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My cousin had Onions to thank for the name “Chevy”. I was six years old when Onions first regaled me with the Legend of Chevy, and by the time I was eight and ready to leave Macaria myself, that humble street of my home in Trinidad, I had heard the story so many times that I could repeat each minute detail as if I had been there – the standstill of the clear, blue sky, the precisely five watchful birds on the electrical lines, the smell of exhaust fumes. There must have been something about seeing our small, vacant faces – my older sister and I, and whichever miscellaneous cousin was meandering around – that made Onions want to sit us down, neatly cross-legged next to each other like Russian nesting dolls, and ask, “You girls know how your cousin get he name? Is a real funny story. Come. I go tell you.” 

Every time he told the story, Onions described his younger self as a lanky, dark-skinned Indian as if these features had changed over time. He was eleven years old when the Legend of Chevy was born (“eh, that was a million years ago …” he would say) with hair so thin the boys played bets he’d be bald by twenty-five, and feet so consistently dirty that we questioned the purpose of his sandals. Onions had gotten his own name on account of his epiphora, a condition that made his eyes water endlessly since he was a little boy. Unprovoked tears often leaked down his face, and the other boys, some girls, too, taunted him. 

“Eh, Onions! You crying again?” They could barely stifle their giggles, but young Onions could not stifle his tears when they replied on his behalf, “Then stop chopping onions, Onions …!”

And then they were gone, their falsetto cackles and hurried footsteps fading into the echoes of fugitives through unmarked alleys. At some point, real tears mixed with fake ones, but when the others eventually earned nicknames through their own flaws (like Stinkmouth, Jumbie, and Long Foot), sticking to them so hard throughout the entirety of their lives that even to their own ears their given names sounded like that of a stranger, Onions was glad not to be called by his first name like Sunil, whom they excluded from everything.

Onions told us that on the day the Legend of Chevy came to fruition, he had declared to everyone in the front yard of a snacket that my cousin, officially known as Patrick from birth, had won a race running against a brand-new Chevy Nova II. 

A true storyteller, patient and passionate, Onions would lean forward in his seat and segue into the weather and other orbiting elements he thought cataclysmic to his plot, seeing his life in third person as if already dead.

“It was a day in June 1982 – a Friday. The high-noon sun beam a gold spotlight onto the yard,” he would say, as if the Legend of Chevy couldn’t have been conceived on any other day but one with sun. The divine role of weather was lost on our young minds, and it was only when I grew older and began documenting the story of my family that I wondered how triumphant the Legend of Chevy would have been had the skies been grey.

We listened eagerly every time though, trusting each word as a pearl of truth, for stories were our only family heirlooms. We reimagined the very Macaria we sat in through Onions’ sepia filter of time: the one- and two-storey houses erected decades earlier by our great-great-grandfathers painted the hues one found on summer nail polish palettes – Coral Crush, Water Orchid, Blue La La. Roughly cut sheets of galvanized metal laying on rooftops that pelted the heat back to the sun, and when it was rained on sounded like gunfire. Dozing guard dogs beneath the sills of open windows and billowing cream curtains. Fuchsia and cotton bougainvillea petals spiraling down to front yards like the wings of butterflies. And stray dogs sniffing the streets’ open drains for scraps, their skin sliding along their ribcages, heads bowed low. All this Onions said to us, his open palm moving across the room in panoramic scope as if from the center of it he wished to project the sights of his story onto the walls, even though we were sitting right there on the island, and none of those things had really changed. 

The only time the story stopped was when the smile dropped from his face and he suddenly turned somber. “Listen, eh, you have to remember that Chevy wasn’t some ordinary boy. I ain’t only saying that because he’s my friend, but because of what happen to him. By the time he was twelve years old, he live three lives already: first, being born into this world, second, as a suddenly only child, and finally, as an orphan.”

Later on, when I would be in my twenties in a country much further north, and when I sensed it was my turn to tell a story, I told the greatest one I knew. I channeled my inner Onions and suppressed the accent that for years pleaded to be flung free from beneath my tongue. Often, Ines would be there. “Listen, you guys, listen,” I would say. “It was a day in June 1982 – a Friday. The high-noon sun beamed a gold spotlight in the front yard of a snacket – that’s what we call little convenience stores back home …” For the most part, eyes would smile and bodies would relax, and if they didn’t, I gave the abridged version. Ines would be smiling having heard the story countless times since the fifth grade. She never listened less with each retelling.

