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Dedication

Dedicated to all those

who still find wonder.


“In the first years of your life,” Pedro said, “you live beneath the shadow of the past, too young to know what to do. In your last years, you find that you are too old to understand the world coming at you from behind. In between there is a small and narrow beam of light that illuminates your life. That is where Salvador became blind.”

Wade Davis, One River: Explorations and Discoveries in the Amazon Rain Forest


“Everything that you have conquered has enslaved you.”

Krishnamurti
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Prologue
 The Journey Home

Above, the pale sky—

below, worlds of name and form

appear and dissolve.


Twice a month for five years, I taught yoga in a prison in the south of Mérida, Yucatán. It wasn’t until much later, after I had moved from México, that I understood anything about how the prison had changed me, or what I needed to learn. I went to the prison as a teacher, but the internos, the inmates, turned out to be my teachers. They showed me that being human is the story we have to share.

All of us have fallen into and through the grids of a narrated history that places different values on who sits at the table and who serves; who goes to war and who sells the arms; who digs the gold and who keeps the gold; who goes to prison and who builds the prisons.

In México, I learned that prison walls are, essentially, transparent, reflecting the walls we build around ourselves, emotionally and physically. Being human is not about walls but about how we respond when our identity has been threatened, denied, or taken from us.

The internos were condemned as expendable byproducts of a system where they were nothing more than subtexts of data. Implicitly, they were the lowest denominators of society. Yet, the inmates constantly revealed their humanity to me through stories that depended more on feelings than words. They taught me how to reclaim my own humanity, which was festering in a culture of privilege and difference: I was educated, informed, fed, housed, and a white male—and I wasn’t in jail with a criminal record attached to my name.

The systems that wanted to annihilate the inmates’ spirit could not survive their humanity. Imprisonment tried and failed. I learned that if they could, I too might reclaim my humanity, stepping out of my roles in a racialised caste system. And, if more of us could learn to be human, we could certainly undo the systems of oppression that want to make unfeeling, passive machines of us. Intuitively, I knew I had to start by unlearning my non-existent relationship with my father. And to do that, I had to understand the culture that spawned my life, his life and the lives of our ancestors.


* * *


Look at the sky. It seems vast, limitless, free of the frontiers of the earth. Look again. There are thousands of active satellites orbiting the earth, most of them owned by corporations or nation-states. At least one such satellite is visible at anytime, anywhere, on Earth. So much for anyone wishing to be off the grid. There is no such thing. Though we might think of those who live ‘off the grid’ as living in the mountains with solar panels or wind turbines and without smart phones, there are many grids that we are unaware of, that rule—or that are designed to rule—our lives.

Satellites are tech colonisers of space. Space, being empty in our limited vision and (as yet) unclaimed and apparently uninhabited, unlike the New World that Columbus ‘discovered’, is there to be exploited and polluted with abandoned satellites and other junk. Space—‘the last frontier’—has minimal oversight and fewer consequences, other than the occasional debris falling randomly to earth.1

Currently, satellites relay internet and telephone signals, television, navigation systems (GPS), advanced imagery mapping, weather, military ‘intelligence’ (think of those wonderful drones that attack on command), and more—all information-grid functions.

In a grid, information and misinformation, even human life, are functions of data. Truth and morality have no value apart from whoever is paying for, or controlling, the ‘service’. The prison systems, in México and elsewhere, are grids—not so very different from the satellites circling the planet—watching and controlling inmates, guards, their families and their future.


***


To get to the prison, I would drive through the city of Mérida, from north to south along the length of Calle 50, passing from private gated enclosures in the north to middle-class and increasingly poorer colonias in the south, where the deteriorating prison stood, and still stands, like a blanched-white fortress with watchtowers and barbed wire.

The drive down Calle 50, which roughly divides the city into east and west, took me close to the centre of the city, near the great public market of Lucas de Gálvez. On the sidewalks under the arches of the market, Maya women from the villages sat, and still sit in my memory, in front of their elegant pyramids of nances, mangoes, local avocados, mameys, guayabas, chirimoyas, oranges and other fruits.

Inside the market, the slightly astringent aromas of copal and spices floated in the air; religious and pagan statuary blessed an ecumenical chaos among stalls of handmade sandals, vegetables and hardware of all types; and musicians played—and surely are still playing—among the tables of butchered meat and fish.

