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Cracking Collarbone Jones
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When I saw it, we had been in bed for days in my little rented room in Poona, just up the road from the ashram. We’d miss morning meditation, miss afternoon meditation, miss the parties, and then run out to eat at a 30-rupee thali kitchen before they closed. The lilies I’d given you the first night had dropped their petals on the concrete shelf by the bed, leaving their naked stems in the wine bottle vase. I was awake, watching you, your long eyes, your nose, your full lips, your mouth, slightly open as you slept. I touched a faded scar on your cheek and your eyes opened.

*****
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I first saw Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint Teresa in an oversized hardcover I was supposed to be reshelving at my work-study job in the art history library. It captivated me: the aching angle of her marble neck, hidden beneath frozen robes; her mouth, falling open; her eyes, rolling back under fluttering lashes in the ether of god-pleasure-pain. I made mine of clay, no model, just my desperate imagination fleshing out a man in the same posture, on the same line between worlds: not Jesus, but long-haired, bearded. Not Buddha, but with generous, tender earlobes. It was a bust, shoulders and collarbone to crown. In my head, I called him Collarbone Jones for his gaunt clavicle, wrenching forward as his head fell back in rapture.

He was the embodiment of my secret wish, of what I was looking for in India. I had no words for it, but that invisible, wordless desire was so important that I saw no point in making any other plans for my life after Vassar. When anyone asked what I intended to do after graduation, all I could do was mumble, “work somewhere and save up to go to India.” If a “why” followed, I’d shrug or say I didn’t know, but that was a lie. I knew what I was looking for: that ecstasy, that look on the face of Saint Teresa.

I didn’t want to talk about it, but I had to define it, if only for myself. Sculpting it was an act of both defiant hope and dark desperation—I had a hateful doubt, a bitter inkling that it did not exist. That I was chasing pipedreams and make-believe stories of old Zen masters from my Eastern Religion class and library books that looked like no one had ever checked them out but me. That I was destined to come home empty, as empty as when I left. Who would dare say out loud that she must find Enlightenment, must find the Divine or die trying because a life of jobs and apartments and minutes flapping by was just a slow death without it? Sculpting my reason, my need, made India all or nothing, heaven or hell—I would find it or I wouldn’t. Putting a face on what I was after meant admitting I was risking everything, meant it was possible to fail, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.

A numb pointlessness had permeated my life, a dull depression. My passionate ambitions for writing and art and New York looked stupid now, useless. What would great literary success buy? A covering for the hollow bitterness that gnawed at me like a cancer, like frostbite in my gut? I found myself with nothing to say to my friends, nothing to do but go through the motions, drifting to classes on campus and drifting back to my apartment like a ghost. From my mattress on the floor, I started each morning looking out the window. If it was sunny, I might go to class. If it was cloudy, I went back to sleep. It’s cloudy a lot in New York.

As a senior art student, I had my own key to the sculpture studio. I made nothing else that last spring, dragging Collarbone Jones out over the whole semester. I skipped sculpture class half the time, preferring to work on him at night. I’d go around two in the morning, and if the glass walls of the studio were dark, that meant I was alone. Before going in, I’d pull a cigarette from my hoody pocket, sit in the dirt near the trees, and watch my reflection smoke in the yellow light of the lamppost.

Inside with the fluorescent lights on, artist’s rituals followed. He rested on a three-legged wooden stand, high enough to put us face to face. Wheel him slowly to the center of the room, away from the crowd of sculptures in the corner. Take off the thick, once-clear plastic, now muddy gray with slip. Walk around him, touch his cold cheek. Drag my fingers over the rivulets of wavy hair. Spray down the face, the back, the shoulders. Decide what to tackle: more definition for the hair? Fix the Cupid’s bow? Make the lips cracked, or smooth? More hurt in the brow, drawn up in the middle, or more pleasure?

My favorite tools and sponges were stashed on the far counter, under a pile of forgotten smocks. Over endless nights and hours, I learned new ways to get what I wanted. Half-dried clay, pressed on the jaw and ripped off, made a rough beard. The eyes would remain empty, but I could build eyelids, half-closed like the saint’s, if they were thin enough and I could hold them on, blowing on them until they dried enough to stick. I wet my -+thumbs, cupping his cheekbones and smoothing his temples with slip.

He was also alive, of course. He was everything I wanted to dare to believe in. With him, alone at night in the studio, I could feel things again: I cried pulling up the lines of the forehead, cried holding open the mouth. I kissed him once on his hard clay lips, savoring the fine gray grit on my tongue.

One night, going to refill my coffee can of water, I tripped on the spindly leg of the stand and it flipped in a second, no way to catch it. I see it now in slow motion: how I screamed, like seeing someone get hit by a car. How I rushed to him, kneeling, how I couldn’t breathe, how my heart banged in my chest—but he was okay. He had landed on his right cheekbone, almost unharmed. How I fell back, sat on the cold marble floor with my elbows on my knees and my palms on my forehead. He was okay.

I couldn’t get the cheeks to match again, though. No matter how I built and blended, the right side remained flatter than the other side after the accident.

