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A Trail of Traces. How the World Becomes a Memory Bank.

How does the world around me function as a memory bank?

Introduction
My grandfather came to the Netherlands from Surabaya, Indonesia when he was fifteen

years old. 1946. He came here with his parents, mother, father, and his younger sister. He started

his family in Zaandam. Married with three children. Two boys and a girl. Boy, girl, boy. Moved

to Wormer. He worked as a teacher, a firefighter, a garbage coordinator, and as a mailman in an

elderly home. At the age of eighty he moved from the suburbs, Wormer, to the city, Amstedam

with his wife, my grandmother. Remembering something was always important to him. Where

we went to school (in a city he did not really know), what our favorite snacks were, how my

sister and I got ready for school. I had my school bag ready the night before. Outfit ready on a

chair. My older sister looked for everything in the morning. She looked for all her things ten

minutes before we had to leave. I was always waiting for her in the end.

At a young age he started to say I should become a detective because my attention to detail and

my memory was remarkable. He said I was always the best at looking for lost belongings,

especially those of others. Remembering where and how someone entered the room. Helping

those retrace their steps to search for the missing thing. He said that I was an observer. I always

noticed when he had a new shirt on. When grandma had a new haircut, or when their home was

slightly different than it was before. Even if the couch was only slightly closer to the window. I

was able to recognize the method of organization and the pattern in which they arranged their

cabinets. If something was misplaced in their house, I was able to put it back in its correct

position. When my grandfather and I went shopping together, he said he found me reorganizing

the bottles or the racks near the checkout. Reorganizing them in the way the people of the shop

intended. She started to put them in order and stack them correctly, he would tell my

grandmother. I didn’t understand why that was so interesting. But it seems I was paying attention

to the details that not everyone could see. Details that might not be important to everyone.
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I think he and I saw similar details in life.

In October 2024 he turned eighty five. Over the past four years his memory has started to betray

him. Seeing him consciously aware that his memory is deteriorating is frightening. For my

grandfather it has been frustrating. My grandfather is a very smart man. But the smart man he

once was seems to be disappearing. The man my grandfather once was no longer exists. He is

becoming a shell of nothing. Just a face we once recognized. I fear he no longer remembers

when he moved to the netherlands. No longer remembering when he married his wife or when

his children were born. When his grandchildren were born. But I know. Not because I was there

but because I was told. A trace of his life. His history. His trace lives in my mind. The

traces he has created. A trace that I now recognize through objects and smell. His houndstooth

paperboy hat. His suspenders. His patterned button ups. His chair at his kitchen table. Dark wood

with two colorful striped pillows he had put there. One for his bottom. One for his back. His atlas

on the floor behind him. On the table in front of him lay his watch. His glasses. His round bronze

ashtray with his packet of Marlboro cigarettes. A glass for drinking. Every now and then a

miniature atlas lies on the table. His smell. Cigarettes. His john varvatos. When I see an atlas or a

bronze ashtray somewhere else. Or the smell of fresh indoor cigarette smoke or his perfume. His

trace is present.

My grandfather losing his memory has led me to find him in the world around me. How can I

find his trace when I’m not with him? His trace has led me to find his presence in unfamiliar

places. A stench of cigarette smoke in a stairway I have never been nor he has never been in

before. This cigarette trace will take me right back to his kitchen table. His trace follows me

everywhere.

______________________________________________________________________________

Finding My Mother in a Pile of Cigarettes
Growing up in touristy cities there are more cigarette butts on the ground than grass along

the roads. I can always tell where the smoking area is in a public space. Whether it’s a detectable

pile near a sewer pit on the street, or a field right in front of the train station. They created a

beach or a graveyard for these habits, leaving behind the remains of a possible addiction. But

knowing that one person didn’t create this pile. Seeing the different brands of cigarettes and the

design of the filter. Though they are almost always orange, and on some occasions white. The
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remains of the cigarette butts create an invitation for other smokers. It's alright to smoke here.

Even though the sign may say, No Smoking. They seem to have created their own rules. I always

wondered why there are so few public ashtrays? Instead of letting people throw them on the

ground for someone else to sweep up and throw away. Though when there are public ashtrays

they seem to never reach the target. Almost making it to the finish line. But giving up right near

the end. So close yet so far.

