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  The Oblivion Room


  1: A Beginning


  I will remember this. I’ll remember it all. I must. Over and over, again and again I’ll repeat the words until they’re tattooed into my blood, my bones, my DNA—words, sentences, paragraphs spinning invisibly around in my head and yet locked down tight in a special room of memory reserved just for the purpose. I will remember this. I’ll remember it all. I must.


  The Greek bards memorized heroic epics that, written out, take up hundreds of pages—The Iliad and The Odyssey both complete in one individual’s mind, with any particular section available at an instant’s recall for an audience that wanted to hear it sung. Of course the likes of Homer had the advantages of poetry, rhyme and steady meter, to help them. But what I must remember won’t take hundreds of pages. It can’t. Before it can run anything like that length I’ll be dead. Or gone from this place. One way or another, my words will stop.


  I will remember this. I’ll remember it all. I must. I have no computer, no typewriter, no paper, no pencil, no pen. I suppose I could gnaw open a fingertip and scrawl on the stone in my blood, but even then I have no light. Smeared blood on black walls: the same as nothing, the same as silence. All I have is this, then. My journal. My journal of the brain.


  It’s taken me hours to memorize all those words, but I have them now and I can move on.


  Hours? Perhaps it was hours, but I have no way of knowing. It could have been minutes or days. Yet I think it was hours, maybe two or three. It’s a guess, that’s all, based on how long I think it would have taken me to memorize that number of words back then, in the other world. I start again and then again, I will remember this. I’ll remember it all. I must. And then forward. Sometimes aloud, often silently. Silently is the greater challenge, and I dislike hearing my own voice here, in this dark. It’s grown husky and hollow and when I first found myself in this place I spent so much time screaming that my throat was burned raw and my voice ripped to a whisper. To hear it now only reminds me of those first days and fills me with despair, the very thing I’m trying to avoid with this journal. It’s vital to keep my mind active, engaged. Before I decided to start this word-project I was aware of slippage, of sometimes becoming unhinged, seeing things I couldn’t possibly see, things that could not be there. Hearing things, too. At first it was desperately tempting to believe in it all, that the things were real, yet a deeper part of me knew that I was beginning to hallucinate, my mind in its frantic bewilderment creating for itself what wasn’t there. It was then, in those times when I came back to reality from whatever deranged vision I’d had, that I knew I had to do something, keep my mind from flying off in a million schizoid directions. Otherwise at some point I would no longer be able to come back at all.


  I knew a journal would help me. I kept one as a girl, pouring whatever shoddy secrets I had onto its virginal white pages. Its cover, I remember, was festooned with flowers, irises and orchids. The journal had been a present from an otherwise indifferent aunt, one with whom I had no relationship of any note then or ever. And yet it proved to be a sublime gift, the greatest of my life, for it gave me the habit of journal-writing, the mental discipline to transform experience into words. At times as an aid to memory I sit cross-legged on the floor and lean forward, as if a physical journal lay before me, and “write” in it with my thumb and index finger forming an invisible pen. It helps—the physical act of writing, even if no words actually materialize on the floor. Then again, in this dark, how would I know?


  2: Where I Live


  It would be tempting to say, “I can’t tell you, because I don’t know.” And that is literally true. Yet I’ve learned a great deal about this place in the time I’ve been here. At first it was only darkness, utter darkness, with hard walls everywhere around me. I can see quite literally nothing. There are times even now, with all the mental discipline I’ve been able to bring, that this still causes me to panic. The sensation is not unlike being buried alive, I imagine. My heart punches my chest, my breath comes short, and if I’m unable to bring myself under control I find myself screaming hysterically again, hurling my body against the wall, pounding the floor, tearing at my hair, finally curling up in a tight exhausted ball, eyes clenched shut, arms sheltering my head. Again and again I’ve done this. The curling-up seems to be the only thing that can keep me in such times from feeling like some enormous weight is pressing me down, leaving me trapped and breathless. In earlier days I would have smashed my head against the wall and floor so hard that as I cradled it later in its ringing pain I would taste blood running across my cheeks into my mouth and perhaps fall unconscious for a time. Now I rarely lose control to this level, some part of me now limiting the damage I do to myself.


  This journal helps. I have no idea how long it has taken me to memorize all I’ve put down so far. Days? Weeks? Yet it fills the time magnificently, keeps me focused and away from the panic that always seems to lurk under my consciousness, ready to spring.