*

The story of my family is one of potholes and cracks that I have tried to fill over the years for no reason other than my own need to neatly pen a narrative – a beginning, middle, and an end, a sequential flow of things happening to my relatives over the course of time – so I cannot deny how I came to be. Why I am the way that I am. 

When I am sitting in a chair with an unturned book in my hand, gazing out of my London flat; when I am in the late-night grocery store and a group of people bustle in and out in comfortable jester; when a good man asks why I cannot talk to them, why can’t I just open up, and when I plead with a bad one to let me in; or, when finally in the company of someone I should be enjoying but my only wish is to be alone, I look to my past that first provided me these early, solitary linings: my home within that house, and my home within my mother. 

I thumb through old family photographs and try to decipher the sideways glances in them, the three people out of ten not smiling. Fine-tune my hearing to the after-dark whispers, long after the lights have been turned off. Read into the swollen silence after someone enters a room, and another soon exits. Forget about what happened the night before – it never happened. This is how my family talks. 

My attempts to fill in the gaps are forced and eager, overreaching into the past and present, blurring fact and fiction. Like Onions, now I am the storyteller. I, too, narrate life in third person as if already dead. I am outside of my body all the time; I travel atop the shoulders of everyone who has lived in the Florence Street house. I see the bones of their feet and the arcs of their backs wear brittle as I walk alongside them, years and years and years before I was born, in an effort to decode us: what my Auntie Rani is really doing, and thinking, cooped up in her room. Why my sister, Cecelia, can only be in the presence of our family for thirty minutes at a time before quietly slipping away. Why my Auntie Sangeetha uses the corridors as confessionals at night, pulling us into breathless, near-silent words, as if she were running out of time. Why a grainy picture of the little cousin I never knew, the glint in his eye immortalized at eight years old, sits atop our mantel, but his name, like his mother’s, is said only in whispers. Why Briony, my older sister who lives at home at thirty-six, adorns herself with expensive things, sometimes with the price tags still attached, but never bothers to dye her greys or conceal her blemishes. Why my mother, Leela, is a levitating orb of influence, the tenacity of her single motherhood trespassing into other realms of life where there is no need for it, and if she knows the power she exerts over us all. 

Why we couldn’t help Chevy.

Of these things I know, yet cannot confirm, I try to put to shape the mass of my family’s stories, a bibliography of reference and reason, genetics and geography, so that I may run my fingers across its structure – our Great Disperse – and know this palpable thing that has settled and taken its form in me, long before I was born.




2

I take my time rolling my luggage up the pathway. Under a cloudy sky where the sun comes and goes in weak beacons, I see my breath in gaseous bursts in the remnants of a relentless Toronto winter. I see the frosted relics of weeds and forlorn tulips in the hard March soil I walk along, and when I look up, I am further devastated to see not much has really changed of our house on Florence Street since I left for England five years ago. The brass metal of the numbers 4 and 8 are bolted into the beige-bricked wall, lusterless and permanent. The mailbox, once a presidential red and gold, is coarse and stained with rust. The royal blue paint of the porch has almost completed its slow descent into disintegration; flake by flake, the front steps are entirely stripped of their colour, and its ashen planks laying warped and unaligned like decaying teeth. A single table that looks entirely made of cork, put out for recycling by someone down the street and picked up by Auntie Sangeetha years ago, still remains planted on the far end of the porch, junk mail shoved under one of its legs, a full ashtray its centerpiece. A brutalist porch swing, all edges and dull iron that has drawn blood from me and my sisters over the years, sits motionless and frozen.

I make my way up the steps and look down the line of front porches to seek out a familiar face when I realize that I’m squinting through that brown reed screen and there – a synapse sparks. It’s the same screen the neighbors put up years ago to obscure the view of our house from their peripheral line of – I want to say – not vision, but living. The man of the house had put it up right after their daughter was born. He was a burly, kind-looking man whose cheeks were rosy and eyes always soft. One day – it must have been at night when everyone was asleep – this soft-spoken man had put up the screen, and in the morning when we saw it, none of us said anything, not even to each other.