Cigarettes take one year to five years to decompose. What happens to them in the meantime?

What does the decomposition of a cigarette look like? What does the smoker's lungs look like in

one to five years?

I look at the cigarettes left behind on the ground. The cigarettes lay helpless and smoked out. I

noticed an orange cigarette butt with lipstick on it. Marlboro gold printed around the orange rim

of the cigarette butt. The lipstick is red. The stain still so vibrant. When I see red lip stains, I

think about my mother. Her trademark. Her trace.

She started wearing red lipstick when she was around fourteen. Her choice of color was always

red. She was sixteen when she started smoking. After having my sister and I, she became a secret

smoker. Her choice in lipstick changed. Russian Red from MAC. Later she became a horrible

secret smoker. Wearing the same lipstick. Growing up I knew when my mother had gone to bed

when I saw the trace of her lips. A red stained piece of toilet paper floating in the toilet bowl.

Sometimes I would find the paper the next morning. All soggy and the red oozing into the water

of the toilet bowl. It shocked me to see a vibrant red, leaking into the water. Thinking the red had

been blood. But quickly recognizing a trace of my mother’s red lips. Seeing my mother without

her lipstick was like seeing the pope without his cross. It didn’t feel right. Her lipstick was like

her version of a cross.

In elementary school my friends wanted to wear red lipstick like my mother. They would ask

their own mothers if they could wear lipstick like Karin did. I found it fascinating that my mother

was recognized for something that was so normal to me. Her trace had influenced someone’s

makeup choices.

I look at the flock of cigarettes on the ground. Traces of possible addictions. Traces of a moment

of stress or rest. Trace of others presence. Traces of mothers who smoke? Traces of my mother.

_____________________________________________________________________________
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Stuck to Me
Once minty or fruity. Once white or pink. Maybe even blue or green. Now black tasteless

thick blobs that have been absorbed and become part of the sidewalk. Someone purposefully spit

their gum out onto the street, adding to the collection of forgotten gum. Or maybe it fell out of

someone's mouth while they were talking. These dark blobs were once used to make someone's

breath smell good or help them focus. Now collecting the dirt of the city, letting anyone and

everyone walk all over them. Will the gum ever disappear into the concrete sidewalk? Or will the

concrete and the gum never disappear?

When I was nine years old, I asked my mother what all those black spots on the street were. She

told me that it was gum. Gum that people have left there. Creating new layers for the concrete. A

gum supporting layer. I remember finding it rude that people spit their gum out on the street.

Knowing that on each corner there was a garbage can. On the street of our old house there is a

huge collection of forgotten gum. I remember I wanted to spit my gum out. I didn’t want anyone

to see. I found it quite exciting. But I felt like such a hypocrite. I wanted to spit it right in the

center of the gum collection that had already been forming there. Hoping that I would remember

it when it had been flattened by the pedestrians and absorbed by the sidewalk. When I went to

spit it out. I tried to ignore this feeling of guilt. I tried to ignore the garbage can. I spit right in the

center of the cluster of gum. To speed up the process of my spit out gum, I try to walk on it for

the next few days as I walk home. Making sure it did not stick to my shoes. I worried if my gum

might be travelling underneath someone's shoe or trolley by now. Suddenly I couldn’t remember

which was mine, they all ended up looking exactly the same. My trace of saliva was no longer

mine. It had been absorbed by the cluster of gum I hated so much. Adding to the trace of others

partaking in this act of consciously spitting out a piece of gum.

I remember in primary school we weren't allowed to chew gum. I asked the principal why that

wasn't allowed? Why was gum banned from my education? Something so innocent. Is it so

disruptive? It’s proven to help people focus, I told her. Not everyone discards it properly, she

replied. Not everyone's the same. They stick it under the desks and the chairs. I never thought

about it like that.

Occasionally, in a public place, I reach for the bottom of a chair to move it slightly forward—or

touch the underside of a table. At first it feels completely normal, touching the bottom of these

objects. Then I touch this sort of lump. Like a boil. Tiny upside down bumps under the tabletop.