  So: where I live. I live in a cylindrical room which seems to be, as near as I can measure, about fifteen feet across. There are no corners anywhere, nothing to break the slick, curved, gently bumpy sensation under my hands of what I’ve decided must be glossily-painted brick. The floor is cement, completely smooth but lacking the gloss of the walls and so most likely unpainted. I have no idea how high the ceiling is, but it must be very high. When I shout I can hear reverberations ascending what sounds like forever. I’ve tried tossing things—bits of food—high into the air to determine if I can strike the ceiling with them, but to no avail.


  The only thing that breaks the perfect monotony of the wall and floor is something I’ve come to notice only recently. There is a crack in the floor. It’s quite narrow, and only perhaps five or six inches long, running in a rough zigzag from the place where the wall joins the floor out toward the center of the cylinder. The crack is so small and shallow that it can be hard to find it when I want to—it’s hardly there at all. But it’s there. I can spend hours running over it with my fingers, seeing if I can break away any little bits that might make it that much wider. (Thus far I’ve failed.) It’s one of the main things I do while going over the words in this journal again and again and again in my mind.


  3: How I Live


  One illusion I allow myself is to pretend that I’m blind. Just all at once, I insist within my mind, I woke up and my sight was completely gone, nothing but blackness before me. Like anyone in that position, I went through moments of panic, but I learned to adjust, to start living not by my eyes but my ears, my nose, my tongue, my skin. Sometimes I believe it, at least for a while.


  I have no clothes. I run my hands over myself at times, pretend that the sensation is that of a coat or a skirt or a pair of socks being pulled over me. I try to remember the tactile sensation of, say, a cotton shirt on my skin, or a corduroy jacket. I try to remember what it felt like to walk in heels, high heels, low ones, or in slippers or sandals. What silk panties felt like slipping up over my bottom, the elastic snapping my waist. A hat on my head, a scarf on my neck. Anything. Sometimes I feel I would give anything I ever had for just that, even a scarf, anything at all that I could put on any part of my body just to cover something, to be able to say, “This is mine. You can’t see it. You can’t have it. It is not yours.” But I have nothing. Most of the time I don’t think of it because of my total blind-dark anyway. But it’s cold here. I don’t believe the temperature is absolutely steady, however—there are times when I feel only a bit chilled, and there are others when I fear I’ll die from it, holding myself, shivering uncontrollably, engulfed in goose flesh, sometimes lying down on the floor and curling up but then after a few minutes jumping up again, hopping from foot to foot because the floor is intolerably frigid. I think it’s like this for days sometimes. I run, dance, do jumping jacks, shadow-box until I’m exhausted. I know I’ll pay for this, too: sweat forms on my skin and then slowly grows icy. Yet I cannot exercise forever and so finally I drop down and try to put my mind somewhere else, somewhere far away. I “write” in this journal. I run whole movies in my mind, adding scenes or changing events as I wish. I listen to entire albums. It’s better than what I used to do in such situations, which would be to run head-first into the wall as many times as it took to pass out. I have a perpetual headache now, of course, and my neck suffers shooting pains which feel like sudden tiny jolting electrocutions. There is a ringing in my ears that comes and goes. I did all this to myself.


  Of course there is the question of food, one which I still find baffling. Despite all my efforts, I have been unable to discover where it comes from, or when, or from whom. Yet it appears. I’m convinced that there must be a panel in the wall that rises to allow in the tray, but I’ve never found any evidence of such a thing. I’ve tried to stay awake as long as I can, remaining stock-still the whole time, knowing that when the food is delivered there must be some sound, however brief, however quiet, and once I almost thought I heard something, a slight shush and thump, but I’d been waiting so long that I might have dreamed these sounds. There was food then, on the other side of the cylinder; but it might have been there for hours if I’d been sleeping, and the sounds were a fantasy.


  On the tray, which seems to be an ordinary plastic tray, will generally be three separate things. One is a small container, also plastic, a kind of carafe filled with lukewarm water. The second is a small plate, plastic again, with a few items of food on it, usually some vague sort of gruel, cold and viscous. I detect its beginnings as oatmeal, but other things have been tossed into it, like someone’s random leftovers: fruit peels, carrot shavings, bread crusts, grisly little bits of what might once have been meat. Sometimes there are tough chunks which I’m not sure are, properly speaking, food at all. If I can chew them, I eat them. No utensils of any kind are provided, ever; I push my lips to the lips to the pile and swallow what’s there, finally licking the plate clean.


