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“I want to, like, I don’t know how else to say it but, I want to unknow you.”

A moment of silence. Then, Margot started laughing.
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She is a friend of my mind. She gather me, man. The pieces I am, she gather them and give them back to me in all the right order.

— TONI MORRISON, 
Beloved




chapter one

Margot and I were preparing to host our monthly dinner party when I told her this wasn’t working for me anymore. I had decided to end our friendship earlier that evening while grocery shopping at the Metro in our neighbourhood. I’d filled my cart with all the ingredients I would need to make meat loaf, which I made every Sunday when we’d host these parties—our Sunday Loaf parties. It was Margot’s favourite meal, my mother’s recipe, a staple in our home. It was my way of saying: Yes, I want this to end, but look at how much I still care. It took eight minutes to walk through the Metro parking lot and back to the apartment. I wasn’t thinking of anything. Our friendship did not flash before me like some kind of dead-wife montage in a film. I did not experience some kind of come-to-Jesus moment in which the Earth cracked open. There was no sudden realization. It was all just cool.

Outside, it was dark. Women wore workout sets while walking their dogs, goldendoodles in their creamy apricot coats. Really, I wasn’t thinking of anything critically, except dodging dog shit. The air was stiff and shifted my mood; I became melancholic, felt even a little exhilarated with anticipation. We’d been hosting these dinner parties since I moved in, not this past August, but the August the year before. It began with a housewarming. Weeks later, on the first Sunday of the following month, I made the meat loaf again for the exact same group of people, and like that, we’d created a tradition.

Before all this, when I had floated the idea of us living together, our friends expressed concerns about our compatibility. She’s so type A, they said. And you’ve just sold your next book, don’t writers need solitude to write? Still, the Sunday Loaf parties had evolved into a celebration of our love. Margot and I always colour-coordinated our dresses—merlot or crimson in the fall, shades of blue in the winter, pastels in the spring. We decorated the apartment according to the season and collaborated on the menu. But the meat loaf remained the centrepiece. We both agreed this was proof that we really were in this for the long run. “This” being our friendship, our community, the fine china we displayed in the wooden cabinet behind the dining table.

I was aiming for a clean separation without any complications. I couldn’t figure out an exact reason for wanting to leave. This was causing me a lot of stress, because Margot was the kind of person who’d need an exact reason. There was a void I couldn’t quite explain and this voice in my head that kept saying: It’s time to go. But I couldn’t say that to Margot because I did not want to be therapized. She’d gently present that I was just “being a poet” then suggest I needed a meaningful vacation, somewhere like Delhi. I’d find myself crazed with a sudden loss of faculties and agree with her, and if I wasn’t careful, I might even end up on a red-eye to a meditation retreat, paid for by Margot. A gift she’d then hold over me for the rest of our lives.

I did not write poetry anymore. It had not paid me enough to feed myself, so I’d turned to fiction. I was trying to write a second novel that my agent sold a few weeks before I moved in with Margot. At the time of acquisition, I had a finished first draft. Then, when I moved in, something about the draft suddenly wasn’t working, so I deleted everything and convinced my editor to pause on the edits, assuring her that I’d have a fresh manuscript by winter. That deadline was a year ago and still I had nothing. They had to push the pub date and remove the book from the catalogue, which didn’t really mean anything to me because I did not understand what a catalogue was. But I knew that I was in hot water. After I missed my deadline, I rarely answered my editor’s emails or calls. The advance, the awards, the being-recognized-at-Toronto-indie-bookstores—it was just distracting me from the real work. Not that I didn’t appreciate the exposure, but I desired a more secluded life. I thought I could just write a little book and resume my little life of being, for example, someone’s person. Because I did desire that—intimacy, joy. And I no longer knew if Margot was it for me, or if we were one of those magical accidents that leave you saying: fuck.

Here’s everything I knew about Marguerite on a superficial level: She was white, for starters. We called her Margot because she told us to. It was a self-appointed nickname that turned into an identity. Margot because she was blonde and lean with brown eyes. Margot because her hair had recently been cut into a straight bob, her face was shaped like an upside-down triangle. Margot because it suited her. Made her sound serious, a little cunty. She had wide hips, which was a point of agreement for her, said her hips were made for birthing, called them love handles, as in “love knobs,” thought they made her look like a woman who would have an easy time bringing life into the world.