On the east side of Calle 50, opposite from the market, stands the eighteenth-century church of San Cristóbal. Penitents and beggars gathered outside the heavy carved-wood doors. From inside the church came the sounds of early Mass and of feet shuffling to communion.

The centre of Mérida was a vibrant, entertaining, colourful disarray. People of all ages crossed streets indiscriminately or waited patiently in long lines for local transport. Buses continually pulled in and out of the second-class bus station, delaying traffic. Next to the station, families and staff crowded outside the entrance to the maternity hospital. Then Calle 50 opened miraculously into a spacious southbound avenue.

Finally, I would arrive at the prison complex. Local police marched or kicked footballs around in the fields just outside the walls. The entrance for visitors was through a service door, where I surrendered my identity card, explained what I was there for, and emptied the contents of my bag and yoga mat to be searched. Either I was waved through or patted down quickly and apologetically, before a security door was opened to a long corridor that led to the open grounds of the prison. There, I was allowed to meet prisoners who wanted to take yoga classes.

At different times, more than 2,000 male and female prisoners were sequestered in separate modules, before a complex was built for the female prisoners, most of whom served shorter sentences and were there only because of the poverty of their circumstances and/or their associations with men.

All prisons are rough, corrupt and sordid, representing the part of us, and our society, that we try to put behind and away from us, though we never succeed. In México, I was unsure who had the longer sentence: the condemned internos or their guards. All the prisoners were, one day, bound to be released, but in the humid, suffocating air of the prison, with green-black mould running down the decaying walls, the guards were working lifers.

The steel doors shut behind me on my way in and on my way out, with a sound I have never forgotten. Though they held the keys, the guards returned to the prison day after day, to breakfast tacos and black-and-white television monitors. For the guards, the sounds of clanging steel must live deep, hidden and pushed away, in their dreams.

The prison was also a place of humanity. On my initial visit, as I entered the expansive central yard—one could scarcely call the yard a ‘green’ area—I felt I was walking through the central plaza of a large run-down pueblo, where the grass had given up growing.

This also happened to be a ‘family day’, with a fiesta-like atmosphere. Taco and hot dog vendors, balloon sellers carrying fifty balloons at a time, bubble-blowers, and hawkers of handmade prison artisanship, including hamacas, were all part of the festivities within prison walls—as though ‘outside’ had become the illusion of ‘inside’. Reggaeton music danced over the prison speakers.

I was directed across the plaza by a prisoner to a huge gymnasium, run-down and mouldy as the rest of the prison. On a raised cement platform, I gave my first yoga class, while in the main area of the gymnasium a volleyball competition was in full tilt, and pigeons flew under the domed roof, open at both ends, amplifying the noise of the hammered volleyballs and the flapping of wings seeking escape.

Most of my later yoga classes were either outside in a basketball court or in small classrooms where we moved chairs to find space. The same chairs were used for ‘chair-yoga’. Abel, who I certified as a yoga instructor after 500 hours of training, began in my last year there to give classes himself. Still later, he wrote a book of chair-yoga practices. Most of his students were elderly and disabled. “What are they doing here in prison?” was a question I often asked myself.

Why I was there was beyond my capacity to explain rationally, to myself or anyone else. I suppose I wanted to learn how people survived, and sometimes thrived, in confinement. And occasionally, there was an opportunity to talk, after class, about the walls outside prison—walls of emotional separation, walls of class and race, walls of unspoken conventions—suggesting that one could find some freedom even within prison walls. “Freedom” wasn’t a word we often used, but it was present, sometimes, in the laughter and joking, in words unsaid.

Some days, I would walk through the vast prison plaza, empty in the early morning, save for a few prisoners raking the bare grounds and a lone hot dog vendor, to a small, almost green, courtyard, around which were the classrooms and a library of sorts. There was often the background noise of American-style tackle football from a nearby field within the prison, broadcasting live play by play over the speaker system. The prison teams were fully equipped—one team even had pink uniforms.

The prison also had basketball teams and internal Olympics. Abel showed me five gold medals he had won in a single Olympics. He was a painter of portraits, too. One Christmas, or perhaps it was for my birthday, he presented me with a painting he had made of the Indian god, Ganesha.

Abel told me he was the author of a book of veterinary science that was in the library of the University of Yucatán. I never figured out what he was sentenced for. Now released, he is teaching yoga in his community.

