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Anjini, Ellora, Devrani

&

For
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with all the light left in the world


 

I could trace it like a geography of
someone I had once been

VANDANA KHANNA


TROUBLE SWALLOWING

Now this fainting, this falling, this landing so ungainly. Concrete scratches her face, the back of her arm. Her legs twist like licorice.

Nearby, it sounds like cocktail hour at a convention of common starlings: a murmur punctuated by intermittent laughter. Why? The sky marbles blue and white, but the clouds are leaving town. She closes her eyes, breathes in the metal essence of her own blood as it exits the hole the bullet has created.

The last time she smelled this iron: 1997. Blood on the toilet seat, blood on the tile, guilt flooding like ocean water overhead. She shouldn’t have gone home that day after her collapse. She should have driven herself to the hospital. Maybe that baby could have been saved. Still, that was thirteen years ago. Three babies since then, alive and thriving, but she’s at once on the driveway and back in the employee bathroom, washing that blood off the long-since-discarded skirt in the white sink, wiping away the blood on her fingertips with brown paper towels.

Her eyelids so heavy now but she possesses the power of flight. Her spine against the concrete of the driveway, cold, but her mind the jumble and rattle of a projector running continuously, a moving picture made of stills, but not a silent movie, a kaleidoscope of time and place, an atlas of the past. The call of other voices: husband’s, children’s, sister’s, and the sharp bark of Greta, the shepherd who’s been dead for almost two years, of a degenerative disease. Other voices too, unfamiliar, newly introduced, the policemen and their dispatchers; and voices of those so dear but gone long before the babies came. Her eyelids so heavy. How much liquid has spilled near the heart, toward the stomach? Why is the act of spilling liquid so painful? Suddenly realizing: this is a miscarriage of a different kind.

No baby to lose this time.

A different kind of secession.

The owl that has been living in the tree outside the bedroom window hoots to the agent’s assault-rifle trigger call. She—daughter, wife, and mother of three—tries to open eyes, mouth. Film ends. Light shining on blank screen, screen dissolving into page, something she can read. Pain shifts. An outline. Not a chalk outline, or the outline of a body for the shooters at the practice range. But Aristotle’s Incline, an outline of a story, an explanation of why her back is to the concrete. Every story has a beginning, a middle, an end. Aristotle’s ski-lift structure with seven stops, outlined in his Poetics, a book she has studied and restudied over the years. She begins searching for the words that will form her beginning; that will anchor the story, her own story, in its ordinary world. She reads the words that form as she remembers …


MOVING DAY IN THE

ORDINARY WORLD

… In which she moves thirteen long miles to a new house, three girls in tow, their beloved shepherd parked in a kennel, their belongings painstakingly packed box by box and hauled over from the old house bit by bit, the man of the hour, her husband, on a business trip, first France and then Japan, during this entire event. They move from the boundaries of Atlanta’s city limits to just inside the enclosing arms of suburbia. Black clouds waste no time: heavens open up, trees swing like pendulums, thunder fails to cease. The rain unrelenting, impassable roads under perpetual construction, strip malls decorated in neon, gated brick monstrosities and carpet-soft lawns, ravines covered in kudzu, etched metal historical markers dot streets like stop signs—subtly celebrating the Confederacy one hundred and thirty-nine years after the loss; commuters honking a concerto of road rage, the smog-laced air they all breathe, and a pair of shopgirls crossing the street when they see her coming …


&

She’s a chronicler of the dead. Obituaries. A lowly job, usually given to interns first, those who are new to the newspaper world; or those old-timers who could not stomach the deadlines or the politics of daily journalism; those who could not stand the constant criticism from the public. For the first time in ten years, since the year 2000, Mother arrives last to her section of the newsroom, far from the windows that look out to the skyscrapers crowding the urban landscape, the street way below, downtown Atlanta. Editor Dennis on the phone. His face is red and crumpled like used gift wrap. Dennis does not wave. He swivels his chair back to his computer screen as though he doesn’t see her. Her other two colleagues are absent, rather their things, lunch bags, jackets, notebooks, are dumped over their desk calendars, but their bodies are not present. She looks around and there are reporters in the thick of the newsroom where the City Desk journalists cluster, crowding around the watercooler, watching live TV on multiple screens. She grips the jangle of keys in her left hand. Where is the car parked? What route had she taken this morning after a breakfast of toaster strudel and black tea?

She is achy, content to sit. Desk is tidy. Facing the narrow corridor that leads to the restrooms. Desk is tidy because there is no work to carry over, day to day. At workday’s end, she files the notes and the notebook into the cavernous drawers, touches the four-by-six color photo of her family tacked onto the bulletin board, and rushes home. Today no lunch and no jacket, not even a purse. Why? No one looks at her, no one gives her anything to do.

She used to be a crime reporter, used to have to keep watch over everything that had to do with her assigned police municipalities, the courthouses in the counties she covered. She practices still; who goes in and out of the corridor and the bathrooms, how many times each day. Who goes in, who doesn’t come out. Who goes in pensive and comes out giddy. Who goes in all nervous energy and comes out sated, slow. She gleans George the metro police reporter’s coke habit this way, and the fact that the assistant food editor, Julie, has been having an affair with Charles, the morning editor at the City Desk, for three months. How do they have the time? They are each married, and have kids on the same Little League team. Car pool must have become a hotbed of innuendo and long looks.

She turns back to Dennis, but he is occupied by the urgent call on the telephone. His sweat and the anger rolling off his back build an ill wind.

Now she is neither an intern nor a shadow. She is a seasoned reporter with a husband who knows which kiosk sells the best croissants at Charles de Gaulle Airport better than he knows where the cough medicine is stored at home. She is a mother of three small children. A woman who does not want to let go of her former life, a woman who cannot stand the mind-numbing repetition of her present. Once the children came in quick succession, she accepted this job, writing about the accomplishments and attributes of a person who will never read the work and tell her that she got it wrong.

Today, no file resting atop the desk calendar. She longs to swivel the chair three hundred and sixty degrees, like the children do when they visit her workplace on occasion. She longs to scrounge the desk for loose change, see what could be had from the vending machines for lunch. But she scrounged last Tuesday, and for those efforts ate chocolate-covered peanuts, the candy coating smudging her files. So there’s no change to be had. She could ask to borrow a few dollars, but doesn’t want to ask. She can’t remember exactly when she last spied her purse or her jacket. She doesn’t want to be imprecise, especially at work. Position tenuous and part-time. If there is a bloodletting, cutbacks, she will be the first to be let go.

The number of reporters watching TV balloons. Their collective undertone sounds like bees surrounding a hive. She sighs. It sounds like the hive of bees making a home in the tree in her backyard. The keys bunched in her left hand bloom into a metallic sprig. An owl hoots on the TV, and then she knows why they are watching. They are watching the spectacle at her house. They are watching her through the magic of television.

Dennis yells, “God damn it!” and hangs up the telephone. His face almost purple. He rises from his chair, looks through her. Because she is really not there, she is on her driveway bleeding. He staggers to the men’s room. Goosebumps cover her arms and her head begins to ache at the temples. The timer on her phone buzzes insistently in her right hand, but she doesn’t turn it off. Can’t remember how. The phone rings. The number scrolls across the top of her screen. She gets up and dashes to the elevator. Immediately, she’s back at the car. A few moments later she’s navigating the toll road, the goodbyes to the children this morning echoing. And then a second later, she’s in her driveway again, prostrate, pain expanding at the rate of the universe, and men crawling like ants, searching her car.
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