Margot was supposed to be a stay-at-home mother by now. Instead, she was a social media specialist for a luxury bridal shop, where she felt crazy constantly witnessing other people’s happiness. Crazy on Margot looked like desperation. It gave her some kind of edge. I had a thing for a woman with some kick to her. My mother was an extreme version of such a woman. As for Margot, she was the kind to wear Lululemon exclusively. She had a fat ass and ate lettuce frequently. She walked around with a YETI mug and preferred to speak directly into her Apple Watch as opposed to just typing out a text. It was easy to correctly categorize her as a woman who lived in Liberty Village, but to be fair, so did I.

Margot’s big internal conflict was that she was failing at convincing her boyfriend to put a baby in her. The boyfriend was named Ryan. I paid exactly no mind to him whatsoever, unless he came up in conversation with Margot. The thing was: He showed no signs of wanting what she wanted. Children, for example, were a non-starter for him. Marriage was capitalism set on fire. This was at the root of all their problems, however, and in the year of my and Margot’s joint cohabitation, this became my problem too. Her job was light work, so she had all day to obsess over her uterus, the amount of mucus she discharged between cycles, her chances of getting pregnant after thirty. I understood that she was going through a lot. It didn’t feel right to leave someone worse off than I had found them.

Except that, as Eli had recently pointed out, I found Margot twenty-two years ago. Surely, he had said during one of our late-night phone calls, there’s room for negotiation, maybe you can redefine the terms of your friendship. I didn’t know what he meant by that, and I didn’t ask. Eli was Margot’s cousin. Yes, there had been a time in childhood when I was undeniably in love with him. He was into books and so cool, had taught Margot and me how to hit a bong, and whenever we were alone together, there was this electricity that raptured me. And yes, Margot had explicitly asked me not to fuck her cousin, so I’d spent my life working overtime to keep those thoughts out of my head. And then one day they were just gone.

Eli was in finance, like all the men in Margot’s family. He had this big, logical, disciplined brain that made him act like an older brother to us both. Similar to the rest of their relatives, he had an all-American look. He was clean-shaven, blond, brown-eyed too. Thin, rosy lips. He checked in on me regularly, treated me the way he treated Margot. I could have been anyone, I understood that. His kindness wasn’t about me, it was just his nature. I was the impulsive one, Margot was the dramatic one, and Eli was the warmth. He was the calm. Older by only a year but he knew, almost professionally, how to pull us back. He did not call as frequently as he used to. He was getting married. I supported that. It was just that, without his constant interference, I could not shake the feeling that something felt off.

Not that our survival depended on Eli—it would be stupid to pretend that our roles were not predetermined. Nothing about my life felt like a choice anymore. It was like I had fallen into writing and fallen into a sensitive roommate situation and fallen into a specific kind of body—Afro, artist, atheist—and regardless of how extraordinary these things seemed at times, all I felt, really, was the fall. So no, I did not know the exact reasons I was leaving Margot. I supposed it was a combination of things, mainly the length of time. Things rust. They deteriorate. This theory could apply to relationships too. We were eight, then twelve, then eighteen, then twenty-five, et cetera. It didn’t even matter. All I knew was that, for once, I was standing still, firm in my decision.
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I got home from Metro around ten o’clock. I played with the keys outside our door. The hallway was dark. It had this green carpet that smelled of air freshener. I felt both excited and humiliated about what I was going to do. Margot and I lived in an open-concept apartment that was basically just one gigantic room with a clean island and a sleek velvet sectional. It was not uncommon for me to arrive home to find Margot in a bathrobe with some kind of face mask on—whatever was trending at the time, clay or sheet, Korean or Indian—with a big bowl of popcorn, a bottle of wine and two glasses. I slowed my breathing and placed my ear to the door. I heard nothing. Which meant she had the TV on pause while she scrolled through her Instagram feed, likely overanalyzing her posts from the bridal shop. I opened the door.

“Hey.” Right away, her singsong voice.

“Hi,” I said back.

I stepped into the foyer, the kitchen. Margot glanced in my direction for the first time, as if to say: You’re home. I made a face, as if to say: Sure looks like it. I was being cold and she could sense it. From the unchanged expression on her face, I knew that she had accepted aloofness as one of my little quirks. She’d often tell me I had a tendency to shut down in response to gestures of intimacy but that she’d given me a pass because this quality of mine didn’t seem fixable. I disagreed with her. What she perceived as me shutting down was actually me surrendering to fatigue, but at some point I stopped trying to get her to understand that. She’d respond to this, my aloofness/fatigue, by reminding me that she loved me, which was okay, fine, because I loved her too. I just didn’t like her anymore. It had taken me this long to realize.