One day, he had to be finished. The semester was ending, the show was coming. The endless always ends. I didn’t eat the day he went off to the kiln for fear that he would crack, and he did—a magnificent hairline fracture wandering back from the corner of the mouth, a thin line branching straight down from the corner of the eye like a tear. I loved him more for breaking.

*****
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A year later, watching you sleep on the other side of the world, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen it before: the full lips, the nose, the beard, the long eyes, no longer hollow. The cold, gray abstraction of meaning come to life—warm and brown and breathing gently. I touched your cheek.

Your eyes opened. “What’s wrong?”

“What happened here?” 

“A motorcycle accident a long time ago. This cheek is flatter. But why are you shaking? What is it?”

“It’s you.”
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How To Make Your Family Proud (Or Hate You) Writing About Family
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PART 1: THE SUBJECT OF FAMILIES

Let’s first start with the general idea of what a family is. We’re each born into one. Most of us come from a nuclear family, which starts with a mother and father, however nuclear families come in all varieties. Some of us come from single parents, or parents of the same gender, or blended families, which include stepparents. Some of us were raised by aunts or uncles, or grandparents. Some of us have large nuclear families, while some of us are single children.

For some of us, our extended families play a big role and are very present in our lives, while some of us may have very little exposure to our extended families. Some of us were raised by a family friend, or have a network of friends that feel like family. This is the world into which we are born. This is the stage upon which we are placed. More on this concept later.

Then, as time goes on, we make friends, and assemble friend groups who become like family. We also begin our romantic and sexual lives, which leads to finding our partners and oftentimes, our spouses, which in turn often creates a new family. We continue this process of building networks of family units our entire lives. A good example of this is our work families, or the various social communities we belong to outside of our blood families. You’re probably part of a team where you rely on a few people to share in your collective work. Some of these people you might like or dislike, some you might even love. 

Whatever the size, shape, or make up of the various family units in your life, you are part of one, whether you were assigned to it or you chose it. And you also have very private feelings about those people in your family networks. After all, these groups of people support, nurture, and sometimes abuse us, and we reciprocate accordingly. 

What I can say to that is: it’s okay to have those feelings. You can love someone in one of your family units, then hate them the next day, and vice-versa. This is all very human, and you should keep feeling this way.

So, why families as a topic or subject to write about?

First, we can all relate to it. The concept of family is universal. Because we each come from one, we are all equipped to reflect and comment on ours. Families are near and dear to me because mine, both my birth/nuclear and extended families were everything to me when I was younger.

PART 2: THE FAMILY AS A STAGE

When I was quite young, I made up a saying: “The family is the stage on which we learn how to act.” Pretty smart, huh?

Sure, it’s not a new concept. Modeling has long been the explanation for just about everything in the field of child psychology. It’s why we say, “Monkey see, monkey do.” I am, in fact, living in a real-time child psych laboratory where my two sons under ten imitate my every move and word—the good stuff and the bad stuff.

My early grasp of family as a behavior incubator comes from my upbringing in a small dysfunctional nuclear family surrounded by two very large and spirited extended, and also dysfunctional families. (Did I just tell the story of your life?)

Layered over that family structure was our cultural and geographic influences: Southwest Hispanic Americans of Mexican, Spanish, and Native American descent steeped in Catholicism, all within a 300-mile radius in central and northern New Mexico. We’ve been isolated, landlocked, and tightly networked across a few smallish cities and towns for literally hundreds of years. Como dice el dicho: pueblo chico, chisme grande (As the saying goes: Small town, big gossip).

Growing up, weekends were filled with birthday parties, First Communions, baptisms, weddings, funerals, etc. During junior high and high school, I attended a wedding—or was in the wedding party itself—at least once every other month for all my older cousins. Holidays involved huge gatherings with lots of food, music, drinking, dancing, and games. Basically, any reason was a reason to be together, and that meant a celebration.

My nuclear family gravitated more toward my father’s animated and dramatic side of the family, where I had most of this non-stop celebratory exposure, due in part, to the dysfunction in my nuclear family. Dad wasn’t fond of Mom’s side of the family, and he preferred to be with his family of birth versus our own nuclear family.

My mother’s side tended to be more earnest and at times, stoic. There were certainly dramas and scandals and characters on her side of the family, but they were less “publicized” and frankly, my sisters and I didn’t have much exposure to mom’s side because we were always defaulting to our dad’s side. Regardless of the side, those cultural and religious influences weighed heavily, and informed much of who we were when they were all together. Therein is the key observation I made, and continue to make, about that family stage I mentioned earlier: I had three stages where I could watch comedy, tragedy, and melodrama, and therefore had three stages upon which I learned to act.

Fast forward to now, and the matriarchs on both sides of the family are long gone. The individual families have broken off into sub-groupings. The dramas of the past have left scars too deep, and thus divisions and alliances have formed, and new dramas and scandals and characters have developed. But it all seems to be eroding in such a way that makes those tight bonds we once had seem less significant with the passing years. We are truly in the last season of this telenovela.
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