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			For my mother, Ayune, and my ancestral grandmothers

			 

			I continue to carry you all within me

		

	
		
			 

			Dear Reader.

			 

			I know the generally acceptable rules of writing and editing. Those rigid codified rules attached to what is commonly viewed as publishable. They demand I produce something safe and polished. I have deliberately chosen to push back against some of that shine. If I rigidly follow these generic rules I fear my story may not reach you in the place for which it is intended—the heart.

			My background is in academic writing—a different craft to what I have attempted here. I came to this book as someone who wanted to share my story with friends and family. However, I have been encouraged by them to extend it to a wider audience. What you are holding in your hand is simple honesty. Unvarnished in places, and possibly deemed imperfect by conventinal measure. I believe, however, that the story itself is powerful enough to make that a worthwhile trade. I trust you as a reader, to meet it on its own terms.

			 

			This book is identified as a genre-blending novel in that it weaves together psychological theory, cultural history, autofiction and memoir.

			The first half is written in the style of autofiction; meaning that it is filled with dialogue, inviting you to participate and reflect. The second half for most part is presented as a memoir. Here, I am telling you my lived experience. The memoir portion asks something very different of you. It asks you to pour yourself a cup of coffee, or a glass of wine, settle back and simply enjoy the storytelling.

			I am fully aware that I am taking a risk. But I am 78 years-old, when will I get another opportunity to bend the rules?

			 

			Sincerely,

			Elizabeth

		

	
		
			Preface

			This story was born out of the absence of voices like mine; in the literature I grew up reading, and in the cannon forced upon me in academia. The novel is based on my life, but I have chosen to present it as a hybrid novel rather than purely memoir. The memories are mine; in as much as accessing memories accurately allows. There are also many silences, and a healthy inclusion of imaginative liberties, especially in the first half of the book.

			I write, not to relive the past, but to try to understand it. I write to honour the girl who was forced to leave high school; despite being consistently among the brightest, and because her family could no longer afford the tuition. How she went on to earn a college diploma, an undergraduate, and two graduate degreees in her thirties, fourties and fifties.

			The book traces her life through childhood, young adulthood, migration, and womanhood. Her identity as an Asian-Caribbean woman (part Chinese, part Indian), whose voice like the others in that demographic, has been absent in the stories we read, as well as the ones we tell. The novel is a witness, a refusal to be erase, and above all, a declaration that our stories—quiet, complicated, brown, and female matter. It also raises the question: “Who am I?”

			 

			Can a person fully realise their inner potenial, when literature

			fails to mirror their identity, experience, or humanity?

			 

			The book is also for the daughters who are made to carry too much too soon. For women who remain silent, and for those who left their homeland to find freedom in one sense or another. If you recognise yourself within these pages, I hope you feel seen; if the world I’ve written about is unfamiliar, I hope you read with an open heart.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Marie: The First Twenty Years

			An Unlived Life

			Writing, whether it is your life story or fiction, 
works to stir the imagination and awaken your memories, 
so you better understand your life, better understand, “Who am I.”

			 

			(Anthony Kerby)

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			July 1968

			It is just past seven on a summer evening when the 747 jet begins its slow descent into Toronto International Airport. As I lean towards the window, forehead touching the glass, the patchwork geometry of the city unfolding beneath me, the roar of the engine hums like a heartbeat in my ears. The city presents itself with a quiet authority I’ve never seen before—an intricate mosaic of perfect squares, representing the city-blocks I had once imagined from the few library books I’d read, and the handful of American movies that I’d watched.

			I am twenty years old; yet at this moment I feel like I’m being born again—raw and new. My chest tightens, with something that feels ancient; the ache to be seen, the ache to be accepted. I have never been off the tiny island of Trinidad where I was born. My life there was small in what I was allowed to think, voice, or experience. Tucked into the folds of grave poverty, rigid family rules, social customs, and the rhythm of a life that saw little change. What I am doing now seems impossible. I know no one in this huge new world, and no one knows me.

			But I had to come.

			Inside the plane the air is saturated with a quiet murmur that permeates the atmosphere. As if everyone on board is holding a private conversation with their own future. My breathing grows shallow. I have to remind myself to inhale. The weight of possibilities presses against my ribs, as joy and terror mingle in the same moment. It feels like no one else has stood here before—at the beginning of their life.