We knew. We knew that when their daughter got older, old enough to know that something wasn’t quite right with the family next door, the screen would quell her questions. “Why do they swear so much? Why are they so loud, then so quiet? What kind of name is ‘Chevy’? Why doesn’t he say anything back when you talk to him?”

Why are they the way that they are?

We understood, then. So that even when Chevy met the little girl’s father at the edge of the lawn to roll out the garbage bins in the early hours of the morning, when dewdrops were still teeter-tottering on blades of grass and the sky slashed a synthetic pink against a pale lavender dawn, each would give a cordial nod to the other, understanding that life was hard, and neither meant offence nor judgement, they just had to do what they had to do, before walking the path back to their own house where the screen divided them once more. We were the last house on the block, and like a limb rendered useless, we were surgically removed from the rest of a healthy, functioning body when that reed screen dropped. Amputated, in one clean cut, and cast into the wicked shadows of otherness. 

I remember this feeling. I remember home.

*

Yesterday, my younger sister called.

“Cas,” she said. “Cas, oh … uh …”

It went on like this for some time.

“Cece,” I said. “Cece, what’s wrong? Why are you whispering?”

“Cas, you have to come home. You have to come home now.”

From my London bedroom, inches beneath ground level where my window ran parallel to the sidewalk outside, I stepped into the slant of a shadow as if seeking privacy from the sun. Coils of fine dust like decorative tinsel collected in the corners of my room, and stones dangling from threads of gold necklaces chimed against my ceramic teacups as I bumped into the bookshelf from where they hung. A few pages of my manuscript fluttered about, and a book slammed to the ground.

“What happened?” I said. I felt the air drop from my throat to my stomach. In my head, I scanned a list of everyone in the house. Sangeetha, Rani, our mother. Ma? Ma!

“Chevy,” she said. A long pause on the other end, then, “Chevy, he’s gone. Come home, Cassandra. He’s …” Then a gasp, as if realizing what she had just said.

“How, Cece? What happened? Cece, how?”

“In his sleep …” She began to sound distant, as if she were falling away. “In his sleep …”

She told me to pack my grip sole boots, there was still slush on the ground, and I began to cry.

I knocked on Ines’ bedroom door, and seeing my face in my hands, she rushed me in. Black water swarmed my eyes. Blindly I followed her to the bed. I was thankful when she didn’t ask me what was wrong; old friends know these things. She helped me pack, and then I ran and I flew, and on the plane I did what people in movies do; red-eyed and stunned, I stared blankly down the aisles, indifferent to hurried stewards, crying babies, crinkling bags. I closed my eyes and saw Chevy’s empty room. I saw my huddled family watch the medics take him from the second floor to the ground floor, struggling down the steep, curling staircase, the very one that Chevy had climbed the night before. I saw him wheeled through the front door into the blast of daylight, away from his second home.

I saw that I was not there. 

“Don’t worry about writing,” Ines had said before I left. She had both her hands on my shoulders. “Don’t worry about the book. Your editor can wait, I’m sure. Drop her an email on the plane and put an out-of-office on for everyone else.”

I nodded my head.

She snapped her fingers in my face, loud like cracking wood. “Okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Message me when you land.”

A light turbulence jolted me out of the memory. I took my notebook from my bag and felt the safety of the pen in my hand. It wasn’t long before I drifted back to the past, and when I brought pen to paper what should have come out was some sentiment of melancholy, a deep, nonsensical dive into how I felt, or the dead weight of my hand dribbling a long mark down the page, which it was wont to do. But in my grief, in seeing Chevy’s face turn away from mine when I closed my eyes, the only word that my pen could sputter out in long cursive tail was: 

Why?

*

And now I find myself standing outside the second house I grew up in, decades after the Legend of Chevy, Chevy who is now dead. I am thirty-one years old. 

