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THE FIRST TIME ELOISE asked if I was “off with the fairies,” I thought it was some kind of gay joke.  I didn’t think she meant any offence by it—first off because she’s gay and I’m not—but mostly because Eloise is oh-so-inoffensive by nature.  She really is the sweetest person you’d ever want to meet. 

I should know. I’ve lived with her for the past three years.

To look at Eloise, you’d never guess what kind of life she’s lived.  Eloise is ninety-one years old and she looks it. No offence, Eloise!  She’s spry as they come, but her hair is totally white and she’s thin as a rake.

When we first met, I was a little wary of moving in with her.  You see an old white lady and you think for sure she’s going to have problems with you.  But it turns out Eloise has been living with black people all her life.  Well, not all her life, because most of her life she’s lived alone.  I’m talking when she was a child.  

Eloise says the older you get, the more you think about childhood.  She says those hazy childhood recollections that get lost in the fog of your adult years come rushing back as soon as you get old.  

Stories, songs, events from your life—it all comes rushing back.

One thing I love about Eloise is that, any time she meets a new person, she always looks for similarities, not differences.  She says we’re the same, in a way, because we were both born in another country.  We both came here, to Canada, as babies, so we don’t remember the place we come from.  

I guess I still look for differences automatically.  I don’t mean to.  Anyway, one difference between us is that I came here with both my parents—and my two older brothers—whereas Eloise came over with just her mom.  

Well, the other difference is that my parents brought me here from Nigeria, and her mother brought her over from Scotland. That would have been in... wow, the 1920s!  Hard to imagine this woman I share a house with was around way back then.  The world must have been so different.  They didn’t even have TV yet.

I often think how incredible it is that I have this close bond with someone who was alive almost a hundred years ago.  Eloise remembers the Second World War. Isn’t that wild?  I think it is.  I love all her stories.

Eloise was born out of wedlock, which is interesting in and of itself, considering the time period. It was a big taboo, to be an unwed mother, to the point where Eloise’s grandparents wanted nothing to do with her or her mother. Can you imagine? They shunned their own child.  

It just so happened that Eloise’s mother had a cousin who was shipping off to Canada with her newlywed husband.  The cousin and the husband were kind enough to buy Eloise a ticket so she could start a new life in a new country.

Hey, I wonder if that newlywed husband guy was actually Eloise’s father. Maybe Eloise’s mom had an affair with her cousin’s man and he’s the one who got her pregnant, and then he felt bad for what happened and that’s why he bought her a ticket across the Atlantic. It’s a possibility.

I wonder if that thought has ever occurred to Eloise.  

So, anyway, Eloise’s mother ended up in a new country with no husband, no job, no money... and a baby.  Her cousin let the mother and child stay with them for a while, but they had a falling out at some point (because Eloise’s mom was sleeping with the cousin’s husband maybe? I wonder...), and then it was time to get serious about life.

Eloise’s mother found a factory job and, because Workplace Health and Safety hadn’t been invented yet, she brought her baby along to work.  That’s where she took a liking to the kind young man who went on to become Eloise’s stepfather. But get this: the guy was black! Like, there are still people who have a problem with interracial marriages today, and this was in the 1920s! So that would have been a big deal.  

But Eloise adored her papa—he was the only father she ever knew—and she never realized he was a different race than her until other people brought it to her attention—not so nicely, I might add.  

Papa and Mother went on to give Eloise three younger brothers and a sister, Joyce, whom I’ve met a handful of times since I’ve lived here.  Their brothers have all died.  Isn’t that sad?  I mean, I don’t have any younger siblings, but I can’t even imagine my older ones dying.  

There’s something really heart-breaking about people dying who are younger than you.  It feels like... like that just shouldn’t happen, you know?

Wow, I didn’t mean to talk so much about Eloise, but I’m sure you’ll agree she’s had a very interesting life.  And that’s without even touching on the fact that she was a lesbian back when being a lesbian was considered a crime.  She doesn’t discuss that stuff with me.  Not much.  She mainly tells me family stories.  