Another of the yoga instructors I certified was Lalo, an ex-federal policeman. When he was sent with other officers to a beach resort city in 2004 on a mission, the operation resulted in several killings, and a number of policemen, including Lalo, ended up in prison.

Lalo was serving 15 years when I met him. All the officers, except for Lalo, were released early; he was the only one who maintained his innocence. When he was released, he returned to his village on the Pacific Coast, where he now teaches yoga and organises food drives for poor elderly people in care homes, among his other works of service.

The last former inmate I certified as a yoga instructor was Nico, a charismatic and engaging character. I never got to know him well until after he was released.

Nico had been on the streets since he was 12 years old. There, he developed a persona and a hard, muscular, tattooed body that moved with catlike grace. He became a successful drug dealer. His eyes, though, belied the hardness: they were warm, innocent, and convincing, alive with street wisdom.

In spite of, or because of, his success, he landed in prison for five years. On his release, he returned to dealing in the streets and was back within 45 days to serve another five years. In prison, he finally attended a class given by Lalo and began to practice yoga, with the same dedication that he had given to surviving in the streets.

After his release, Nico asked me to certify him as a yoga teacher. In México, as in many other places, inmates find decent work almost impossible once their sentences are served; often, their only option is to return to their former lives. Nico hoped that yoga would get him off the streets.

My partner, Paola, agreed to take him under her wing, provided that he attended all her twice-weekly yoga classes. This was the condition of his being certified.

Nico became a yoga instructor, a fitness instructor, and was certified in spinning and Pilates, teaching in gyms while he delivered vegetables to airport restaurants, painted houses, and worked as a plumber. He went to university and graduated as a clinical psychologist, with a specialty in partner therapy. The latest news is that he will be married next year.

The internos of the prison in México didn’t have many words to tell me stories beyond their daily struggles, and those struggles I could see for myself. For the most part, the inmates were mestizos of mixed blood, poor and native; I heard no words spoken of Maya or any other Indigenous tongue. In lives of being talked down to and not heard, the inmates were focused on survival. Their personal stories had little or no value. Yet, their few words taught me much about suffering, and revealed a strength and resiliency I didn’t know was possible in their circumstances. I had heard or felt such stories before, but privilege had blinded me from realising that there was no real difference between the inmates and me.

Years before I moved to México, I shared a coffee in Lethbridge, Alberta, with an Indigenous person from the nearby Blood (Kainai Nation) reserve. He told me he could not understand his ancestors’ language, and he could barely speak English. The few words he could speak, though, were of a language beyond words, a story of tragedy—the immeasurable cruelty—of stolen identity, language, and home, taken from him and his people. As I write these words, his image appears to me—his trembling body, his uncertain age, and the deep impression he left in me.


* * *


Like the internos in México and the Indigenous person who shared a coffee with me, my father had few words. He went to war and came back scarred. War had only violence to offer him.

Although I made some half-hearted attempts to speak to my father, wanting to understand our non-existent relationship, how he became a soldier thrown into war at age 24, why he came back with post-traumatic stress disorder, an essential tremor and later emphysema, I made no real efforts—until his story became mine.

After my father died, I said to myself: That’s it, I never knew him and I never will know him. I believed I had tried to create something between us, but the truth is never that easy. There was a distance between us that seemed beyond our capacities, or desires, to bridge. We had few words, few arguments, few moments together, and little, it seemed, in common. He was—at least I felt this—emotionally, and often physically, absent. Still, he had a life and a story that I felt I would never know.

I have a memory of my father sitting alone at the kitchen table in the early morning, before work. Silence weighs heavily about, and on, us. He is cradling a mug of coffee in both hands. Even so, his hands tremble as he brings the cup to his lips. His tremor seems to increase the distance between us. We occupy different worlds, without words or feelings to bring us closer. In another, much later, memory, he is in an armchair, quiet, and alone again, breathing through an oxygen tube.

For much of my life, I remember repeating to the bathroom mirror, “I am not my father.”

Ten years after my father’s death, when I had consigned him to an unexplainable past, my own hands began to tremble. I had moved from Canada to Mexico, leaving a practice of law to become a yoga teacher. The ghosts of my father’s tremors were now living in me. More years went by before I began to write. With my own essential tremor progressing, I began to feel, deep down, that my ancestors, too, were speaking, and I needed to listen.