I have a key, but I think about knocking. It feels strange under the circumstances to let myself into a house I have not stepped foot in for years. I put my ear to the door and hear nothing. I poke my finger through the mail slot and like an intruder peer through it, my eyeballs rolling from left to right like those of a thief in the night. I take in a waft of cigarette smoke and old dust and close my eyes. When I open them, there is another familiar scene: a dark hallway void of life. It occurs to me that one does not knock on their own door. I slide the key in, and instead of finding my family sitting on the living room couch, clustered together for warmth at a time like this, or roaming around the kitchen awaiting my arrival, there is no one. I hear no one and nothing except a low electric hum. The lights are out, and the blanched daylight barely filters through the tawny curtains of the living room. I look down at the shoe rack, and unable to tell who is home, I feel like a stranger. Shoe upon shoe clutters the rack: men’s loafers and house slippers, women’s flip flops and flats. The same disorder applies to the coat wall: windbreakers and coats, an assortment of spring, fall, and winter layers, hang in musty abandon. I take off my shoes and feel the cold of the hardwood floor drain my warmth. 

Yet I know everyone who should be home is home. We are not the kind of family that takes walks. Not together. I know they have heard me enter the house. They have not come to greet me. They do not know what to say to me, nor I to them. They each sit in their rooms with their walls.

Upstairs I hear a creak, too faint to be from the second floor. It is coming from the attic, my mother’s room.

I go to her. 
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I must say it now before going on. There is one particular pothole in the story of my family that will not be filled, prodded, or examined up close, and that is the one of my father. 

I will go no further than this: my mother and father married young, both at twenty-four years old. They were in love, a rarity in the year 1979 for a Hindu wedding in Trinidad. I know from the loose pictures we brought with us to Florence Street, doubled over and over in plastic bags and labeled “SuperSuperMarket”, that my father wore a grey, clean-cut suit, and my mother a crochet-lace cream dress whose humble flare pooled like milk at her feet. There was picture after picture of my parents smiling, the whites of their eyes and teeth more baring on this day, so much that it bordered lunacy, and their fingers intertwined and snapped into place like that of a lock and its key. It was only when I got older and understood the movements of this house that I noticed my Auntie Rani, the eldest of the sisters, was not smiling in any of the pictures. Not only this, but she stood distanced from my Auntie Tippie as if she feared catching a cold. I thought that if I brought the pictures closer to my face, I could see Auntie Rani grimacing, for when I tilted the photograph from left to right, her lips became sneers, and were I able to tune into the sounds of photographs, I was certain I would hear the grinding of teeth.

Fifteen years into my parents’ marriage, then with two daughters – one just beginning to ask questions (me) and another entering teenage angst (Briony) – my father began to grow bored. The Great Disperse was still in effect. He yearned to shed the inertia the hot sun and long winding roads Trinidad bored into him. He would lie limp across the linen hammock in our small living room in Macaria – a room I can now only remember in a blur of colours and objects – hanging a slender leg and arm off it as though posing for a promiscuous picture. He would say to no one in particular, though always within earshot of my mother, that he could feel his youth and ambition and potential slipping through the crevices of the Caribbean. The snacket wasn’t enough, he said, and selling simple things made him feel simple. He longed for North America and the promises he’d heard of it. The world was changing, and they were not changing with it, he said. The year was 1994.

“Leela,” he would say. “You doesn’t get bored here sometimes?” 

But my mother, treating dreams as exactly what they were, would smile, kiss my father on his forehead and carry on with her everyday chores. 

My father continued to dream. In a haze that became clearer each time he heard of another Trinidadian’s success in Canada – Boya’s successful roti shop, Shirlee’s new car as a result of a steady office job, and Kamla buying a big house after being in Toronto for only four years – he envisioned himself there in the kitchen of his very own bakery. Lining the windows with cupcake tiers he could only describe as “fancy”, and in hanging antique bird cages, would be Trinidadian sweeties and pies labeled as ‘Real Caribbean Desserts’, glistening on a street that didn’t bar itself up like jail cells when the sun began to set.

When he painted this picture to my mother – the elegant dishware, the sweeties, and the setting sun – she didn’t quite feel the same way; she wanted to remain firm among her roots, dangerous dusks, jail cells, and all. Ashes of her family sat on our modest mantel next to pictures of their beloved bodily forms. Her sisters lived just down the street, and Briony was doing well in school. The tree they had nurtured for all these years, finally, was bearing yellow fruit. 

But, I’m told, my father was insistent. When romanticism wouldn’t work, he switched to rhetoric. He asked my mother of opportunity, freedom, and safety for Briony and me. He said to look at all those people living a good life over there, look how good their children were doing.

