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ONE to WATCH
Interview with Devi S. Laskar by Sejal H. Patel

Photo Credit: Anjini Laskar

Devi Laskar’s poem “Paint By Number” appeared in the Spring 2017 issue of Carve. This February marks the publication of her
first novel, The Atlas of Reds and Blues. In reading her novel, it is clear that poetry and prose worked together to produce a work
fresh in its form, yet timeless in its ideas.
In our interview, we discuss the concepts in her book that are universal but especially on our minds today. What does it mean to
“get past” something? Can we really “change the game” when the odds feel stacked against us? On the atlas of our lives, do we
ever really know where we are, or are we all—in one way or another—lost?
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It is a special thing to read fiction authored by a poet. Every

to write about America. I’m a poet first, this book is

word is sacred. Every line joins hands with its predecessor.

one big pantoum: an examination of ideas from differ-

Every idea feels, to me, sublime. We are meant to sit with

ent angles. Rhythm and repetition. I’d been tinkering

the words.

with this story for a while, and I returned to it during

Laskar’s novel is about a woman referred to only as
“Mother” who begins the novel lying on her lawn shot by law
enforcement. We come to know through flashbacks that she
raises her three children with whom she calls “her Hero” (or
her husband) in a well-to-do suburb in Georgia. The Hero
is Caucasian, while Mother is not. Mother is American
but from India, a difficult concept that Laskar explores
throughout the novel. She also delves into explorations of
motherhood, race, body image, bullying, marriage, and
the American identity. Barbie dolls and their history play
a prominent part of the narrative, as Laskar examines
Mother’s life through the lifespan of the Barbie enterprise.
Thank you so much for taking the time to talk to us, Devi. I noted
that your biography and the details of this book bear some parallels. You were also a crime reporter, you also grew up in North
Carolina and lived in the suburbs of Georgia, you also have three
daughters and a spouse, and you are also a writer. In working with
this story, can you tell us how you went about fictionalizing your
reality? What big questions did you set out to explore about yourself when you were writing?
I had the great privilege of working with Lucille Clifton in graduate school in New York. I was a fledgling
poet and fiction writer back then, and her advice and
instruction remain invaluable to this day. Her friendship is something I’ll always treasure. One of the first
classes I took with her, in 1994, delved into the “oral
tradition” of reciting aloud poetry, and how storytelling began before language was written; and because
stories were told aloud, much attention was placed on
cadence and tone, and on word choice.
One of the first assignments was to attend a talk by
her friend, the poet Stanley Kunitz. Professor Kunitz
spoke at length about the idea of making a myth of oneself, to take the confessional reality of one’s own life
and make it stand for something else, something big.
I wanted to write about racism and identity, I wanted
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one of my last revisions and read each page aloud, and
cut everything that didn’t fit into the myth-making. As
for the “big” questions, I was interested in placing a
strong character in an untenable situation, and there’s
so much in this novel that isn’t me. I wanted to write a
story where the reader couldn’t tell the wholly fictionalized sections apart from the autobiographical parts.
Mother, the daughters, and Hero have no names in the novel. Other characters do have names. I appreciate how we all have names
but can feel like we exist only as we are in service to others—as
parents, friends, siblings, caretakers, and so on. Why did you refer
to these main characters only as they related to one another?
The Mother and her family are invisible in society, except as stereotypes in the white imagination, the dominant culture. Everyone else, even the other minority
characters, have names because in some ways, however small, they are seen and counted. Also, I wanted
Mother and her family to stand in for every marginalized family. Finally, in Bengali, the people in a family
have titles for one another, no one is addressed by their
given name. I wanted to pay homage to what I heard
growing up.
Mother refers to her husband throughout the book as “her Hero.”
To orient the readers, the husband travels often for work, leaving
Mother alone with moves, pregnancies, and in the raising of her
three daughters. She loves him, to be sure. But she also refers
to him as “her Hero” in ways that sometimes read as dark. Can
you tell us about what marriage as a partnership means for these
characters? I note that Mother refers to her husband not just as
“Hero” but “her Hero”—possessive. Why?
Everyone has a role in society. In this story, the husband has a job that takes him away from the family.
She refers to him as “her Hero” because that’s what he
is to her—he is a good man who, in the times of her
extreme need, comes to her aid: when she miscarries,
when she’s about to take a bite of her lunch and possibly choke, when she’s at the park and the stranger mom
is discounting the value of daughters. Sure, Mother