  The third item on the tray is a plastic pot whose foul odor leaves no doubt as to its purpose. There is no cover, so the smell permeates the cylinder; the food plate is too small to cover the opening. The pot is only there when the food arrives, and is taken away—when? how? I have never been able to determine. But, along with the other things, it is taken away each evening (I think of the meals I receive as coming once every twenty-four hours, though I have no evidence for this, and I’ve chosen to think of the meal as “dinner,” hence “evening”). If I try to hold onto it, as I did once, no further food or water arrive. The fact that it’s taken away of course means I’m left without a toilet, and some of the most agonizing hours I have spent here have been spent desperately holding onto myself, trying to push back what so needs to escape me, trying to keep from letting my piss or shit burst out onto the floor. I think this is the worst of it, worse than the cold or hunger or darkness. The humiliation of having to squat on my own floor (insofar as anything here is “my own”) and then, in utter blackness, carefully avoid the spot for however long it takes for dinner to come around again, at which time I can carefully lift any fecal matter into the pot with my fingers, thus being forced to waste some of the vital carafe of water to at least rinse my fingertips. Whatever urine I’ve left simply must dry there, though at times I have used a bit of the water in the carafe to attempt to clean the spot a little. (The smell I simply live with; the truth is, I hardly notice it anymore.) At least I’ve never had my period since being here, so that is not a problem.


  The problem I do have is that there is so very little water. Along with everything else, I am always thirsty. I dream of flowing rivers, cascading waterfalls, smooth placid lakes. And I have terrible dreams about water, too—rushing to the shore of a gorgeous lake set majestically amidst lush green mountains and splashing into it, ducking down my head and taking a huge mouthful only to discover that the water is not only salt but unbelievably salt, so salt-thick that it burns my mouth and tongue and I awaken choking, gasping, spitting.


  I would like to parcel out my water—there isn’t much, I think the plastic carafe is only a little bigger than a soda can—but I quickly learned this isn’t possible here. Once, when I determinedly left half my water for later, I eventually fell asleep—and upon waking discovered all the dinner things gone, including the half-full carafe. How I screamed then! How hysterical I was!


  But I learned, too. Whatever is given must be devoured or used immediately, lest it vanish.


  4: How I Came Here


  I will remember this. I’ll remember it all. I must. Over and over, again and again I’ll repeat the words until they’re tattooed into my blood, my bones, my DNA. Words, sentences, paragraphs spinning invisibly around in my head and yet locked down tight in a special room of memory reserved just for the purpose….


  I have it all now, firmly. I’ve gone over it all hundreds of times. I know it as surely as a fine Shakespearean actor knows his Othello, his Macbeth, his Lear.


  It may be weeks since I began this invisible document, my journal of the mind. It may be months. I don’t know. But in thinking about what I’ve created I’ve realized that this record needs some background, some context.


  Anyone reading this (as if that were possible) would naturally want to know who I am. It’s a good question, as I sometimes have trouble remembering. For some reason, trivia is quite clear in my mind. I can remember every scene and most lines of dialogue from some films, every song—every verse, every chorus, every instrumental bridge—from some albums. It’s the important memories which seem to have disappeared.


  Yet I do remember things. I was married, I had a job, we lived in the city. In a house. I’m sure it was in a house. I had children, two of them, two girls—I think—and when I was first here that was perhaps my main thought, again and again: What about the kids? But my husband is taking care of them, I’m sure. The longer I’ve stayed here, the more abstracted they are in my mind—the children and my husband both. As if reincarnation is true, which I don’t believe, and what I remember of them is from some other life, through a hazy gauze of half-memory. The problem with being here is that after a time it becomes difficult to know what is real in one’s memories and what is simply fantasy. I remember my husband—I even think I can picture his face, red, ruddy, the kind of face that belongs to a man who spends a great deal of time outdoors, yet handsome for all that. And, yes, he worked with the forestry service, I’m sure I remember. When we met, I—an urban child—had never so much as camped overnight. He introduced me to a whole new world, a world of nature, black oak trees and spruces and white pines, of animals, of birds. I was amazed to realize after a few years that my city-dwelling self now actually knew the difference between, say, starlings and grackles, or red-bellied woodpeckers and downy ones.


  Yes, I’m sure I recall all that. I’m sure it’s real.


  Anyway, the question naturally arises of how I came to be here.


  The problem, as with everything else, is that I don’t know. I have no clear last memory of life elsewhere, above ground, in the sunlight. I don’t have any idea if I was drugged and kidnapped in my sleep, or grabbed bodily off the sidewalk and thrown into a waiting vehicle, or beaten into submission in some back alley and carried to this place. I simply don’t know. One day (“day”) I was here, that’s all.