“We stupid not to take the chance,” he would say.

“It does get real cold there, you know,” my mother said.

“What is a little cold if you living a good life?”

“It safe?”

My father raised his eyebrows. “Leela, you think Toronto would ever catch fire like Port of Spain?”

When my mother and I fight now, she will often say, “You just like him.” 

Eventually she threw in the dish towel. My father proceeded with the process, filling out form after form, even going so far as to carrying them around in a manila folder wherever he went, mistrusting open windows, grubby little hands, and his wife’s temper. On his breaks at work, he checked off boxes in deep, confident lines with blue ballpoint ink. No, he did not hold a criminal record. No, he was not seeking refugee status. No, he did not have a communicable disease.

After a year and a half of paperwork, interviews, weekly phone calls with others he knew in Toronto (“How thick a coat we need? How much is rent so? TTC? What’s that now? It safe?”), and scrupulous living to build our financial credibility, the four of us set course for Toronto. When my mother extended the invitation to her sisters and Chevy, they all said no, never, with the exception of my Auntie Sangeetha, who only began to cry and nod in acceptance, the kohl on her eyes giving way to black tears.

We flew in February. My father’s carry-on luggage consisted of little relics of Canadian life friends and cousins had mailed him over the months as motivation to stay positive – a snow globe, miniature bottles of maple syrup and a red and white toque with moose antlers on either side which he foolishly wore from departure to destination. My mother took with her the ashes of her parents in urns sealed with Scotch tape. Briony and I squealed at the dreamlike prospect of riding in an airplane for the very first time, sailing among the clouds and flying close to the sun, only to arrive in a land of snow, naïve to the fact that we were leaving our friends, family, and home behind. 

We lived in a basement apartment rented to us by one of my father’s cousins in the deep east end of Scarborough, one room for four people – five, if you counted prenatal Cecelia, who caused my mother to take up more space each day. With the money my parents had from their savings – selling the Macaria house and my father’s snacket, plus the job he held as an assistant at a bakery in North York – they took out a mortgage on a three-storey detached home in West Toronto, in the Junction. Three months later we had a basement, a kitchen, a living room, two bathrooms, three bedrooms, and an attic. And, about a week later, my father, finally content with setting foot on Canadian ground, slipped on black ice, hit his head, and died.

This is where I stop digging. This particular pothole is one that collapses under my feet, and leads to a tunnel that leads to a cave that leads to a lair that leads to the depths of depths of depths that lead to the core until finally, at the crux of it all, I am alone, with so many questions, so many questions, that I cannot – 

I cannot find my way back. I cannot say his name out loud. I do not talk about him.

I suppose, in some ways, I am like my family, after all.
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The space in between things: these are telling. The distance of a chair thrown askew from a desk. One shoe from the other of the same pair. How close someone stands to another in an empty train. How long it has been since I last spoke to Chevy. Or, how long it has been since I’ve had a real conversation with my mother.

I know my mother inside and out: the schedule of her day from the weight of her steps, her mood from the scent of her breath, and how much she cares about something from the number of words she uses in a sentence. But the one thing I do not know is who my mother is when she is alone. 

Light beams from beneath her bedroom door, casting a gold blade across the hardwood floor. At the end of the hallway, the wooden beads of the curtain tap against each other like a light rain beginning to fall. I shudder as a wintry draft sweeps past my feet and snakes up under my clothes. I think if I press my ear to the door, I might hear the turning of pages. My mother is always in possession of several notebooks – plain and unnumbered, unsentimental – detailing what she has to do and who she has to call. She always has someone to call. Over the years, I would see her open to any blank page in the middle of the book, write in “Call Vidya” or “Check with Boya”, or a long phone number starting with 1868 – no dashes between the numbers – sometimes with no name next to it. When Cece had bought her a proper phonebook for her birthday, glossy and stacked with alphabetical tabs and mindfully designed spaces for notes, our mother was only momentarily seduced. 

“Do what?” she had asked Cece.

“What?” said Cece.

“I can do what?”

“What are you talking about, Ma?”