Margot got up from the sectional. I was trying not to look her in the eyes. I placed the bags down to get out of my boots. She walked over, grabbed the groceries, and took them to the kitchen, commenting on everything I bought. The strawberries looked “so fresh,” and the yellow onions were “much better than white ones,” and coconut water had “natural electrolytes.” We were standing in between the island and the stove. Margot was talking a lot, but I was distracted by the faucet. It had been leaking for a couple of days. There were several reminders in my Notes app to call someone to fix it—Eli maybe or a professional of some sort. It was making this sound like glop, glop, glop.

Margot began recounting her day with impressive specificity. She was generally a prude, but with me, nothing was off-limits. Leaning on the island, she told me her diva cup didn’t fill up anymore. This made her feel like less of a woman. In fact, she wanted to know if not producing enough period blood meant she wouldn’t make enough “food” to properly feed a fetus. I didn’t think that was scientifically sound, but I had gotten tired of challenging her on that. Right away, I was put back in the awkward position of faking interest. Saying, Oh, and, I don’t know, and, Sounds really tough.

“You’re making meat loaf tomorrow?” Her voice, again, was drawn out and high-pitched.

“We don’t call it Sunday Loaf for fun.”

“Yes, we do.” She gave a little laugh. “We literally call it that for fun.”

“I guess asking me what I’m making when I make the same thing every time we host these parties is a little redundant, don’t you think?”

She asked if everything was all right, that I’d been hot and cold all month, pulling away and being weird. I asked her to expand. She told me I seemed low energy. I said nothing, just nodded. I was moving around the kitchen, still putting things away. There were some dishes on the counter. A cereal bowl. A spoon. A mug. I placed them in the dishwasher. And though only a minute ago I had it all figured out, that moment had passed. I was withering. A familiar feeling, a heart palpitation, was flaring up again, “panic outburst,” Margot had been calling them, the latest condition she’d diagnosed me with, linking it to that one mention of my novel in the New York Times. It wasn’t negative or anything like that. It was just a small nod to my book in a review about someone else’s novel, but I did not see the correlation. Margot had printed the review anyway, highlighted my name and pinned it to the fridge. She walked around the kitchen island and stood on the other side of me. Quietly, I told her I needed space. She began asking me a series of questions:


	Is it your deadline? They’re made to be broken, so fuck that, it’s not worth your mental, babe, call your agent or editor or whatever and say you need more time—

	Is it Eli? Tomorrow doesn’t have to be about his engagement. If that feels like too much pressure, we can order Chinese, you don’t have to cook—

	Is it me? Have I offended you—god, just tell me what I’ve done wrong this time—

	And what do you mean by, “I need space?”



About the apartment: Legally, it belonged to Margot, but financially, her parents had taken care of the down payment, and my role in all this was to be a good tenant and write my little book in peace. Margot couldn’t stand the emptiness of a newly built high-rise, and she didn’t want to find a roommate on the internet. Living together, she had pitched, would benefit us both. Actually, it was Margot’s mother who had called and said they had put an offer on a two-bedroom apartment in Liberty Village. Margot was in the background on speakerphone, saying, Think about your situation.

We studied one another for a beat, the way we sometimes did to communicate in a private language. The expression on her face then changed. Her eyes got big. She brought her hands to her mouth as though to say, Oh, you’re being serious. She moved to the living room. I followed behind. She poured huge glasses of wine before placing the bottle back on the coffee table. Neither one of us said anything for a while. We drank in silence. Then, Margot asked if the grocery store had been busy. She knew I didn’t like leaving the house on the weekend because this part of the city got too crowded with 905ers. She was pulling at the skin between her thumb and index finger, then switching to do the other hand. I absent-mindedly drained my glass and then refilled it. I realized I was supposed to be answering her questions, and I made a weird involuntary sound. I told her that nobody grocery-shopped on Saturdays. But there was this one woman who had given me that look, like I was foreign, and I internalized it the entire time I was there. But maybe it was all in my head.

“Don’t do that,” said Margot. “Don’t second-guess yourself. She was probably a racist.”

I laughed a little then. I always found it funny the way she added a determiner in front of an insult. Someone was always a cheater or a religious. It was like she was highlighting a singular character trait as opposed to an entire ideology. On the TV, the latest episode of Grey’s Anatomy was paused on Arizona’s face. The conversation went on. We both drank a little and talked about nothing interesting. Eventually, her eyes began to fill up. “So, what’s going on?”

I owed her some consideration, so I paused and took my time. “I don’t think we’re really working anymore.”

“Like, in what sense?”

“I’m just not really happy here.”

“Can you be a bit more specific?”

“I think we’ve stopped adding value to each other’s lives.”