But that’s fine.  Sometimes it makes me uncomfortable when people bring up lesbian stuff and look straight at me when they say it.  Not Eloise, but other people.  It’s like if you haven’t had a boyfriend by the time you’re twenty-one, you must be a closet case.  I’m not.  I’m different from other people, but not in that way.

“Sinda?” she asked.  “Off with the fairies again?”

I must have been staring into space.  I hadn’t even noticed Eloise was in the room with me.  That’s what the term means, by the way: off with the fairies means daydreaming.  Is that what I was doing?  No.  Conceptualizing.  That’s a big part of astrophysics.  Conceptualizing.  Staring into space.  Imagining the depths of existence.  Picturing the realness of what is contained in a vacuum.  Thinking how amazing it is that this planet of ours is capable of sustaining life.  Figuring that a few of those Goldilocks planets out there must be inhabited—maybe not by beings who look like us, but by something that’s alive.  

How incredible would it be to make that discovery?

“Sindara?”

I struggled to extract myself from all those high-level thoughts and place myself squarely in kitchen.  Me and my books at the little round table.  Eloise standing across from me, waiting for some response.  “Sorry, El.  I was just... thinking.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”

Of course she did, or she wouldn’t have said my name twice.  “It’s okay.”

I looked at Eloise in her fuzzy mauve housecoat, and then behind her, into the hallway.  Wow, was it ever dark.  What time was it?

“Whoa,” I said, when I’d looked at the digital clock on the microwave.  “It’s almost three in the morning.  You should be in bed.”

“So should you.”

“I need to study.”

“You need your sleep.”

She was right.  I knew she was right.  

As I closed my books, she said, “I remembered something.  Something I meant to tell you.”

“Must be important if it got you out of bed at three in the morning.”

“I think it might be important, yes.”  

She turned her gaze toward the front door and stared.

In fact, she stared for so long I thought she must have heard something.  

I listened, too, but all I could hear was the clock ticking in the living room.  Aside from that, the silence bordered on oppressive.

“What is it?” I asked.

My voice must have startled her.  She jumped and clutched her chest.  

“Outside,” she whispered.

I whispered back, “What’s outside?”

“This morning,” she told me.  “After you’d gone off to class, I watered the garden.”

“Not with that watering can, I hope!”  I didn’t mean to shout, but I’d told her a million times.  And here came a million and one.  “El, I don’t want you carrying water down those front steps.  It’s too heavy.  You’re going to fall one day.  Anyway, it’s September.  Everything’s supposed to start dying off now.  That’s nature.  Just let the flowers fade, okay?  It’s not the end of the world, but carrying that watering can down the steps could be the end of you!”

She got this petulant look on her face, which is what always happened when I’d scolded her.  But then she said, “Anyhow, that’s not what I’m talking about.  When I was out front, I noticed a hole in the ground, right down by the sidewalk.”

“You mean an animal hole?  Something’s living under there?”

Eloise shook her head.  “Not an animal hole.  A sinkhole.”

“Oh wow,” I said.  “That’s bad.  Sinkholes can be really dangerous.”

“I know,” Eloise said, more concerned than I-told-you-so.  “I wanted you to be aware, so you don’t trip and hurt yourself.”

Flipping open my day planner, I said, “I’ll call the municipality tomorrow, ask them to send out a crew to repair it.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Eloise said, scratching her fingers the way she always did when she got anxious.  “You’ve got school to worry about.  I’m home all day.  I can give them a ring.”

“I know you can, but sometimes you have trouble hearing what people are saying to you on the phone.  Let me take care of it.  It’s no trouble.”

Still scratching her fingers, she asked, “Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure.  Leave it in my hands.”  I jotted down a note to myself for the next day, and then closed my planner and picked up my books.  “Now time for bed, the both of us.”

It didn’t take Eloise long to agree, but she’d seemed especially tired lately.  More tired than I’d seen her in all the time we’d lived together.  If I’m totally
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