“The front cover says, ‘You can do it.’ I can do what?” said my mother.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. A message from Ines says she knows that I landed even though I didn’t text her, she checked my flight status on Google. She tells me to be strong and kind, and to have patience. She says she will call me tonight. I turn off my phone and place my ear against my mother’s door, but instead of hearing silence, I hear whispering, and though I am sorry, sorry for my poor mother, sorry that this, this is what she does when she is alone, I become angry and push open the door.

My mother sits at the edge of her bed, un-jarred, in blue high-waisted cotton panties, legs crossed.

“Cassandra.” Her hands are folded in her lap. “You make it home.”

Sorry again now, seeing the goosebumps on her bare breasts raised from the stingy heat of the radiator and the slight hunch of her back, I click the door closed behind me. 

“Of course, I made it home, Ma.” I want to ask, “Why wouldn’t I have?” but instead I say, “Are you okay, Ma?”

She does not reply. She is looking at a point on the floor between us.

I want to say, “I’m sorry,” but that is something someone says when it is only the other person’s loss. 

The room, like the rest of the house I surveyed in my dark ascent to the attic, remains the same. A too-large Victorian dresser peeling at its edges takes up most of a wall, and a tall plastic laundry basket cracked in the middle sits in the corner, its contents of lilac nighties, high-waisted jeans and paisley tops neatly folded and piled. The queen bed is blanketed with its “Saturday sheets”, and another smaller dresser stands opposite. Its top drawer, I know, is for bed sheets, the second for towels, the third for miscellaneous linens, and the last empty. “Just in case,” my mother used to say. 

The wallpaper, though yellowed, still shimmers when light hits its cherry blossoms. The curtains are drawn apart, and thick mites of thistly dust dance in the sunlight, like dandelions that do not know they are weeds. 

I want to say, “Who were you talking to?” but I don’t want to embarrass her. 

“You talk to Cecelia?” she says. 

“Yeah. Yesterday morning. Where is she?”

“Downstairs in she room.” She closes her eyes and shakes her head. Thick tears roll down her cheeks.

I swallow and look at the floor. 

“That one – she,” she says, pointing to the floor. 

“Cece?”

“Cecelia? No.”

“What?” 

“What?” 

She stands up and turns away from me, grabbing a white bra hanging off the bed post and clasps it around her chest. She wipes the tears from her face with the back of her hand. A few minutes pass where neither of us speak, and she takes a sweater and a pair of pants lying on the faded leaf-print bedspread and dresses herself. She tucks her hair behind her ears and brings her hands to her collarbones, bowing her head. Then, as though realizing I am still there, straightens up and turns to me. “Cassandra. Come.”

I do not go to her, she comes to me. She moves the hair from my eyes with her index finger, drawing a line across my forehead as though casting a protective spell. She kisses my left cheek, then my right. I smell the gardenia and jasmine of White Shoulders she has dabbed in the crook of her neck. 

“Unpack your things,” she says, playing with the ends of my fine hair. “Stay up here in the attic with me. Cecelia room messy, and Briony is, well, Briony. Go and bathe, then take a little sleep. How was your flight? You looking tired. Look at the lines under your eyes.”

My eyelids droop as she leads me to her bed.

“Your Auntie Moira is on a plane right now,” she says, draping a blanket over me. “She ain’t seen allyuh in years. She go be here tomorrow evening. Sleep now.”

She pulls the blanket up to my shoulders and her hair falls into my face. The notes of her scent are threaded in the sheets, the pillows, the room, the house. I sink into a dreamless sleep, the deepest I have had in years.

*

I wake up late the next day to the sounds of life in the kitchen. As I go down the two flights of stairs, I remember that every time I walk into this house, I am in another place and another time. Toronto is behind the front door and I am back home, in Macaria. I see a cocoyea broom made from coconut tree leaves propped up against a wall, a cockset burned at its end sitting on a window ledge, even though it is not mosquito season, and tiered paintings of pastel gods on the corridor walls. When I pass Chevy’s room on the second floor, I do not stop, I keep walking with my eyes cast downward. His walnut door is shut, and like the ring that traces the moon during an eclipse, a celestial sunlight halos the frame. 

Cece’s room is next to Chevy’s. Her door, too, is shut. 