			When the plane comes to a full stop, and the seatbelt light dings off, passengers begin to stir. Overhead compartments snap open, and bags are pulled down with practiced ease. People chatter softly to companions; others quietly check their watches or passports and documents. I remain frozen. My hand presses on the metal buckle, but I don’t move. My feet seem anchored to the floor, afraid that rising would undo something inside me.

			I watch them—these people who all seem to know what to do next; where to go, who to greet, what documents to present. Everyone but me seems to have someone. And in that pause before I stand, before I leave this machine that brought me across an ocean, a wave of profound loneliness moves through me. Not just the loneliness of being alone, but of being unclaimed, untethered, unrecognised in this vast new world. I gather myself; I rise putting one foot before the other, each one inching me closer to the person I want to become.

			My thoughts continue to race as I begin the slow, almost dreamlike process of disembarking; following the stream of passengers toward the immigration booths. The air inside the terminal feels still, and thick with unfamiliarity. I join one of the orderly lines of people all in varying degrees of anticipation; some chatting, or clutching documents, others like me silent and apprehensive. Finally, it’s my turn and I step forward. The officer looks up with a kind almost curious smile and asks. “What is the purpose of your visit, Miss Ho Sang?”

			I hesitate briefly before replying, my voice edged with nerves. “I’m here on vacation.”

			He glances at my form, then back at me. “How long do you plan on staying in Canada?”

			“Three weeks,” I say this time a little more confidently.

			“And where will you be staying?”

			I recite the address I had written on the immigration form distributed before landing; a well- practiced line. The address was real enough, although I do not know the people personally. At home in Trinidad, it was known that people like myself, with limited means and big dreams, were better off having a contact in Toronto for immigration purpose. As a courtesy to a mutual friend these people had kindly agreed to provide me with their information. I understood the arrangement, and greatly appreciated the gesture.

			I arrived in Canada under the new immigration policies of the Liberal Government recently elected Prime Minister, Pierre Trudeau; which had changed requirements in a bold new direction. I was no longer limited to the narrow categories of domestic work or childcare. Before the changes these were the only options available to someone like me, coming from the Caribbean without a high school diploma. With a points system now in place, new applicants were assessed across a spectrum of qualities such as age, health, education, and potential.

			Potential! That word stays with me.

			I believe I have all the necessary qualities. I am young, healthy, intelligent, and more than anything else determined—willing to work hard to achieve my goals. The officer once again quickly reviews my documents; my visa, passport, and return ticket. He looks up, his eyes softening into a smile. He stamps my passport, and hands my documents back to me saying. “Welcome to Canada, Miss Ho Sang.”

			This time I meet his gaze. “Thank you,” I whisper, not just with relief, but with something deeper—with something that feels like hope.

			As I walk away I exhale. For the first time since leaving home I feel the tiniest flicker of acceptance, and maybe even belonging. I am not sure what lay ahead, but in that moment I didn’t feel quite so alone. Following the others toward customs I am surprised by how calm I remain. The officers barely glance at me before waving me through. No questions. No searches.

			And then those doors!

			The wide, heavy, automatic double doors whoosh open; releasing me into a flood of sounds and bright lights, a sea of faces, voices, movement. So many people; some holding signs, or flowers, others calling out and rushing forward to their loved ones with open arms.

			But none of them is here for me!

			Placing one foot in front of the other, with a surprising degree of confidence, I head towards the waiting taxis. My basic human instincts make me walk towards one where the driver is brown-skinned with a familiar face. As he helps me with my baggage he asks.

			“Wer yu coming from Miss…?”

			“From Trinidad,” I reply.

			He nods knowingly and smiles. “Welcome to Canada... yu firs time here?”

			I return the smile, grateful for the soft landing his familiar accent offers me.

			“Yes. Firs time anywhere outside home, really.”

			He opens the car door for me, then walks around to the driver’s side. The seat feels firm and comfortable. The interior reminds me of my father’s taxi—not new but clean and lovingly cared for. As he pulls away from the curb I look out the window at my new surroundings. It’s July so the sky is still bright, and feels as tropical as the one I had left behind. But the here streets are clean, almost clinically so, compared to the streets on my island.

			“So wer yu staying…?” he asks.

			“I don know anyone in Toronto… can you take me to a cheap motel? One with easy access to public transport?”