She considered this for a moment. The wine smelled potent, which loosened me enough to aim for honesty. She murmured softly now, as if unprepared for the sound of her own voice. “You’re doing that thing where you’re being vague and all metaphoricky and I’m gonna need you to get to the point of what you want to say.”

“I’m not trying to spare your feelings, if that’s what you’re suggesting.” My voice had changed now too. An almost false confidence. “I quite literally just said I don’t think we’re working anymore. I don’t know how to be clearer than that.”

“But what does that even mean? ‘Not working anymore,’ I just don’t get that.”

Margot and I rarely fought. Mainly because we didn’t address things directly. We were somewhere between “sweep it under the rug” and “whatever it is, it doesn’t matter because I forgive you before it even happens.” We were, in the words of Margot, “sisters,” “a family unit.” I processed a lot of my feelings through my writing, while Margot had access to external resources (therapist, acupuncturist, private Pilates trainer) to work out all that we didn’t address. I drained a second glass. Margot nursed her first. She was sitting with her legs tucked, leaning on the armrest of the sectional. She reached over and placed a hand on my thigh. She did this sometimes to command my attention. I repeated myself, slower this time: I / do not / think / we / add / value / to each other’s lives / anymore.

“Oh, no, I heard you. I just don’t understand you. Like, say it in plain English.”

“We’re always together.”

“I mean, yeah, no shit, we live together.”

“We sleep in the same bed almost every night. I’m just so tired of it.”

“Okay, sure, I won’t sleep in your bed anymore,” said Margot. “No need to make a whole scene about it.”

“You’re not hearing me.”

“You’re not really saying anything, though, are you?”

I glanced at her. I tried to manipulate my facial expressions so that I appeared fragile and unthreatening. Softened my voice, “I don’t want to say that I don’t want to be friends with you anymore, because that sounds insane.”

“Yeah, I mean, you sound ridiculous right now.”

“I want to, like, I don’t know how else to say it but, I want to unknow you.”

A moment of silence. Then, Margot started laughing. She pressed on my thigh, still laughing. I knew there was no malice in her—she was simply reaching for balance. “Are you dumping me or something?”

“Well, when you put it like that, it sounds a little, I don’t know. But yeah, I guess so. I think so.”

“Do you think so or are you actually breaking up with me?”

“If we were boyfriend and girlfriend, then yeah, I’d be saying, I am breaking up with you.”

“Okay, but we’re not boyfriend and girlfriend.”

“I’m aware, I’m just saying.” I paused to arrange my words. “In my mind, it was supposed to be the end of a thing, not the breaking of a thing, does that make sense? Like, a good movie that ends, you know what I mean? But a bad movie, you stop it. You press Pause or whatever, you walk away from it.”

She didn’t say anything for a while. She just looked at me. A bit startled. Began controlling her breathing. Not sure which one of us started crying first, but we were both unraveling. It was that movie analogy. Made me realize I hadn’t actually thought this through. Perhaps I did not think we’d get this far in the conversation. I thought she would have stopped it before I could even start. A part of me hoped for that. So I could say at least I tried. There was a part of me that felt relief. At the same time, the inability to take it all back was suddenly building in my chest like hot oil. I placed a hand over hers.

What Margot had meant by “my situation” all those months ago, was that I was living cheque to cheque. And I didn’t always know when the next cheque would arrive. So, reluctantly, after the second novel had sold, I accepted the offer to move in. I wasn’t thinking: Margot&Tania4ever. I was thinking: I need to eat. So, I moved in. Paid almost nothing in rent and made up for it through domestic services. In turn, Margot didn’t have to be alone.

“We’re not a movie,” said Margot. “We’re real life.” She shook my hand away and left. I heard her bedroom door slam shut and felt her absence in an extreme way. All of a sudden, our apartment appeared surgical. As if now a showroom. Outside, Lake Ontario was visible this high up. It was at a standstill. The lights from the neighbourhood condos glistened on the water. All of it visceral without colour.
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I cannot remember the exact details of how my friendship with Margot began. What I can remember comes back to me in fragments. Not like pieces from a puzzle but like a road map, except none of the highways seem to connect. Here’s what kept me up at night: Margot and I met in the third grade. We were both new girls at a French Catholic K–12 school, so we were assigned to each other by desk. She was shy and reserved and carried her family’s wealth unintentionally on the tip of her nose. I was a know-it-all, somewhere between a class clown and a teacher’s pet. I was excellent at school but terrible at math, and Margot was great at math but bad at people.