In my tremor, I can feel vibrations that have my father’s mannerisms, presence, and yes, his voice. We are finally communicating, across generations. I feel the deep compassion of tremor, saying, here is a gift being passed along to you. In this gift, there are other voices—among them, my paternal grandmother’s—faintly whispering through ancestral veils that might, someday, be lifted to reveal their stories.

Last weekend, Paola and I went to an exposition of Iranian exile art in our adopted Canadian city. The panel discussion included two female artists and a professor of sociology, specialising in phenomenology, who was also an Iranian exile. The visual art, mostly paintings and collages, was based on Persian poetry, especially that of Omar Khayyam and Farid Ud-Din Attar’s Conference of the Birds. Asked where his home is, the professor paused, then said, “Home is language.” Then he added, “Language is home.”

Few of us speak an ancient original language. We are all exiles from home, if language is home. More than a homeland, the poetic Persian language, found on cuneiform tablets dating to the sixth century BCE, is home for Iranian exiles. I myself have no such language. I am a settler on un-ceded Indigenous land. I am white, and English is my mother language; yet my parents and grandparents and their ancestors spoke another language.

From the internos and all those among us who have been exiled from Indigenous homes of language, I have learned that stories—life experienced and related directly through a language not limited to, or by, words—can bring us home from the almost invisible grids that dominate our lives today.

This is why it is fundamental for us to tell each other our personal stories. While stories can be replicated by AI and manipulated by other means, a person’s own story, shared with others, gives us the gift of possibility, a way to undo the worst effects of the grid. We can create a language that is purely and unmistakably human. Only we, as humans, can answer the question that can undo the grid: What makes my life worth living?


A bird doesn’t sing because it has an answer, it sings because it has a song.


Maya Angelou







	1 https://www.theguardian.com/science/2024/feb/17/japan-to-launch-worlds-first-wooden-satellite-to-combat-space-pollution. “All the satellites which re-enter the Earth’s atmosphere burn and create tiny particles, which float in the upper atmosphere for many years,” Takao Doi, an astronaut and aerospace engineer, is quoted as saying, to explain why a satellite made of magnolia wood is a grid alternative.↩︎








Introduction

“My inheritance is the unprocessed

grief of my father”

Lama Rod Owens


Although I lived in the same house as my father for eighteen years before moving out on my own into another world, I never felt that I knew him as a person. He was a mystery to me. Almost all that I did know of him came from his brother, my favourite uncle. “Your father is an incredible person,” he told me as he stitched a suit in his tailor shop, speaking with obvious love and admiration, “but the war changed him.”

What I did know about my father now seems very thin. I knew he was born in what was then Austria-Hungary in 1915 during the Great War, also known as the First World War, in a town called Zichydorf, on a green plain that was, unfortunately, on the most direct route of invaders and defenders in cruel centuries of wars fought along the margins of Europe. The horrors of numberless campaigns fell on the town and eliminated it from the map.

My paternal grandparents were tobacco farmers who immigrated to Canada in 1920 and became workers on a farm south of Regina, Saskatchewan. My father was five years old. His brother was born in this new and strange land.

My father went to a one-room schoolhouse called King Edward School. For a year, when the teacher was ill, my father taught all levels of students, though he never went beyond the eighth grade in his own studies. When the house in which they were living burned down, his family moved into the city of Regina. I remember, as a child, passing in a car within sight of King Edward School—a kind of monument to futility, long abandoned but still standing like a faint memory on the bare prairie.

My paternal grandparents were loving people who spoke little English. When I was a child, they cared for me and my sisters when my parents were both working. I had a sense that my father, like his parents and my uncle, was a kind person who had somehow been betrayed and then rendered voiceless by the numbness of something too far away to understand and too close for speech. That felt very sad somehow, as though the only way of knowing my father was through the bars of a prison where we were all prisoners.

The smell of my father’s early-morning coffee, mixed with sweetened condensed milk and sugar, has stayed with me from childhood. Later, as an adult, when I was trying to piece together our relationship, I thought his shaking hands may have been caused by the war. My father’s tremor was never mentioned in our family, nor in the extended family. It seemed normal to me. I never knew my father in any other way.