4



Quickly realizing what I have just felt. Knowing that I just touched the remainder of someone

else's saliva. Trace of saliva. I’m surprised and embarrassed. The feeling of something sticky and

soft has just touched my bare finger. Then I feel more. It feels smooth at first. Still soft and

supple. I move my hand further. Suddenly it’s bumpy. Rock hard and stiff. Then move it further.

Soft again. Like the gum was waiting for me. Quickly pulling my hand away. A feeling of

discomfort, but also curiosity. How long has this gum been here? Feeling the texture and the

shapes others have created. The imprint of teeth marks. Not being able to see the traces of gum

but feeling it. I never understood how something like the underneath of a table or a chair could

become a sort of hidden wasteland. Wasteland of gum. Wasteland of saliva. Why has the

underside of public furniture become a dumping ground for gum? Just because we can’t see it,

doesn't mean it isn't present. Knowing that many others had similar ideas on how to get rid of the

gum in their mouth. Not very original…

When I spit out my gum on the street I still feel guilty. At nine years old, I hated when people did

that. But then I tried to leave a trace of gum. Looking for it everytime I passed that street. Which

black blob on the street could possibly have been mine. I looked for the trace I had left behind. A

secret trace. The collection I had participated in. The many traces of others saliva. Mine

included.

______________________________________________________________________________

Forgotten Objects with Hidden Histories

The first thing I notice when going to a new city or a new place, is the garbage. The trace

of the citizens are present. How much or how little rubbish is surrounding this area? Are there

trash cans on every corner? Or not one trash can in sight? I noticed that the more garbage cans,

the more trash. The fewer garbage cans there are, the less trash. Shouldn't it be the other way

around? What kind of system is there to dispose of the trash? What kind of system is there to

pick up the trash? Is illegal dumping an issue here? Or do people follow the rules? Do you have

proper and written protocol for the city's trash? Or are there unwritten rules that everyone is

expected to follow? Do people follow the rules? Or have they made up their own private rules?

Traces of trash. Traces of a system.

My last summer before I moved to a new country, I began noticing so many forgotten objects.

Forgotten traces. Something old. Something new. Something destroyed. Something to save. I see
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objects that have been discarded or thrown out. I find that many of these discarded objects are

nowhere near a garbage can. Nowhere near a designated dumping ground. The city sidewalks

have become the dumping ground. It feels as though the inanimate objects are waiting to be seen.

As if the previous owner had created a treasure hunt. A treasure hunt to find the trace of

something they once owned. Now a forgotten trace. Waiting to be taken away from where they

were dropped. It feels like releasing an animal back into the wild. Hoping it will be happy with

its new lifestyle. I wondered why these things were placed on the street. Moving out? Moving

in? Change in taste? Change in aesthetic? Did this thing last for more than two weeks? Or less?

Did they try to clean it? Was it a family heirloom? Did they try to fix it? Or has it truly become

trash? Did they have a hard time parting from the object? Or did they wish you had gotten rid of

it months ago? Do they hope it will be taken to a dumping ground? Or do they hope it will be

taken into someone's home? What was the reason?

Two arm chairs on a triangle sidewalk. 8th avenue and west 4th street. Not sure how long they

have been standing there. The seats of the chairs have a yellow color. Though it seems that the

armchairs could have been a white or a cream color when they were first purchased. They have a

black detail lining the outline of the armchairs. A black tassel hangs at the top, on the side of

both chairs. The chairs have a sort of skirt at the bottom. Eight buttons down the back. In a two

by two row. Two rows of four. I have never seen chairs in this style before.

The front of the chairs are facing 8th avenue. If you were to take a seat, it would be like watching

television. The 8th avenue television special. Though I wouldn’t sit in these chairs now. I wonder

how many bugs have moved into these chairs. Leaving their trace. I wonder how many dogs

have left their trace? I wonder what kind of people owned these chairs. How old were they when

they first purchased them? What year was it? I imagine a young couple buying these together in

the 1970s. As newly weds. Growing old together. The couple and the chairs. Eventually moving

to an elderly home. The chairs can no longer come with them. They have served their duty to this

couple. Nobody wants these chairs anymore because of the love they have already received. The

chairs are at their capacity for love.