wishes her Hero was around more, but she recognizes

strangers, carry such power over us in how we see ourselves? Why

his contribution when he’s present. But because her

can we not just shrug this off and say with confidence that we just

Hero is part of the dominant culture, he sometimes

don’t care? We do care, which is why Mother is such a relatable

doesn’t “see” her—I made that conscious decision to

character. Why?

make her Hero part of the mainstream, because this is

We all want to be a part of the conversation, we all want

Mother’s story.

to be seen and heard. Former Texas governor Ann

The way you tell this story is beautiful. It is layered. We are in the

Richards once famously said of women, “If we aren’t at

present moment—when Mother has been shot and law enforce-

the table, we’re on the menu.” As a woman and a per-

ment is cruel and callous about her condition. We flash back to her

son of color, Mother is doubly discounted, especially

youth in North Carolina. We also look at her life just before the

in the Deep South. Every act of micro-aggression ac-

shooting. Every part here is necessary to tell us the story of who

cumulates to the moment that she’s on the driveway. If

Mother is. Our memories are obviously non-chronological, and we

Mother had been acknowledged by America as human

assign depth to moments that may not reflect how things actu-

at any time before then, then maybe she wouldn’t be in

ally happened. Why did you decide to tell the story in this non-

the position she finds herself in at the opening. These

chronological way? And do you think that we all somehow do this

days, especially, in real life, there’s a lack of civility and

in recalling the stories of our own lives?

civil discourse. It’s always been there, but it’s height-

Thank you. More than eight years ago, the state police

ened these days with the rise of white nationalism.

in Georgia raided my house at gunpoint. I was not shot.

Barbie dolls occupy a central place in this book. We learn not only

But one in the group of heavily-armed policemen did

how Barbie dolls look but how popular they were and how they

point his assault rifle at me for a long, long moment. I

evolved over time. Tell us what Barbie dolls symbolize to you

had been out of the newsroom for about a decade by

and what you think the merchandise did to the characters in your

this time, but I still believe it was my journalism train-

book. Did these playthings create unrealistic and unhealthy ex-

ing that saved my life that day. I kept silent as much

pectations in the three children? In Mother?

as I could and I watched them, and I remember their

Barbie dolls are the iconic symbol of America and

behavior, and I remember all that flashed through my

American childhood. I wanted to take a clear symbol

brain. It is true that the life you’ve lived and the people

of America and turn it upside down, and dissect it. So

you love appear before you, like puzzle pieces, when

many girls have grown up revering their Barbie dolls,

you’re in the middle of a dire circumstance. I wanted

and I remember what a coup it was for the neighbors’

to recreate that feeling, the way only the important

daughters to get a Barbie accessory, how that changed

moments and the closest people come forward, how

the dynamic in the friend circle. I also remember how

the brain tries to make sense of a series of disjointed

most of these neighborhood girls had brothers and

memories. I think we all do this in a way, it doesn’t have

dads. Everyone knew about Barbie dolls, and yes, this

to be traumatic. Take an old song on the radio, for ex-

created unrealistic expectations in everyone. Yes, the

ample. When we hear it, we instantly recall a memory,

dolls’ proportions are impossible; and yes, the mate-

a fragment of the past.

rialism that is being touted as ideal creates very un-

You are constantly in scene here. We witness the indignities of

healthy expectations. For everyone in society.