  5: Possible Motives for My Being Here


  Of course I’ve spent a great deal of time thinking about this topic. But again, it’s impossible for me to know. Somewhere in my mind exists a thread that tells me there was political trouble where we lived, it was dangerous, the ruling party had cracked down on dissidents and thugs roamed the streets beating and imprisoning people. But was I a dissident? What was I dissenting from? And is this a memory from life or a memory from a news article, a movie?


  I sense that at one point I knew the answers, but at times I find that the more I try to think, the more confused I become. It’s when I’m not thinking of a thing that I find it can suddenly pop into my head—vividly, unquestionably, like my husband’s face, which I’m quite sure is real. Or was.


  I wonder too about individuals’ motives. My husband? I can see his face screwing up in anger, I can see him yelling at me, at the children. At least I think that I can see this. Would he have put me here? Why? How could he have found such a place, a brick-and-cement cylinder drilled deep into the ground? Could he have had it built? Could it have been an existing structure, like a well? (No, it’s too wide for any well.) And if it was my husband, how is he feeding me, how is he keeping other people from knowing?


  Is it possible they—whoever “they” may be—took him, too? And the kids? That we’re all in places like this, that there is an entire system of them underground, thousands of black cylinders holding thousands of bewildered people?


  There was a boyfriend. Once upon a time. But was that during the marriage? It seems to me it must have been before, long before. But I don’t know. Am I an adulteress? Have I been sentenced to imprisonment for the crime of adultery? There was a boyfriend, I can see him, young, sandy-haired, I remember lying under him with my legs wide in a narrow bed which seemed cramped and uncomfortable then but now would be a bed for royalty, a bed for the gods. The words dorm room come to mind, but was that where I was with him? Was he a college boyfriend? Or have I confused this with someone else, something else? Did it happen at all?


  Or am I the victim of a random crime, some maniac who chose me simply because I was there? But such people torture, such people rape. For that to happen he would have to come in here, he would have to grab me and punch my face and tear at my skin and throw me down onto the cement and hold his hand over my mouth as he rammed his hard penis into me and fucked me until I bled, until I passed out from the pain and terror. Yet he’s done nothing of the sort. I wish he would. I wish that very much. It would bring a certain clarity.


  6: Ways to Die


  Some time has passed. I don’t know how much. And yet I believe I recall my entire journal, word-for-word. I have a disciplined mind and an excellent memory for such things. My numbers and titles help. 1. A Beginning, 2. Where I Live, 3. How I Live, 4. How I Came Here, 5. Possible Motives for My Being Here, and now 6. Ways to Die. When I recall the title I then work on the first words, I will remember this, It would be tempting to say, One illusion I allow myself, I will remember this again, Of course I’ve spent a great deal of time thinking, and the new Some time has passed. Once I have the title and the first line the rest comes easily, through simple mental discipline. I can even recite the sections—silently or aloud—in different order, in any order. When I escape here or when someone lets me out the first thing I’ll do after embracing my husband and children is demand a computer or typewriter or pen and paper and write all this down so that it doesn’t just vanish when my brain does. A recorder would help, a tape recorder. I could dictate the entire document and then type it up at my leisure. Yes.


  I believe it’s possible I tried to kill myself. I have a rather horrible abrasion which could only have come from ramming my forehead into the wall, perhaps repeatedly. As I’ve said, I have done this before, yet I’m disappointed with myself as I thought I’d gotten past such things. I have a husband, I have two daughters, I must survive this for them. For it is survivable. The fact that this place exists, the fact that I am fed and given a pot to use as a toilet means that people know about this. Certainly at the very least, one does. But probably more. And I must be missed. People know I’m gone, which means people are looking for me. I may be the object of a huge search, hundreds of volunteers spreading out through city streets and over green fields with the belief that at any moment they may discover my desiccated corpse. There must be leads. There must be people who saw me on my last day. They must have constructed a timeline, studied my movements on that last day, in those final hours. They must have theories. They may even have suspects. Those suspects may even be the right ones, and at any moment a blinding shaft of light may appear from above and I may hear a voice, probably a man’s, calling out, Is there anyone down there? And I must be ready for such a moment, even if the light burns out my retinas forever. I must be prepared to call out I’m here, I’m here, save me!