The trace of these strangers now lies out in the open for anyone to see. For anyone to take. I

come back the next week and the chairs have disappeared. The trace of this mysterious couple

has disappeared. Hoping someone else might have taken these chairs for themselves. Three years

later, I fear the couple is no longer with us. I fear these chairs are no longer with us. Taken to the
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graveyard or cremated. The trace of this couple no longer exists. But perhaps the trace still lives

on somewhere else? In memory? In photographs? In a new home? A new location? The waiting

has paid off and someone took them home. A new owner? A new trace has been created. Or has

it been added to the pile of forgotten traces?

______________________________________________________________________________

Keeper of Cards
I’ve kept almost every birthday card I've received since I was eight years old. I’ve always

had a hard time throwing things out and getting rid of things. Birthday cards being one of them.

I love receiving gifts but I cherish cards for much longer. Something I won't outgrow. Someone

took time out of their day to purchase or create a card for me. Writing something sweet and

charming only directed to me. Some cards are similar and generic with the premade text where

you only have to sign your name underneath. Probably bought in the drugstore. Some cards are

special and unique, something only that person could have written or created. Something

handwritten always creates more of a connection between two people. Both created with the

celebration and appreciation of my existence. But also reflection on our relationship?

I remember for my tenth birthday I brought my friends to this doll store to have a high tea. To

celebrate my birthday with me. Each girl had brought their own doll that had their own seat at

the table. My mother received a card for me from one of the waitresses so that everyone could

sign it. My mother asked all my friends, my sister, and father to sign the card in a secretive

manner. Then later the card was handed to me. A pink card. With the shops familiar patterns and

shapes they had on some of their products. There are pink flowers. Celebrate! In black letters on

the cover. There is a wheel on the cover of the card that you could turn. It could show you which

flower belonged to each month. December, Narcissus. It was one of the coolest cards I had ever

received. Then I opened the card. I immediately began to laugh. Funny and sweet messages.

Though, I didn’t really think about each message at that time. Messages from my friends telling

me that I was the coolest. That they love me. I wonder if they really loved me. One just says Yo

waz up, love Mairead. Which still makes me chuckle. Makes me smile. These written messages

were traces of my tenth birthday. Traces of their handwriting. Traces of these friends, my old

classmates. Traces of their presence on that day. Traces of life as a ten year old.
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My mother bought a card with any present she was going to give. She encouraged me and

slightly forced me to write a card with the presents we bought. Though sometimes I didn’t know

what to say, except, Happy birthday… Maybe because I never thought about how I felt about

them? Or their impact on me as a person. What trace did they leave for me to remember. If I

couldn't think of anything to say, I would just write happy birthday. Next to it a drawing of a

cake layered with the age they were becoming.

The cards I receive remind me of the people I was surrounded by at that age. For each person a

different memory, a different trace. Have I left a trace for other people? Making them think about

me every year? A trace that has inclined them to write a birthday card for me? The birthday card

has now created a trace of them. Who remembered my birthday that year? Sometimes I receive

cards from people I don’t often see but think about me every year. Do I think of them every year?

Have they left a trace for me to think about? A trace strong enough for me to remember their

birthday?

______________________________________________________________________________

Conversation Piece

Going to the beach and collecting the sea shells washed up onto land, different shapes

and colors, broken or in perfect condition. Clean or pungent. Covered in the oceans residue.

Hunched over the ground, creating an abstract pattern for each shell or rock collected. Collecting

something that may not have a function to humans now except for its beauty and uniqueness.

Collecting shells that might still have life in it. A trace of life? Collecting shells with no life and

emptiness. A trace of emptiness? What happens if we collect the shells that still have life in

them? Are you ruining the chance of an animal finding a new home?

When I was eight years old I went on holiday. Jamaica. With my parents and my older sister. My

sister and I searched the beach everyday while we were there. Looking for the coolest sea shells.