			He looks at me the rearview mirror with a mixture of surprise and concern, and smiles encouragingly. “I know a Bed and Breakfast run by a good lady. She dos it to help people like yu who come her alone. She doesn’t charge much, and will even do meals if you like. You’ll be alright wit Ruby looking after yu” he says.

			Something in his voice assures me that he does not just speak from kindness, but also experience.

			As we drive along the highway the city slowly opens up to me. I see clusters of apartment buildings in varying heights, and rows of shops which I later come to know as strip-plazas. I see traffic lights, stop signs and crosswalks; people getting on with their lives, a life that I hope to be living very soon.

			Then, as though triggered by the quiet hum of the engine, I am pulled backward, into a state of reflection. It’s strange how easily smell and sound can summon memory; like a curious puzzle in which many years might be pulled together to become one generic event. A whole slew of things that only become interesting when triggered. The low, steady vibration pulls me right back to a moment I’ve tried so many times to bury, but which always manages to surface, uninvited and insistent. Throughout life we can forget so much—times we got hurt, or those times we may have hurt others, forgetting things too unpleasant to remember. I ask myself if this is a blessing or simply a means of survival.

			 

			I was fifteen when I was forced to leave high school. Not for lack of ability or discipline, but simply because I could no longer come up with the thirty-five dollars a term it cost to attend. That tuition fee was a near fortune to our family. My academic performance saw me placed in the top three in my finals each year. I also currently held the positions of class prefect and captain of our junior netball team. I was regularly awarded the monthly merit badge; given to those meeting and sometimes exceeding academic and social expectations. But none of those accomplishments appeared to matter.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			From as early as I can remember, money, or the lack of it sat at the centre of everything. A shameful shadow, an invisible hand always reaching. Even as a young child I felt its weight. Around age twelve I got an idea which I thought would help my family. My mother made delicious chocolate fudge on a budget. I encouraged her to make a batch, and took them to school in a lined biscuit tin the next day. I sold them for a penny each and sold out before the end of the day. A few weeks later I got mom to make fried spicy channa (chickpeas), and added that to my stock. At break time the girls flocked around me, and I sold out of everything by lunchtime. I even began keeping a small ledger—for those who wanted to enjoy my treats on credit. I was so proud of myself when I saw how much this was improving my family’s daily life.

			Now we could afford chicken two or sometimes three times a week; instead of just the box of frozen chicken wings we relished for our Sunday meal. I could now afford an extra pair of socks, instead of every night having to wash the one pair I owned. Sometimes having to put them on next morning while still damp. I was able to buy a new school uniform blouse; when the one I had was badly worn, even though the collar had already been flipped over once. My younger sister, Jenna was thrilled when she got a new pair of Mary Jane shoes.

			There was also a little left to buy us after school treats, something for which in the past we would have to climb the mango or plumb trees in the hope of finding fruit. I felt real pride when my four younger brothers got a shiny toy truck, or a comic book, or sack of marbles. Four or five dollars a week, sounds so inconsequential when said out loud, but together with my father’s earnings it made a great difference in our struggle to survive with dignity.

			Growing up poor is an experience that leaves indelible marks on a person. It’s not just about lack of material things, but the life lessons that come with it. Lessons that often involve struggle and hardship which have the ability to determine your character—usually in negative ways. These experiences shape you; providing you with a perspective on life that those more affluent may never understand.

			Looking back I suppose I’ve always had an entrepreneurial spirit, although I had never heard the word. A little more than a year later my little business made it possible for me to attend high school; something that would have been impossible without my earnings. Throughout form one and form two, and second term into form three, business kept up a good pace; and I continued to flourish at my studies. Then in the last term of form three we got a new head mistress.

			One day Mother Superior summoned me. Since I was one of two girls selected to clean her office (a highly honoured job), I was not concerned. I was certainly not prepared for what she said. As soon as I entered her office she said, seemingly without feelings. “Marie, it has come to my attention that you are conducting business on school property. This has to cease immediately. Any profits from such activities on the premises should be going to the Church… for the poor.”

			I thought since said profits paid my fees to the school—thus the Catholic Church, this made no sense. The money I made went towards my fees, books, and uniforms. This was not for frills. This was my future; my survival.

			“But I am one of the poor!” I almost shout.