  I’ve spent a long time mediating on the topic of “Ways to Die.” It’s surprisingly difficult, I’ve found, to kill yourself by slamming your head against a wall. I’ve tried it again and again; apparently I tried it recently. The problem is that one collapses in pain or unconsciousness before death is achieved. The only real way, I suppose, would be a single blow so hard that dying would be instantaneous. So far I’ve been unable to manage that.


  There is also wounding oneself in other ways. I seem to remember that out in the wilderness a fox or wolf caught in a trap will chew off its own leg in order to be free. Could I chew off my own leg? Unlikely, but I think I recall a story somewhere of a man who cut off his own arm in order to escape some trap. But he must have had a knife or at least some sharp instrument. Could I open a wound so big on myself that I would bleed to death? I suppose it’s possible, but I would have to do it with my teeth. And my teeth are in poor condition, loose and wobbly in my gums.


  There is the hunger strike. I could simply refuse to eat. Thus far I’ve been unable to do that, so ravenous by the time that food arrives and so terrified that it will be taken away that I simply devour it all immediately.


  Could I poison myself? I can’t think how I would do it unless I used my own piss and shit, and I don’t believe I produce enough of either to kill myself. I could certainly make myself violently ill, but actual death seems unlikely. Every time the pot is brought back it has been emptied—not cleaned, but emptied. There’s no build-up. No, I’m sure there wouldn’t be enough.


  And so I’ll go on living.


  7: Feelings


  There are times when what I feel seems exceedingly strange—to the point that I wonder if my food may be drugged. The feeling may not seem strange at the moment I have it, but later, upon reflection, I wonder how I could have thought such a thing. I had such a feeling recently. The feeling came when I realized that my dinner had been delivered. I was delighted at this realization. I was hungry, I was thirsty, and now I would be satisfied. Moreover, I hadn’t messed the floor since the last dinner, and so I would be able to use my toilet with some shred of dignity. In fact, that is the first thing I did.


  As I ate my dinner I began to think about the person who delivers these things to me. I was convinced it was a man, though I don’t know why. It could be a woman, it could be a child, it could be a revolving group of people. But I don’t think it is. My fingers tell me that things are always arranged on the tray in exactly the same manner, which suggests the same person doing it. Of course a different person could be delivering the tray than preparing the food, but again, I don’t believe this. I believe that one person is responsible for my eating, drinking, and excretory needs, and I believe that this person is a man. I pictured his hands, one holding the plastic plate, the other a ladle dipping into a pot of gruel. I pictured him searching the pot for the very best morsels, the biggest carrot shavings, the meatiest bits of gristle, trying to make my meal as much a proper repast as he could. I pictured him topping up the carafe of water to the very brim, to make sure I received as much as possible. Why didn’t he do more? Why didn’t he give me proper food, a huge pitcher of water? Because he was powerless, of course, under threat himself, as in a prison camp where some inmates get certain privileges which can be quickly snatched away. He wanted to, I realized. He wanted to help me. He was doing what he could.


  And I loved him for it.


  The feeling was overwhelming, undeniable. The faceless, nameless stranger who delivered gruel and water and a dirty plastic chamber pot to me suddenly seemed the most wonderful person in the world, the most kind, the most generous. I wanted to see him, gaze into his eyes, enfold him in my arms. I crawled around on my knees, whispering to him at the place where the wall joins the floor: “I know what you’re trying to do, I appreciate it so much, I love you, I love you, I love you.” Again and again, circling the black cylinder, convinced that if I kept whispering it—I couldn’t shout it, he might get in trouble—that he would surely hear it, was hearing it even now, was grief-stricken that he could not help me more and yet happy that I recognized his efforts and how dangerous they were for him. I couldn’t really picture the man in my mind except that he was slender, graceful, with beautiful hands, the most beautiful hands in the world. But that was all I needed to see. (“See.”) He was there and he was on my side and he was working to help me. He wanted to help me stay strong. He wanted to help me escape. We would escape together, I would hear a panel shushing open in the darkness and hear a whispered voice, It’s time, come, you have to come now! And off we would run. I pictured us in a dark forest, the sound of little living things everywhere around. Behind us, they were chasing us, we must run, run, my hand in this wonderful man’s, as we made our escape.


  This was all wonderful to think of but also, I recognize, a bit odd. Reflecting on it now I realize that I should most likely not idolize my captor, who after all may be nothing like what I’ve imagined. It could be that there is plenty of food available where he is and that there is no restriction on anything he gives me, that he could supply me with elegant three-course meals five times a day if he wanted, he could provide me with huge pitchers of water and bottles
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