Trying to top the last seashell we had found. My father said he saw the coolest seashells ever. We

walked with him to where he said he saw the shells. There lie two white giant shells. A conch he

called it. I only remember the word from an episode of Spongebob Squarepants. Club

Spongebob, the name of the episode. Where they had found the magic conch. That would answer

all of their questions. A trace of television.
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The shells were white like the sand, but the inside is shiny with hints of the color pink. It has a

spiral. A coil shape. Gradually unwinds and widens from the central point of the shell. Creating a

sort of wing. Or an ear. It was a shape that I had seen before but never this large. I wonder who

had left these beautiful shells here. Unattended. Where did they come from? How did they end

up here? My father wanted to have them. To take them. Take them for my sister and I. They've

been here for two days. Nobody has come to take them. We will come back in the night to claim

them. I didn't know what to say. I was thrilled but also frightened. Stealing was bad. But was it

stealing if it was left unattended for two days?

Later that evening. In the darkness my father, older sister and I, went back. Back to where the

shells had been placed. There they were laying there, almost as if they were waiting for someone.

Waiting for us? Or for its rightful owner? Who could that be? My father picked up the conch and

placed it in our hands. Struggling to walk back to the hotel room with these ginormous shells. He

told us to not act suspicious. When we got back to the room I was worried. Worried that someone

had seen us. Worried that whoever had put those shells there would go looking for them. But I

was exhilarated. I was now the owner of my own conch shell. My first conch shell. Maybe my

last? A trace of the ocean now lies in my hands. Traces of animals. Once the home and body of a

sea creature. Traces of living things. Traces of a time before I existed?

The conch has now created a new trace. Trace of a moment, a memory. A trace of a place. A

trace of Jamaica. The conch shell brings me back to this exact moment. The trace of a mystery.

Trace of an adventure. Almost sixteen years later. I still have this slight feeling of guilt. A trace

of guilt. Wondering if the founder of the conch still wonders where it could have gone.

Wondering where it could be now. Maybe they don't care. So many years later it is still in my

home. The trace of the ocean sitting on my shelf. The trace of the ocean has become a

conversation piece.

______________________________________________________________________________

A Photo of me?

When facebook began being used, the way we looked at images was very different from

how we used to look at images. Sharing photographs with your internet friends was something

new. Uploading images to the internet suddenly became available for everyone. The images we

would collect in albums and boxes, were turned into albums on your facebook profile.
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If someone had taken a photograph of you, uploaded it to facebook, they could tag you. It would

then appear on your profile in an album called Photos taken of me. I look through this album,

finding all the images I have some sort of memory of. I was able to describe what was happening

without really much thought. Except for one.

The photograph was of a group of young kids climbing on an enormous tree. The person

standing all the way to the left of the image, leaning against the tree. Is supposedly me. I am

tagged as that person so it must be me. Many of the children were not facing the camera. The

faces that were shown were hard to see. But I could name each person in that photograph without

having to see their face. Their clothing was so familiar to me. A trace of what my classmates

used to wear.

The date of the post says March 2nd, 2010. I was nine years old. The photograph was posted by

my classmate's father. Michelle, her father posted the image on facebook, his name is Jon.

I couldn't remember anything about this day. The location was so unfamiliar. There was still

snow on the ground, which made me wonder if the photograph was really taken in March.

When I left my elementary school to go to middle school. Every student got a yearbook. A

yearbook was meant for memories. Memories you made as a class, as a group, as a community. I

often like to look back in my yearbook. The photographs in my mind come alive. I look through

the yearbook again with the date of the Facebook photograph in mind. March 2010. Second

Grade. I find images in the yearbook that look extremely similar to the image on Facebook. The

title put with these images is, Maple Sugaring at Leeds Pond Preserve. 3rd Grade 2010. The date

was in fact correct. Images in the yearbook revealed the faces of the Facebook photo. Same

outfits as the Facebook photograph. My face was also revealed in these yearbook images.

Confirming that the person standing all the way to the left really was me. The tag on the

facebook photograph was truthful.

I wondered why I couldn’t remember this exact moment. I remember parts of that school trip. I

don't remember climbing on that tree. Did I even climb the tree? Maybe I blocked out this

memory because I couldn’t climb? Maybe I got into an argument with someone about climbing

up? Why didn't this moment, this day, leave any trace? Are the photographs the only trace I have

of this day? Did I replace the photographs with my own memories?