There is not much else to say about childhood. We noticed each other, the way girls sometimes did. We were of the same height, both skinny as hell. We liked the same stuff, TV and colouring books. Her mother kept her hair in French braids and my mother kept mine in cornrows. At that age, we did not have the language to identify the intricate technique of my mother’s braiding style versus Margot’s. Though, we acknowledged that they were quite different. Her braids were bulking, poking from her scalp. Mine lay flat on my head, making me look, at least from a distance, almost bald. We could wrap our heads around our differences in the obvious way: Her face was serious, mine was perky. Her nose was considered cute and mine, piglike. Her skin pale, mine not. We believed these differences were beside the point. Which was to say, we did not address them. And that was that. It was the sort of thing born out of falling in love with a person when you’re only eight years old.

In the ninth grade, Margot started sleeping with somebody’s boyfriend, and nude Polaroids of her were distributed all over school. She denied the pictures were of her, but I recognized the birthmark on the girl’s left areola. I kept saying, this is child pornography, she should go to the police. And she kept saying, Stop trying to be a fucking feminist. I was a proper slut and I wanted everyone to know it. I was perhaps a little jealous that it was her pictures that got leaked and not mine. I could imagine, now looking back, that she too felt something about this irony. I loved partying, I loved kissing someone new on Friday nights. I loved the act, the discipline, the power of giving someone a blow job. And then, on Sundays, I’d join my parents for mass, sing my mother’s hallelujah.

For reasons we could not fully understand, we were Margot la bigot and Tania la salope. To me, that was how our friendship really began. I would not say I was proud of how I was perceived, but it was performance art. If I was presumed to be somebody—anybody—then at least I had the freedom of curation. Of course, there was the fact of my being Black, but when you are one of the only ones, you learn not to give it power. To everyone’s credit, whenever they called me a slut, they’d do just that, call me a slut. It was never Black slut or Black whore, and this made sense: Nobody used the word “Black” in the early 2000s. Nobody but Margot.

In the winter of that year, Margot’s mother called my mother to ask if I could stay the night. It was a school night and my mother, strict as she was, let this slide. I remember that it was winter, because I was cold. And we had just finished our homework by the fireplace. I was stunned by the existence of such a thing inside a home, a fireplace. I was shown to the guest room. Glanced outside the window and there it was: snow. Margot remained in the doorframe. I could tell from her expression that she could not sleep alone. We lay in the dark, and listened to the cars driving by, the dogs barking, the neighbours on their nightly walks. Margot asked me to promise something. Some kind of philosophy she would later go on to repeat for the duration of our friendship. It went like this: Even when we’re mad, even when we’re gone, you’re still my—She fell asleep, like that, mid-sentence.

By the time we were sixteen, Margot started driving to school every day and ate lunch in the girls’ locker room. I found that a bit dramatic, because why not just eat in your car? I wore makeup and knee-high boots, I straightened my hair, rolled my kilt and unbuttoned my blouse to reveal a black lace bra I had stolen from Zellers. We had separate lunch periods, so it often felt like we went to different high schools, both hearing about the other but never really talking about it. In the evenings, we’d sit in her bedroom and she would follow a yoga DVD, and I would read poetry on MySpace. Sometimes she’d look at me and say, Do you want to just dance it out? And I knew that “it” meant everything.

Margot and I watched a lot of TV together. We would go for hikes at Grand Valley and have these long, breathless conversations that would make me believe it was possible to choose someone, over and over again. Margot began referring to me as her person long before we heard it on an episode of Grey’s Anatomy. It was how she’d introduced me to her mother. There was no thought in it, no romance. These were just the facts: This is Tania, we share a desk, she’s my person.
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Liberty Village was the one area in downtown Toronto I swore I’d never live because (a) I couldn’t afford it and (b) I had a soul. It was full of trust fund babies, fitness entrepreneurs, beauty influencers. I imagined it’d be easy to walk into a coffee shop and end up in some cult. The buildings all resembled each other. They were half glass, half brick, the bricks were this reddish-orange colour that gave the impression of luxury. And the glass worked like a series of mirrors. The buildings were in perpetual conversation with each other, saying, Fancy how expensive we look. It was midnight and then one o’clock. I didn’t know what to do. I bought a pack of cigarettes. I sat on the steps of our building, watching the late-night people for some time. A woman was out for a jog. She had headphones on and a long golden ponytail available for reach. Now that’s real freedom, I thought. The air was nice. Not cold, just chill. I called Eli. He answered on the first ring.

“Ayoooo,” he said, in a low, kiddish tone.

“Are you drunk?” I asked.

“How can you tell?”