Now, I am fascinated by my own trembling hands. The past is the present in familial, cultural, trans-generational and trans-historical traumas. We find different words for suffering, but unless we change how we live and perceive ourselves, removing the bars of our internal prisons one by one, and dismantling the systems that built the prisons, words really don’t serve for much.

I learned from my uncle that in the Second World War, my father, then a Canadian soldier, had been on a troop ship heading past Gibraltar to the Mediterranean when it was torpedoed. The soldiers and crew were transferred to another ship, and the ship carried on to Sicily. I understood that my father was a cook and a translator in the Canadian army in Sicily and mainland Italy, interviewing German prisoners of war since he spoke German fluently. In 1945, he was involved in the liberation of the Netherlands.

“We were paid a dollar a day and all the booze we could drink,” he once said—his only comment on the war. I wondered how he felt speaking with enemy prisoners, who must have seemed to him like the poor boys they all were, thrown into someone else’s war.

I gathered from my father’s comment, and from other snippets of conversations among family, that my father was a friend of his commanding officer and they drank together.

Years later, I gave my father a copy of Farley Mowat’s book And No Birds Sang, a personal account of the Canadian army offensive along the Moro River in Italy in the fall and winter of 1943. Mowat himself fought in the vicious campaign. I suspected my father was there, too. Since I knew Farley Mowat was famous for saying he never let facts get in the way of the truth (and I think he had a point), I waited for several months before calling my father. I asked him what he thought of the book.

“It’s true,” he said.

Later still, when my father and mother were in their sixties and I was in my early thirties, they came to visit my partner and me in our log home in the Kootenay River valley of British Columbia. I thought I could finally ask my father about the war. I thought… I wished… this might be a way to understand him. Perhaps, we might have something to say to each other. I asked, “Do you want to tell me anything about the war?”

He stood up in a kind of mute rage, left the house, and drove away in his car. “He’s going to the Legion to drink,” my mother said. We waited for hours as a cold wind blew the last remaining leaves off the trees around the house. Finally, we heard a car pull up in the driveway. My mother went out, and came back after several minutes.

“He says he won’t come in until you apologise,” she said.

“Apologise for what?” I asked. “What do I have to apologise for?”

My mother shrugged. “Just apologise,” she said.

I went out into the cold. My father was behind the driver’s wheel. I tapped on his windshield, and he lowered the window slightly. “I apologise,” I said. “Now will you come in?” I walked back into the house. A few minutes later, my father came in. He smelled of beer.

Nothing more was ever said about the war.

In his early 70s, my father stopped smoking and drinking when his doctor told him they were killing him, and turned himself over to Alcoholics Anonymous. His life changed. He called each one of us, his children, and apologised for not being there for us and for having caused us hurt. Passionately, he took the teachings of AA into his life and into jails. He became truly a changed man, a different person. I found it hard to celebrate this change, though, as I felt the lost years weighing heavily, too heavily to forgive, too difficult to forget.

My mother, too. “Yes,” she said, “he stopped drinking, but he still doesn’t help with the dishes or in the yard.” I could understand my mother’s feelings. All the years of suffering aren’t easily turned around.

Those were the days before anyone was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder. Returning soldiers were given medals and ceremonies, Remembrance Days, and then were left on their own with nightmares they couldn’t speak of—separated from the society that had sent them off to war like millions of other soldiers, and other victims of war, throughout human history. “We were all betrayed, every one of us,” said a veteran who served in the Iraq War.2

Writing about my father is a kind of conversation with him that I never had. I feel his absence and all that we might have shared. I don’t want to dissociate from him any longer. I want to free both of us. I want to share my stories with him and listen to him.

I want to understand how the grids of conditioning, history, and particularly patriarchy, colonialism, whiteness, capitalism and all the ‘isms’ that have imposed themselves on the world for more than 500 years—enclosing in their narratives my father and mother, my sisters and grandparents, Indigenous cultures, wildness, racialised sisters and brothers, they, them—everyone—can be undone and how we can be free of their subtle and not-so-subtle chains.

Absence and neglect are the sad legacies of the capitalist dream. From an imagined vision of inexhaustible resources, capitalism has become a nightmare of extinction, plunging whole ecosystems into a poisoned future. If you are not into total denial, you can watch apocalyptic wars, fires, floods and drought unfolding on plasma screens.

Is it too late to reclaim our planet and our humanity? It depends on how we live our continuing stories, and whether we want to share and learn from them.

