain while a doctor with a black leather bag came running up. 

"He was shot by a stray blind," someone explained, and then they shooed her away. 

She didn't care about being late for school, but Ms. Schaffner did, so she shoved the gum into her mouth and chewed and walked briskly. She counted her steps and then skipped on some cracks in the pavement and then counted her steps again. The words took form with the rhythm of her count, "One monster, two monsters, three monsters."

A face floated into her awareness, big and round with a huge mouth and burning eyes, smacking cracked red lips, and green cheeks with stubble hard as a scouring brush. The monster took over her field of view, obscuring her path and the houses and the sky above. It rolled a huge ball of green gum around in its mouth, biting down with yellow stained molars too big for its jaws. 

The Chewing Gum Chewing monster it was, and she recognized that this was her.

"I’m the Chewing Gum Chewing monster, and I am late for school," she said out loud, hoping it would chase off the vision. 

She could see her path again as if through her first communion veil. Because the words seemed to work as a magic spell, she kept reciting them in time with her accelerating steps. And every step grew louder and more distinct, and now she heard the squiltch of the last of the mud that refused to fall off, and the monster face tore through the veil and she could feel its stinking mint-sweet breath. She chanted her spell at its face.

School didn't matter anymore. All the teacher would do was scold her, again, but that giant mouth full of gum burnt itself into her mind. It hung obscuring her vision, and it would never ever again leave her alone.

"I’m the Chewing Gum Chewing monster and I'm ugly and bad. 

"I’m the Chewing Gum Chewing monster and I'm ugly and wrong.

"I’m the Chewing Gum Chewing monster..."
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​Frame: Piles and Patterns
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I look up from my puzzle fragments to stretch my back, its stiffness a lesser gift from Time. My eyes meet the moon which is almost over my head now, its light strong enough to make the trees cast short shadows. The wind has stilled. The night has grown cooler, not by much, yet, I shiver slightly. 

I look down at my pile, hundreds of fragments, an overwhelming number, and I don't know which ones would help me solve my life puzzle. I need some method, "an organized approach," as one of my mentors would have said, if I am going to put this together into any kind of whole picture, into my story, into understanding how I have become, perhaps even, who. 

I believe that Chinese astrology reveals a deep understanding of human nature and our path through life. Its Ming Shu system organizes life into a circle of phases: Fate, Seal, Office, Wealth, and Option. Where on the circle a person starts out in life is determined by their birth date, and it affects how their life unfolds.

The person who starts out in Fate knows their purpose and is secure in who they are. 

I started out in Seal, as far away from self-knowledge as is possible. Moving through the circle of life, acquiring wealth and seizing opportunities, I have not been able to recognize my Fate, the relief of sighing, "Ah, this is what I'm all about." 

I need to understand who I am. 

By arranging my life fragments in front of me, tonight, I am hoping to unravel some of my mysteries, to find out if there is anything left worth living for. 

I hear shuffling and the scratching of claws on pavement, then see a dark shadow with glowing eyes slide across the parking lot. It's too large for a cat, and too waddly. Two smaller shadows with tails are tumbling after it until the three animals disappear under my car, huffing and puffing.
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