			She looked at me seemingly uable to grasp what I was saying. Mother Dorothy either could not understand, or simply didn’t care. This woman—tall, pale, flat-faced, beady-eyed, her thin lips pressed into a disapproving line; who spoke softly but carried much power, had just changed my life, in a wholly devastating way.

			That September as I turned sixteen, instead of going into form four (of my five years of high school), I began working at the local department store for fifteen dollars a week.

			I am jolted back to the present when the driver asks.

			“Yu okay Miss?” catching my eyes in the mirror.

			“Yes, just thinking…”

			“Lot to think about,” he replies. “First thing yu want to do is go to Immigration office downtown on University Avenue, and make yu initial application to stay. Even if yu pass that interview, and get a date for the second interview, yu still not allowed to take a job. Yu car work and make money, until yu get your landed immigrant status papers. From what I see though yu’ll have no problems.” He said encouragingly in the rear-view mirror.

			His words lift my spirits which were beginning to place a shadow over my confidence level. I continue to take in the unfamiliar scenes around me, and think this is the beginning of my new life. For the past twenty years I had not lived. Every aspect of my life was decided and closely controlled by my parents, my community, and what my culture dictated was acceptable for an impoverished half-Chinese, half-Indian girl.

			I come back to reality as the car slows in front of a squat dark green concrete house with a big picture window. The front yard is well maintained—cheerful with lots of brightly coloured flowers. He puts the car in park; turns slightly in his seat, and says simply.

			“Yu reach.”

			I fumble in my purse asking; “How much I owe you?”

			“Nothing… I’m happy to help a young person from home. Yu’ll need all the money yu have because yu won’t be able to take a job for at least four months.”

			My eyes well-up. “Thank you,” I say, almost unable to speak facing this level of kindness.

			He gets out of the car, lifts my suitcase from the trunk, and places it gently at the front door.

			“Yu’ll be fine,” he says giving me a piece of paper with his phone number.

			“My name is Prem. Yu can call and speak to me or my wife, Sonia if yu need help. She and I we here from Guyana less than a year….”

			“Thank you so much Prem, my name is Marie.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			I ring the doorbell, and it’s quickly answered by a middle-aged woman whose accent tells me that she’s also from my part of the world. I turn towards Prem, sad to see him go. With a wave he pulls out of the driveway. He has no idea of how much his kindness, and that extra money means to me. I am here with only two hundred Canadian dollars in cash; the equivalent of one thousand Trinidad dollars. With no additional funds by way of savings or other bank accounts. I have never even heard of a credit card. Even if I make it to the second interview, there would still be months of waiting to finally get my status documents. However, at that point I could cash in my return ticket, which would bring in another hundred dollars or so.

			“Hi, you must be Marie. Come in… come in… welcome! My name is Ruby. Let me help you with your luggage.”

			Her voice is calm and melodic; her smile unforced. She reaches for the handle of my suitcase before I could respond.

			“Thank you, Ruby,” I say trying to match her warmth, but unsure whether my smile looks genuine or just strained from the fatigue of a long journey, and the uncertainty that clings to me like the humidity of the hot July day. Ruby closes the door gently behind us and gestures with her hand. “Follow me to your room…”

			We walk through a narrow, tidy kitchen which holds the pleasant smell of ginger tea. The floor creaks softly underfoot. We turn left and she opens a door into what used to be a garage— but you’d never know it now.

			“We converted the garage into a self-contained cozy apartment for our son when he became a teenager.” She said proudly.

			The space is modest but thoughtfully furnished. It holds a neatly made double-bed with a colourful cotton throw, a small but inviting sofa, a coffee table with a vase of tasteful silk flowers, and to my delight its own tiny bathroom. There is also a bar fridge humming quietly in one corner, a tray with two coffee cups, spoons, sugar bowl, milk jug an even a kettle.

			A single window frames a square of still sunny Toronto sky. But to me it feels like a portal into a new life. The room surpasses anything I’d imagined. I have never had a room of my own, now I had even my own private bathroom. And Ruby seems to offer the kind of sincerity you can’t fake. The heaviness I’d carried with me across the ocean begins to slowly lift.

			“I’ll leave you to settle in… you must be starving. Have a shower and come back into the house. I’ll have something light for you to eat.”

			“Thank you… I’m really looking forward to a shower… I’ll see you in a little while.”