Auntie Sangeetha lives in the basement. I hear her in the kitchen with my mother preparing for Auntie Moira’s arrival and I smell something I haven’t smelled in years: red beans and stew chicken. I want to fall to the floor and cry. I poke my head in the kitchen and heat dampens my face. Before me is a scientist’s laboratory; liquids are bubbling, appliances are hissing, steam is filling the room, iron-cast pots are clanging against glowing burners and metal implements, and there is a frenzied woman cursing beneath the whirring of the stovetop fan. My mother is pirouetting in worn slippers and a lilac nightie between the oven and sink, telling Auntie Sangeetha, her loyal assistant and younger sister, to stir this, poke that, chop this, shake that.

I go to the living room before I am noticed and asked to help, only to find Briony there, crying before Chevy’s picture on the fireplace mantel, which is next to a portrait of his mother, which is next to a portrait of his brother. I watch my sister cry in front of their faces, these people who are more shapes and stories than breathing bodies who once put clothes on in the morning, had jobs, cooked in the evenings, loved. Briony is wearing her jacket and boots and a small Guess purse is buoyed on her elbow. She is still crying when we embrace, iridescent tears so thick they fall not in streams, but spheres. We have not seen each other since I left. 

“Auntie Tippie was like was a movie star, wasn’t she?” I say.

She lifts her face from my shoulder, leaving a damp spot in the shape of a butterfly on my hoodie. She nods and new tears begin to swell. “Yeah,” she says. “Her hair and lips.”

The black and white portrait that hangs dead and center over the mantel looks more like that of an actress whose signature should be scribbled in its corner, the i of her name dotted with a heart. This is how we were taught to remember Auntie Tippie: not of this world, but an angel from heaven, the place she looked toward when she posed for this very photograph, up and away as if the light from above was already beckoning to her. She wears a lace dress and is sitting slender and tall, her complexion waxen and lips matte and nude. Her nose is rounded at its tip, making her look younger than she really was, and her eyebrows are waxed down, thick and curved and not a single hair out of place. Atop her eyelids is a perfect mark of eyeliner from where her lashes sprout like palm fronds. And her hair – oh, how I envied all my family’s hair, having inherited my father’s flat and lifeless wisps – was high and glossy. Soft to the touch, I was once told.

“I’m sorry this is how we’re seeing each other after so long.” 

“I just can’t believe it,” Briony says. “I just can’t believe it.”

Looking at Briony’s face now, she looks older than I remember, and she is beautiful. She has let her grey run past her roots, well into the middle strands of her neck-length hair that is thick and voluminous. From the inside corner of her cat eyes to her high cheekbones run two lines that are beginning to deepen and branch. Her teeth are an off white and her pillowy pout arched by a Cupid’s bow makes everything she says sound sexy, or cryptic. Her jeans are too baggy around her ankles and her wool coat is pilled with lint. I look down to her boots that are salt-stained and wrinkled.

“Chevy—” she says. Both of us turn our heads to the wall when the floorboards creak in the bedroom behind the wall. And then again, a weight shifting.

Briony gestures with her eyes toward the porch.

Outside I tug at her coat sleeve. “Were you going for a walk or something?”

“Yeah,” she says, wiping her nose and eyes with her sleeve. “I was just going to buy some smokes, but …” She ruffles around in her purse and pulls out a cigarette. “Knew I had one in here. Sit with me?”

Briony is four years older than me which means that when we were growing up, she was always cooler first. Everything she did cascaded down to me; I shed glittery, cherry-flavored lip-gloss in favour of nude pearlescent tones. I traded Backstreet Boys for Mariah Carey. I mimicked smoking with white candy sticks when I had seen her behind the school with boys during lunch, blowing smoke out the corner of her mouth. Once, I even went so far as to dye my hair after Briony came home with honey highlights, a then-toddler Cece cooing at me as I massaged Bronze Bombshell into my virgin hair in the laundry room of our basement. 

Sitting on the porch swing with her now, we slowly begin to sway. Its bolts screech against the metal like the shrill wince of a guillotine. For early March, the air is mild, but without jackets we shiver and tuck our hands beneath our legs. Next to her, I feel like I always have: small and childlike. The origin of Briony’s build is unknown; unlike either of our parents, she is sturdy and strong. She is a woman built of valleys of curves and hills of flesh, whereas on my own body the pinnacle of each joint protrudes through my clothes, fragile and lithe like my mother’s. My kneecaps are pointy, my elbows too sharp. My hip bones are angular and suggestive of an unhealthy diet, and my collarbones, so jutting, leave a hollow dip just below my throat.