I want to begin again. Maybe we can all begin again. Although my father is no longer here, you may be able to hear him in my words. May my words be his words, and may they also be the words of all those whose lives call for understanding and expression.

In the process of writing, I found myself alternating between feelings of anger, helplessness, and rage against the machine. As the stories became more personal, I tried massaging them to make them more acceptable. It didn’t work. They became false, until I finally understood what James Baldwin meant when he said, “In order to have a conversation with someone, you must reveal yourself.”

Unexpectedly, when I finally put into words some of my most personal feelings and failures, I began to feel a growing compassion for all human beings. After all, there is no one, specifically, to blame for what is happening now. Where we go from here is another story, a human story.

I have come to feel that any worthwhile idea or thought arises from stories that have affected us deeply, individually and collectively. Stories never end—they are always being created; they make up the larger story that we call life. To live, we have to let go the need for conclusions. A good story has no ending, or has multiple, possible endings.

Stories lead us to understandings, offering ways of undoing the damage we have done to our world. Stories are not history. What we have been taught, or have been conditioned to believe, is a history of exploitation and conquest. History is not the human story. Understanding this opens us to possibility and takes us beyond history.

Our personal stories reveal who we are. They are uniquely common conversations—unmyth. They do not recount superhuman or heroic journeys. At times they are so personal we might wish to erase them, but we cannot simply delete the stories of our lives. Ordinary stories are both beautiful in themselves and also make us uncomfortable, because they are mirrors to our own lives.

As we gather our stories together, truth expands and the world opens to possibility. We become personally responsible for love and loving. We undo history and the machinery of power and culture, and find other ways of being and relating.

Stories make no claims of the absolute. They are searching explorations. In their process of unfolding, stories unveil worlds that have always been there, bringing laughter and tears into our secret lives.

We are by nature storytellers and singers of song. There is a well-known song in Latin America called Gracias a la vida (“Thanks to life”), by Violeta Parra. It tells us that life is joy and brokenness, laughter and tears. We cannot leave anything out of life. Our stories and songs are interwoven with those of others and are passed along as wisdom, tears and laughter, from person to person, generation to generation, and age to age. This is our true history.







	2https://www.huffpost.com/entry/war-veterans-thank-you-service_n_61df1b97e4b0ee023e692528?d_id=3079741&ref=bffbhuffpost&ncid_tag=fcbklnkushpmg00000063&utm_medium=Social&utm_source=Facebook&utm_campaign=us_main&fbclid=IwAR28kyvAlSOuUbY5BhHJ9Amg8-B87yJTr47zc35zN9WU_N8pcjC6KRzR-0s See also an amazing video: https://aeon.co/videos/when-his-grandfather-wont-talk-about-the-war-bastien-is-left-to-his imagination?utm_medium=Social&utm_source=Facebook&fbclid=IwAR3VA059lQ1V_H_iGlWhCXmW8k3WUuibs1EGaXsDYlDuYbXOoEVS_3VwYX0#Echobox=1645423751↩︎








Chapter One
 The Ghosts and Grids of Patriarchy

The digital screen permits no wonder.

Byung-Chul Han


For weeks now, I have been going through the mess of my internet connections and unsubscribing. Light is beginning to appear in my communications. I ask myself, why has it taken me so long to undo this? Why was it easier for me to trash one by one the accumulated, unsought demands for attention I received day after day, only to receive them again, rather than unsubscribe?

It’s complicated, but one answer is that I identified in some way with all the stuff I was receiving. Even ‘identified’ isn’t accurate. The internet appropriated my identity and gave me a pseudo-identity in its place—‘my’ ideas ‘aligned’ or ‘connected’ with the information I was receiving even without opening or reading the texts.

Trashing an item from social media, without unsubscribing, permits me a rebirth or resurrection of my internet identity—giving me a ritualistic but false sense of freedom simply by tapping on trash. On the internet, everything has an eternal life, at least until the hard drive burns out.

Having the ability to delete (provisionally) an internet connection confirms that I am not yet dead, or worse, alone, cut off from the internet life stream. Yet, I feel humanity disappearing in connections that don’t connect.

I am digitally comforted by the power of opening and deleting, as though I were autonomous—capable (through the accounts that personify me) of both creation and destruction, or, ultimately, deletion—as though I
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