“I just know you that well.”

“Is that right?” said Eli.

I could picture him alone in his kitchen—she was probably upstairs, already asleep or pretending to be, avoiding him because she didn’t find his drunk dad humour attractive. I was eating it up, laughing so uncontrollably, the tears came from a place of joy as much as despair. I felt both those things simultaneously. It was over for Margot and me. I could sense Eli smiling stupidly to himself. Not at the situation with his cousin but maybe at the sound of my voice. I pictured him leaning over the kitchen counter, drinking Scotch from a cognac glass and twirling it in the air as if studying the hints of licorice and tobacco, his hair lightly damp and falling over his forehead, the stovetop illuminating the muscles on his back. He was definitely only wearing boxers because, like Margot, his body radiated heat. I told him everything. That Margot took it better than we both thought she would, that I felt more disillusioned by the hour, that it oddly seemed like the beginning of something, though I didn’t know what. “If you’re sure that this is what you want,” said Eli, “I support that.” Eventually, a new day was blurring in. We hung up.

Back upstairs, Margot was in my bed.

“Hey.”

“Hi.”

“It’s four in the morning,” she said.

“I know,” I said. “Move over.”




Chapter two

The next day, Margot and I stayed in bed all morning. She was on her side, her back turned away from me, and on her phone, watching people’s updates on social media. She kept shuffling through a series of videos: always a live show or a makeup tutorial. Then, still on her phone, she curled into the fetal position. She looked fragile and I resented her for that. I wanted to get on top of her and choke her—to hurt her in some permanent and unredeemable way so there would be no hope of reconciliation. Occasionally, she’d comment on someone’s profile aloud, but, since she wasn’t addressing me directly, I wouldn’t reply. That was a typical Sunday morning for us.

The window was slightly open; cool, damp air came from it, and I felt relaxed, full of possibilities. I sat up, grabbed my laptop and typed random words on a document titled: Real Novel v5. This was my supposed writing practice—I would write something like “holiday” and “delicate,” hoping for inspiration to strike, and then I’d click the Delete key until the manuscript was blank again. This was worse than imposter syndrome. I’d convinced myself that I’d spent my life lying about who I was, and now they knew it and they wanted proof.

My bedroom had a queen-size bed. A floor-to-ceiling window that faced the Gardiner. Sometimes, I would stand against the window to watch the traffic, count all the blue cars and recite the alphabet. Anything to avoid what was happening around me. I had one of those white IKEA vanities, which I sometimes used as a desk, but I preferred writing from my bed.

Around eleven in the morning I gathered that we weren’t canceling the dinner party. This was a good thing. I wanted everyone to be here at the same time to soak in the news of our separation. It wasn’t my first attempt at leaving Margot, but it was my first time saying it so clearly: I am breaking up with you. We were loyal to a fault. We had a talent for looking the other way and it was true that nobody could really get involved with us. Not even Eli was all the way in. It was Margot&Tania, and then Eli. It was not Margot&Tania&Eli. Eventually, I got up to start making breakfast. I didn’t say anything on the way out of my bedroom. But when I looked over my shoulder, Margot was watching me. I stopped at the door.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hey,” she said.

She wanted to ask me something. I put both my hands on either side of the doorframe. Margot was still crunched up, holding on to her phone but still looking at me. She asked if we could handle the breakup discreetly, if we could figure out the details between us first before making a show of it to everyone else. I understood what she meant by this because that’s what a breakup was at its core, an abandonment of the performance, a flub, a misfire. But I had already spoken with Eli, and judging by how unbothered she appeared, I could tell that she had too. They had probably been texting all morning. We’d need to find the right words to describe it, Margot added. To really go through with it, the separation would require a complete restructuring of both our lives. So, if this is really what you want, then, fine. However, calling it a breakup was far too dramatic, don’t you agree? We’re just moving on from this. I mean, we’re not in Pickering anymore, am I right? She smiled then, as if letting me in on an inside joke: These are the big leagues.

I listened with a sense of despair, not knowing how to respond. The same contracting feeling I’d been fighting for months. It was unclear what triggered it, but most days I found myself restless, debating between being a normal person or being someone in constant pursuit of pain management. Then, I’d blink and it’d be gone. Replacing that pain would be Margot coming home from a run or showing me jewellery she’d picked up from the shop. I’d lock myself in this very room, and think: What was that? Eventually, after a beat or two, I nodded.

For breakfast, I made eggs with spinach, onion, and goat cheese. Margot joined me in the kitchen. We ate without talking, both of us on our phones. Strokes of natural light came beautifully from the balcony. They landed on the surface of the island, on the fridge’s door handle, on the faucet that was still going glop, glop, glop.