			As she closes the door I sit on the edge of the bed for a moment, almost afraid to breathe. The softness beneath me, the kindness I saw in the eyes of the immigration officer, then Prem, now Ruby, and this room of my own. It all felt like a minor miracle. After so many closed doors this welcome makes me think that perhaps the universe hasn’t forgotten me after all.

			The hot water tap is a puzzle. I turn it one way, then the other, growing impatient and a little embarrassed at my confusion. Finally, I get it right and feel the warmth pour over me as I stand there motionless, baptizing myself into my new life. I’ve never experienced hot water from a tap, and it was heavenly. I let down my hair and run my fingers through it as the steam rises around me like a veil. I imagine the grime of all those past rejections being washed away. Not just from the past few months, but from the past twenty years of being overlooked, and ignored.

			As I wash and then look for something to change into, my mind begins to wonder uninvited again. The ache of rejection has become familiar, like a song stuck on repeat. I thought of my parents, particularly my father, whose disapproval has shadowed my every action. Of how I had to give up high school because I could no longer earn the next term’s tuition. How my path to a better life was stolen; how the Muslim family I’d married into at seventeen, never accepted me because I was uneducated, and of mixed-race—not fully Indian.

			They perceived me as a shame. One that had to be whipped into shape in order to blend into the image suitable for the Hoseins. A family that was very prominent within the local, as well as the national Muslim communities on the island. That despite the intelligence displayed in my well-written application letter to the Nursing programme in England, it was not enough to admit me without that piece of paper I was not given a chance to earn. And the final blow, that my perceived physical attractiveness, something completely out of my control, worked against me in being accepted into the United States as a childcare or domestic worker.

			The American immigration officer who was posted in the Trinidad Embassy office explained that there was nothing wrong with me. “It’s just that many wives would not be comfortable hiring you to live in their home…” She said with genuine feelings, observing my distress. I was actually grateful hearing this. At least now I knew why I was not getting positive responses.

			To add to the confusion, about four years earlier that same physical appearance had my employer asking to sponsor me; to represent the store in the town’s annual Carnival Queen Contest. Their sponsorship would mean they would stand the costs for costumes, gowns, hair and make-up, swimwear, and all other necessary expenses. The trade-off being that if I’d won, or even placed as a runner-up, the store would have bragging-rights. For me, I would have the prize money which would be enough to return to school for the two years, and thus earn my diploma.

			Because I was under eighteen I had to have parental consent to enter the contest. Not surprisingly my father said a resounding no. A girl like me entering such a competition was frowned upon by Asian communities. I ended up suggesting a friend to the owner of the store, and as fate would have it she went on to win the contest. Beverly was the girl who shared Mother Superior’s office cleaning duties with me. She was from an affluent family, and didn’t need the prize money, but thought it would be fun. She had the full support of her parents. She went on to attend university, where I could not given the opportunity to even finish high school.

			But maybe, just maybe, that era was ending now, in this converted garage, with a kettle and coffee cups, and a kind woman named Ruby, who saw me as someone worth welcoming. I change into a pair of white capris and a sleeveless electric blue cotton blouse. I take a minute to compose the image I want to present in my new life, and step back into the house. Ruby and I had tea and ham sandwiches, and spent about an hour getting to know each other.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Ruby, like Prem was from Guyana, but unlike him has been living in Canada for many years. Her husband had died two years earlier, and with her son now and adult, and living downtown close to friends and work, she found herself living alone.

			“I’m really happy for the company of a woman from Trinidad.” She said.

			We settle on five dollars a day until I decided on the length of my stay. I return to my room about eleven o’clock, dead tired, and looking forward to the next day.

			I awake to the beautiful summer morning sun streaming in the window, and the birds singing. I wash, dress and go out into the house ready to begin discovering what comes next in my new life. “Good morning, Ruby.”

			“Good morning Marie, did you sleep well?” she asks hopefully.

			“I had a great night’s sleep—considering I am in a new environment. I’m not used to sleeping away from home.”

			“Glad to hear… you were also tired after your journey, both physically and emotionally I would guess. Now, would you prefer tea or coffee? A heavy, or light breakfast?”

			“Coffee and toast sounds just right for me. I’m usually light on breakfast… I can help myself.”

			After breakfast I was eager to make myself useful, so I say. “I want to venture out, is there anything you need?”

			“Yes, there are shops a couple of blocks if you turn right of the house
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