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What haunts are not the dead, but the gaps

left within us by the secrets of others.

Nicholas Abraham, Notes on the Phantom, 1975

And what the dead had no speech for, when living

They can tell you, being dead;

TS Eliot, ‘Little Gidding’, Four Quartets


I


Crossing the Atlantic

and the child adapts to her parents’ story (Danieli)

Guyana hits me like a steam bath.

My mother is in every Georgetown voice.

I stick out like a chicken in the sea

and it’s not just how I speak. My questions

find no answers. Everything is hazy,

the internet slow. I hear a dog bark.

My mother said Warrior was found

one morning under their stilt house.

He’d been poisoned.

In Stabroek Market strange, bloodied fish,

anguished smiles, and flies.

Thirteen types of banana –

red, finger, sour fig, apple, buck...

I buy breadfruit thinking it’ll taste

like bread. They give me green coconut,

coconut water good for your daughter,

gotta lotta iron, make you strong like a lion.

I sip through a straw.


Origin story

And so it came to pass that Francisco in his first

flush of youth boarded a boat from Madeira to

Mahaica, and when he reached a ripe age he took

unto himself a wife, Matilde, also of Portuguese stock,

and in time the two ventured forth to the village of

Golden Grove, on East Bank Demerara, where they

did settle and bear fruit: three girl children and

two boys. And when Premio, the youngest, came

of age he betrothed himself to Leonilda, begotten of

Rosalyn espoused to Rex, then later Rufus. And they,

now listed as Creole, did marry and from this union

were born eight issue, numbered among whom

were Grace-the-one-who-died and Dodo-my-mother,

together with four further daughters and two

sons. And they all grew and scattered, and some

multiplied, and from Dodo’s line came three girls

of whom the youngest was of a curious nature.


anomie

Blaise Pascal said No one can sit quietly

in a room. But I can. For years I said

nothing. Barely opened my mouth, even

to eat. Nights watching my parents sleep.

A wraith at their feet, searching for how

to belong in this world. Long prayers

without words. Feelings unreadable.

The cupboard’s store of embroidered

tablecloths. Trifle was a Sunday treat.


I was nothing like you

because I was afraid of the dark

because when I cried you never came

because you said stay in the bath then asked why I didn’t get out

because you got cross when I used my initiative, went to a friend’s for tea

because if I tried to hug you, you’d say big baby and push me away

because you fed me cake then said I’d never be slim like you

because the only pet I ever had was a tortoise

because I tried so hard to make you proud of me

because I prayed all night at the foot of your bed, listening to your breath

because at a parents’ evening, I saw you were terrified

because you said love is only for the simple-minded

because I found out you weren’t even third girl like me

because you only held my hand when you thought I was dying

        and I held your stiff hand when you were dying


Where to start a story of migration and loss

after Joy Harjo

I was fourteen, my mother at the sink, fingers stained from peeling carrots as she sang, O Mein Papa, though her father, Portuguese by birth, was a British barrister. And the sepsis that glowed him orange and took him, so young, so quick.

No, this isn’t where it starts.

Afternoons of listening to my mother’s stories of British Guiana, all the boys at her feet: Jack, Arlindo and John queueing to be her beau; people bowing as if her father was a king.

Not here either.

The singsong shout of my mother and sisters at family parties, all talking at once as if silence was dirty. I sat afraid to open my mouth, my voice so different; history theirs alone to frame.

This is not the right place.

My mother’s family had migration in its bones. We kept moving to wherever there was war. Every home had a hidden shrine with her demigod father inside.

No, not here.

I studied law to be like my grandfather. My mother said I could never be like him. He was brilliant, the voice of a people. I was mortal and shy.

Is this where it begins?

Or does the story start when I pick up my pen to tap his heartbeat back to life, to trust in this meeting place where the past will seep through the pores of my skin?

Yes, here.
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