small moments that carry giant emotional weight. For example,

There are four layers of “home” in this book—Mother’s ancestral

you tell us how Mother wears the same black pants and Garfield t-

home in Calcutta, India, life in the South, the neighborhood in the

shirt when she is pregnant because that is all that fits. We also see

story, and then the interiority of Mother’s home itself. In all four

how a cashier at the grocery store makes Mother feel ashamed

places, Mother feels isolated. She asks at one point, “What does it

over buying junk food. In a later scene, an Indian dry cleaner pass-

mean truly, to be invisible?” It is an interesting paradox to think

es Mother flag stickers and tells her that it may help her to display

that a person who is so busy and so engaged in “home” on these

them on the back of her car. In these and many other moments, I

four levels can feel so utterly alone. Tell us about how Mother

felt Mother having to defend her sense of self. Can you tell us why

copes with this feeling of loneliness, especially because the plot

you think that small interactions like this, even if they are with

that frames the entire book is Mother lying in front of her house,
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bleeding from a bullet wound, entirely by herself even though she

As hyphenated Americans and children of immi-

is surrounded by people.

grants, we have all heard stories from our families’ lips

I think Mother is accustomed to loneliness. And be-

about exile and being forced to leave, about being un-

cause she is numb, and busy, she doesn’t have time to

welcome. Mother is no different, she has heard these

reflect on the loneliness very much—with the occasion

stories (that is the background noise in the book), and

of being shot, she has time to reflect.

she’s pitting her own experiences against the rhythm.

How do you write such powerful images? There are many I can ref-

The sweet dog is very important to this story, perhaps even as a

erence, but for starters—a cul-de-sac as a “dead end lung,” blood

missing harbinger that could have warned Mother about the po-

as ketchup “blooming” in Mother’s mouth, and missing slats from

lice raid. Why is the pet so crucial to this narrative?

house windows as a house losing its “baby teeth”?

Greta is the soul of the book, the symbol of pure un-

I am a poet first, and I was a reporter for a long time. I

conditional love. Greta sees Mother.

am also a photographer. I’m always trying to compress

If you had to offer advice to a new novelist about something you

my characters’ observations into small spaces.

did right or something you wish you had done differently when

The title is very provocative because of the idea of an atlas and

drafting your novel, what would it be?

the colors red and blue. Tell us why you chose these images and

I can only offer this piece of advice: Don’t ever give up

colors for this story.

on your dream for your book, and don’t let any voice

As a poet, I’ve enjoyed a bit of success. This book had

inside your head distract you from your goal. When I

a different title originally, but that was more of an in-

started this story back in 2004, I had no idea about the

side joke in my family and my circle of writing buddies.

twists and turns it would take, or the journey I would

When it came time to present this novel to the public, I

have to take, or the sheer number of people who dis-

wanted something that could be construed as political,

couraged me. But I had an idea about an unnamed

reds and blues; but also I wanted something that could

woman and her kids and her dog trying to be “Ameri-

lend additional meaning—red is the color of marriage

can” and I never let that dream go. •

in West Bengal, and blues is a genre of music in America. I took the title from a line of the very first political
poem I wrote, in 2008, as a student in Squaw Valley.
The poem was never published, no one wanted it, but
now the line will live on.
We meet in the book an African-American boy named Henry, the
only other minority in Mother’s school when she was young. A
classmate lumps Mother and Henry together because their skin
color can’t “rub off.” Why does Mother invoke this memory as she
thinks about her life in Georgia? Are there episodes in our lives
that we never will “get over”?
Yes, there are moments in our lives, especially when we
are young, that never “rub off.” These moments shape
us, and shape how we view the world.
Mother tells us that her family was “forced to leave” when the
India-Pakistan partition happened. There is no such political upheaval in the novel, yet Mother does feel “forced to leave” in how
shunned she feels by her neighborhood. Explore this idea of how
political turmoil and social turmoil can yield similar feelings of
displacement. If Mother’s family had no agency in their situation,
what agency does Mother have?
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