“I heard you come in yesterday,” says Briony. “I’m … sorry I didn’t come down to see you. I …” She shakes her head and a tear falls.

“Brie, you don’t have to say anything.”

She flicks my leg and smiles.

“Cece is still in her room,” I say.

“Yeah, she hasn’t really come out since yesterday. Leave her be, I guess.”

We look out to the neighborhood. It is a Sunday and no one is out. In the Canadian spring, greens and reds and yellows begin to peek out from their buds against the grey slush left over from a dead winter. 

“Did you get time off work?” I ask.

“Yeah, two weeks. But some of it cuts into my vacation time.”

“That’s not very lenient of a travel agency.”

“Yeah, well, that’s what we get, Cas. Doesn’t help that I’m part-time. They give you, like, three days of bereavement leave, then expect you to come back in a few days and sell vacation packages to happy couples and cozy families.”

I want to ask, “How come you’re not working full-time?” 

“Whatever, I’ll take it. Don’t want to return back to work a mess,” she says.

“Yeah. I get it.”

“I’ve missed you.” 

“I’ve missed you.”

We sit in a silence that is neither awkward nor tense. Truly, she is my sister.

“I’m hearing whispers again,” she says.

I nod.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve heard whispers,” she says. She brings the cigarette to her lips and rummages through her bag. Crumpled receipts, wrappers and bus transfers fall from it, and she shoves them back in like they’re confidential. 

“Well,” I say, looking to the street, “Ma says Auntie Moira is getting in soon.” 

She pulls a lighter from the bag. “Moira,” she mutters, catching sparks from the lighter, “Moira has always been a bitch.”

Briony pushes her heel against the porch floor, thrusting the swing and us both into a startling force. I grasp the armrest with both hands, the blunt edges of it pressing into my skin. “Briony!”

The whoosh of the cold breeze makes me hunch over and the smoke of the cigarette stifles me. I hold my foot down firm on the ground, and yelp when I feel a stiff splinter impale the arch of my sole. 

“You’re such a baby,” Briony says, nudging me hard with her shoulder. I bite down on my lip and hold my foot. “You’ve always been such a baby.” She winks and snickers then the smile drops from her face, and we sigh and sit there swaying in silence.

*

Auntie Moira, in shape and age, is somewhere between my mother and Auntie Sangeetha. At sixty-one years old, having the imagined body one would expect time to mold for a woman her age, she moves through the general public unregarded. Neither possessing my mother’s string-bean frailty nor Sangeetha’s papaya girth, Moira takes the form of a Bartlett pear, her small upper body widening at the hips to thick thighs. A vain woman, her hair, though limp, runs long and box-dyed black past her waist. Though Sangeetha is the youngest of the sisters, Moira possesses the least wrinkles, the skin on her face taut and smooth and shiny. “It’s because she doesn’t smile,” Briony once said years ago. “But once I saw her laughing. It was like watching an accordion fold and unfold.”

In response, I had offered a weak, consolatory laugh after Briony’s cackle and felt guilty at once. Though I’ve never had an intimate relationship with Auntie Moira, on account of her being the only one of us to still live in Trinidad, I’ve always enjoyed the homely presence of her visits. It may have all well been in my mind, my own projections of what I wanted her to embody, but I thought whenever she came to visit Toronto, she smelled of ripe plantains and fry bake. I thought her skin trapped a radiance that no northern country or cosmetic could give me. When she hummed songs from 1942: A Love Story, a Hindi movie all the women in our family had seen together in the theatre back home – even Auntie Rani – I wanted to say, “Stop, it’s too much.” But the cruel thing about Briony’s comment was that even when Auntie Moira had massaged coconut oil into her hair to keep it shiny, wore ironed pants with a perfect, stark pleat down the middle, and painted her nails that Sally Hansen punch pink, she was still in the backdoor of conversation reduced to a fat, old lady.

Now at dinner, eight of us are sitting around the kitchen table made for six, seldom used but for holidays and death. It is
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