Margot began tidying up around four o’clock. For our Sunday dinners, we split the tasks equally. I cooked, she cleaned. I took the beef out of the fridge. She was off in the bathroom with the Dyson.
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I went through my inbox to find an email from my mother. It was the meat loaf recipe. She started all her emails with: Tania, my daughter, as though to remind me of this fact. My mother was named Tshilanda, Tshili for short, pronounced “Chili.” We were estranged for most of my twenties. Because of this and that and the other. Cultural differences made it difficult to maintain a healthy relationship with her. I had walked away from religion, and being raised in a predominantly white suburb—by a severely Afro mother—came with its own set of complications.

The emails had started shortly after my novel was published, two years ago. She wrote to me, randomly, while I was on tour, with a one-line review that said: Tania, my daughter—good book, too many typos. I remember being in a hotel room in Montréal—in the Le Village Gai right across from a strip club, where nineteen-year-old boys performed in Speedos and cowboy hats, the neon lights from the venue’s lettering giving the impression of an inferno night, and the vibration of a sleepless city making me intoxicated, like I was in a dream world—when the first of such emails arrived. Everything had stood still for me. My mother, who otherwise didn’t approve of my promiscuity or my language or the people I chose to surround myself with, had taken an interest in something I had done. I held on to those words like a sermon.

Margot was the first person I had talked to about the emails. She did not understand them. She thought my mother and I hated each other, that she alone was my family. Maybe at some point that had been true. But yes, without an apology or even any acknowledgement of our estrangement, Tshili and I were fine. We used office vernacular in our correspondences, which felt so serious, but over time the emails got warmer and so did the language we used. She sent me updates about my father and the church, and I sent her anecdotes about which literary festival I was returning from. I liked asking Tshili for advice on things I already knew the answer to: What’s the max amount of Tylenol I can take? Will vinegar and baking soda brighten the toilet seat? I mean, of course I knew how to make the meat loaf by then. But Tshili seemed thrilled in her replies, which would arrive almost instantaneously—short and to the point, but that was her truth. I didn’t think there was anything miraculous about our reconciliation. She was my mother. She had come back. The details did not matter.

I found the meat loaf recipe at the exact same moment Ryan entered the apartment. He and Margot had been together since the eleventh grade, which meant that, against my will, he and I had been together since the eleventh grade. Naturally, he had a key to the apartment. I closed the email app and went through the contacts in my phone. My mother accepted the FaceTime call saying, “Yes, what is it?” but in oral conversations we spoke a blend of Frenglish and Lingala so really it was, Ouais, olingi ni ni. She was wearing the short Jheri curl wig in the colour 1B. She had combed it out, so it looked more bush-like and neatly manicured. Her blouse was purple and so was the tint on her lips. It was her everyday look, part of her presentation. Even if she wasn’t going anywhere. For someone in her sixties, she was tight as hell. Okra water and sunlight, she would tell you—none of that Americanized ridiculousness.

Ryan was in the kitchen now. He leaned on the island to work his way out of his loafers. We made eye contact, but since he could hear my mother on the line—a woman he had never met—neither one of us said anything. He began his escape by tilting a hand in the air to signal a hello, then hurried through the common space, down the hallway to Margot’s bedroom. My mother confirmed the ingredients for a spicy red sauce that went over the meat loaf. She told me to sauté the onions first, add ginger, brown sugar and butter, and stir until it turns brown.

“Do you remember your cousin Yaya Léticia?” she began.

“Not really, I don’t, no.”

“She visited when you were eight or something. We went to Marineland.”

“I don’t remember much from that age.”

In her famous cucumber tone, Tshili said, “But you remember that girl.”

I took the onions out of the fridge, saying, “It’s different. I grew up with that girl. I live with that girl. And you know what, Tshili, that girl has a name.”

“Oh—” Her voice expanded the way only Afro mothers’ voices expand when they’re about to read you to filth. “So you’re grown? A big girl? I see.”

I laughed a little. Then, “Hey, I have a question for you.”

“Tell me.”

“Why do we keep the onion in the fridge?”

“Because I want. Why?”

“I’m just asking to ask.”

“That girl told you otherwise, didn’t she?”

I didn’t know why my mother still referred to Margot as “that girl,” the same way I didn’t know why she preferred to be called by her actual name. But my mother was very much a what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of woman. She spoke English fluently but perhaps exaggerated her accent as though to say: No, I don’t care, I will not submit to you. I asked how’s Papa. Without answering, she handed the phone over, and my father’s face appeared on the screen. Right away he complained about his recent retirement. It was boring, they needed a hobby. Then, he gave the phone back to my mother.