______________________________________________________________________________
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A Forgotten Touch

Awoken in the middle of the night, by a horrible feeling in my stomach. Running to the

bathroom just making it to the toilet. Hunched over with my head in the white ceramic toilet

bowl. It felt as though I was part of an exorcism trying to eject the horrible things in my body. I

do this routine for the next four hours. I woke up my cousin and sister, who are in the same room

as me. As well as my grandparents who are in the next room. It was 08.00 am now. The sun

already shining through the shutters. Everybody is awake. I carried my limp and weak body

down the steep blue carpeted stairs. The stairs were beginning to stain. Even though my

grandparents cleaned them almost every week. I crash on the white leather couch. I fit perfectly

between the arm rests, as though the couch was welcoming me with open arms. My hot skin

touched the cold leather. Shivering. A blanket floated over me landing on my body.

The blanket didn’t match my grandparents' taste. It was a thick quilted blanket, with a red and

white gingham pattern on one side. With individual patches of different shapes. Flowers and

mandalas, hints of pink, red and white. When the blanket hits your body it is always cold at first,

then it slowly warms you up. Almost as if your body temperature warmed up the blanket.

My eyes barely opened, I knew my grandma was sitting on the couch next to me. I could smell

old cigarette smoke and a slight hint of her perfume. She was petting my head, lightly touching

my hair with her long nails. I touched below the upper side of her arm, it was cold in my hand,

but so soft. Her skin was the softest I had felt. She was in her seventies at the time. Her arms

began to sag a bit, creating slight wrinkles. Holding her arm in my hand like a velvet bag of sand.

I was in and out of sleep. Having realistic fever dreams. The feeling of my grandmother's arm

kept recurring in the dream but in abstract shapes, triggering another sensation of what that had

felt like.

This feeling stayed with me for eleven years. That feeling of the velvet bag of sand stayed with

me. Forgetting what the velvet bag had represented. Trying to revive the forgotten memory.

Until I returned to her after years of trying to figure out what the velvet bag represented. Trace of

the velvet bag. Holding her arm again the same way I had done all those years ago. Those vivid

sensations came back. How had I forgotten her trace? How had I forgotten the feeling of her skin

in my hand. The softest skin I had ever felt.

The trace of something physical, created the trace of an emotion, a feeling. My grandmother's

invisible trace followed me everywhere. Followed me until I came back to the source. The velvet
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bag of sand had revealed its true meaning. How could I have forgotten the true meaning of the

velvet bag of sand? Her trace had taken on new meaning.Through shapes and feelings. Trace of

touch. Trace of intimacy. Traces I didn’t know had a connection to my grandmother. These

invisible feelings and sensations created a new trace of my grandmother.

______________________________________________________________________________

Conclusion:

As my grandfather’s memory begins to fade away. I am reminded that traces are not only

physical remnants but also emotional remnants. Traces reveal the passage of time. Trace of time.

The transient quality and intimacy of human presence. The way objects and memories alike carry

our histories. Our traces. The remains of the physical world. Whether it’s the fading ink on a

birthday card. Or the familiar scent of perfume and cigarettes. Each trace serves as a reminder of

a connection. Even after people or places have moved on. A connection to someone or

something familiar, or something completely unfamiliar. My grandfather's dementia has urged

me to remember more, to observe more. To hold traces with a tight grip. Physical traces.

Invisible traces. Emotional traces. Some sort of quiet evidence of lives once lived. Moments

once experienced. These traces allow me to connect with the world around me. To connect with

the people around me. Traces remind us that we are always leaving something behind. Traces of

our existence. Whether we realize it or not. A link between past and present. My grandfather’s

presence. Once defined by his actions, words, and history. Which now lives on through the

things he left behind. His trace. The familiar scent of cigarettes and his perfume. His houndstooth

hat. The objects that surround his space. A life I now have to remember for him. I find myself

piecing together a version of him that no longer exists in the same way. Reminding me that

memory is not just something stored in our minds. But something that lives on in the spaces and

objects we leave behind. In these traces I find a way to hold on to his essence, even as his own

memories fade. My grandfather’s trace lives not only in my mind but in the world around me. It

is through these traces that I am able to reconnect with him. I am able to find him. Keep him

present.

How do our traces impact others? Do we ever think about what we have left behind? What

traces have we created of ourselves?
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