For a few seconds, Tshili said nothing. She had taken a sabbatical from her professorship several years ago and never went back. I knew she probably felt slightly frustrated to share this much time and space with someone again, even if that someone was her husband. Thirty-five minutes later, she had filled the kitchen with stories of Kinshasa. She returned to the relative, a cousin who had died of Ebola last week. “Yaya Léticia,” she kept saying, “You remember Yaya Léticia, I know you do.” My mother kept on. There was another cousin who was building a big, big house, one of those mansion types. And another cousin whose husband had gone missing.

“He got caught up with the rebels, you know how it goes,” said Tshili. “Can you send some money back home?”

“For the mourning period?”

“You say you don’t know your own cousin and okay, that’s your business. I won’t question what you decide to remember. But she knew you. She read every single one of your little things online, mwa bana, it is your responsibility as artist, as you say, as blood relative, to commemorate her in some way. That is the gift I gave to you when I carried you for nine months.”

“I don’t mind sending money back home, it’s just starting to become a regular occurrence.”

“That wouldn’t be such a bad thing, now, would it?”

We agreed that I’d e-transfer to my father because we both found Western Union stressful. The vegetables were sizzling in the pan now. Heat was building on the back of my neck. “Okay, Tshili, I don’t have basil. I have parsley, though. Can I substitute?”

“Basil for parsley?” said Tshili. “What kind of sick joke.”
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Margot and Ryan started having sex at six o’clock. It was around the time I hung up with my mother. I’d finished in the kitchen and returned to my room, intending to shower and get ready, but instead, sat fatigued in bed, staring out the window. It felt like no time had passed between Ryan in the foyer and Ryan inside Margot. I didn’t like hearing them fuck, but I had become accustomed to it. She was loud and aggressive, which was fascinating because Margot, to me, was a young Audrey Hepburn standing outside a macaron cart in Paris, Rue de Furstemberg, captured in Hollywood black-and-white. In my head, Audrey Hepburn didn’t have sex. She had breakfast.

I waited until I heard a door open, then close. There were footsteps and movement in the kitchen. I waited ten more minutes. But I miscalculated. Ryan and I stepped into the hallway at the exact same time.

“Oh, hello,” he said.

“Yeah, hi again, good to see you,” I said.

“Yeah, you too.” He looked down and appeared to be studying his feet. There was a hole in his left sock. A toe poked out of it. He said it was nice what we were doing tonight, celebrating Eli and all that. “Sylvie is great for him,” he added.

“Totally,” I replied.

Ryan tucked his shirt inside his pants. The shirt was a slim-fit blue chemise. The pants were equally tight in the colour khaki. He was tall and of average build with a baby face and hazel eyes, a prototypical Pickering Boy, with that whole OG Justin Bieber hair going on. He smoked darts not cigarettes, drove a BMW, and took Bobbi, his little pet, everywhere. Ryan brought his right hand to his face and moved it between both eyebrows as though he was checking on their placement. He was a project manager—no idea of what project—which explained why he gestured like someone in the last hour of a fatty. That and the fact that Bobbi was an actual coke dealer.

“Well, I should …” I said, pointing at the bathroom door, and walked away.

Here was the cast of characters that made up my life with Margot: There was Ryan and Bobbi who we met in high school. Bobbi was a white-passing biracial who had green eyes and a surgeon for a mother; she was the Black one, light skin, yes, but nonetheless. Bobbi’s father worked as the beloved neighbourhood mechanic. This, Bobbi would tell you unprovoked, was why he sold coke—he could, so he did.

There was Rita, our third. Margot and I shared joint custody of Rita, which was annoying because I knew her first. We met in second year at the University of Toronto. I noticed The Diary of Anaïs Nin sticking out of her tote bag. At the time, I considered this book mandatory reading, so I approached her and, with too much confidence, I said, What do you know about Anaïs Nin? We were English majors, so we were impossibly stuck-up. Imagine being Black and an immigrant and the daughter of scholars. Now imagine having a friend like Rita, who played her role of instigator perfectly. I loved cocaine and I loved liquid G and I loved poppers and I loved ecstasy and so did Rita. She had a brief career as a paid-to-party girl, so we spent most Friday nights in some promoter’s booth. Eventually, Margot wanted to meet this new person I’d become so attached to, and that was that. She sat me down one day and said, I think it’s time we make it official. Let’s invite your new friend
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